
 

“Station 51, traffic accident.  Motorcyclist trapped in culvert.  1103 Turmont St.  1-1-0-3 Turmont 

Street.  Cross street, Annalee.  Police and ambulance have been dispatched.  Time out: 9:43.” 

 

Johnny: 
 

We pulled up on the north side to find the police had already arrived and were just starting to control a 

crowd that was looking down at the box culvert in curiosity, so we pushed through to see what the 

situation was. 

 

The culvert channels a small stream that feeds into the Dominguez Channel.  Turmont St. runs along the 

north side while the south side is fronted by the backsides of houses in some places and park areas in 

others.  The culvert is pretty deep and made completely of concrete with sides of about 15 feet, with 

concrete rails along the top to keep cars from plunging down into it.  

 

There was a huge section of rail missing; taken down for a replacement project, it looked like.  There 

were traffic cones, barricades with orange flashing lights and warning tape around the area and some of 

the tape was trailing in the breeze, where the victim’d run right through it.  A quick survey of the rail 

down the line looked like huge chunks of the rail were rusting.   

 

We looked down to where some folks in the crowd were pointing. The stream was just a trickle 

reflecting the sunlight.  A blue motorcycle was lyin’ on its side against the far side of the culvert with 

the rider pinned underneath it.  The bike – had to be at least 600 cc’s – was clearly too big for the rider’s 

small size.  How he’d managed to ride it down the street was a mystery to me.  How he crashed it, 

though, was pretty easy to figure out. 

 

“We meet again,” I heard a familiar voice.  

 

Well, whaddya know, Officer Bill Erskine was walkin’ up to us. “You again, huh?  What is this?  The 

third TA?” 

 

“At least.” 

 

“Well you did say we had to stop meetin’ like this,” I told him. 

 

Erskine laughed, “So I did, Johnny.  I noticed you didn’t listen.” 

 

"Nor did you listen to your own advice," I pointed out to him. 

 

He laughed, "You got me there, my friend." 

 

Cap came jogging up.  “Whatcha got?” he asked, flipping his gloves off and slapping them together 

before he stuffed them in his pocket. 

 



“Not sure,” Erskine started.  “Evel Knievel, there, might’ve been trying out a new bike or something.  

Some of the witnesses said that he came roarin’ up the street at a pretty fast speed, then slowed down as 

if he knew he was goin’ too fast and then it got away from him.  The front end started wobbling, no 

doubt, as you can imagine, because it’s just too big for him.  Lost control, and by some miracle, 

somehow managed to steer it to this missing rail section, here, slid down the side right about here - you 

can see the tracks – and ended up right where you see him.  How he managed to keep a hold on the bike 

through the whole ride, I’ll never know.” 

 

“He probably doesn’t, either,” Roy said. 

 

“Is there any gas leaking?”  Cap asked Officer Erskine. 

 

“Not sure, Cap’n.  We pretty much just got here, ourselves.  Haven’t had a chance to go down there and 

check it out.” 

 

“You know his name?”  Roy asked. 

 

“No, sorry.” 

 

“Okay.  What do you boys think?”  Cap asked us. 

 

Roy squinted down at the scene.  “Well, I don’t see any steps down close by so we’re gonna need a 

coupla lines to lower us down.  Can you guys lower down our equipment and a Stokes?” 

 

“Probably need a splint and a backboard, too, huh?” Cap assessed.  

 

I peered closer at the victim, “Yeah.  I don’t know about you, Roy, but that helmet’s lookin’ a little off, 

although maybe it just got skewed from the accident.” 

 

“Yeah…maybe.”  He turned back to Cap, “If you guys could get everything ready, we’ll get our lines 

secured.“ 

 

“You got it.  I wanna get a line on there, too, just in case,” Cap said, patted me on the arm and bounded 

back to the Engine. 

 

Roy and I got our lines and Marco lowered the biophone and trauma box.  We headed down to the 

victim while the Engine crew got the rest of our gear for us.   

 

“Hi, how ya doin’?”  I asked as we came upon the victim, partly to see if he was conscious cause I 

couldn’t tell from way back there if he was movin’ or not.  He was lying on his left side in full riding 

gear, with a jacket and a black helmet that seemed kinda skewed in relation to how his head should be.  I 

pointed out the make of the bike to Roy: Suzuki GT750.  Kirk Baumgarten from B-shift has one.  It’s 

more than 700 cc’s!  No wonder he lost control.  I mean, this guy couldn’t have been more than a 

teenager.  What the hell was he thinkin’, tryin’ to ride a bike like that? 

 

“Don’t worry about me,” came a soft, female voice from inside the black helmet.  



 

Roy and I stared at each other.   

 

“It’s a girl!” 

 

He made a face and rolled his eyes up at me the way he usually does when he’s about to tell me I said 

something dumb, “Congratulations, Dad.” 

 

I sneered at him, “Ha ha.  Very funny.”  My partner, a real joker. 

 

“Please, just…don’t worry about me,” she said again.  Boy, she sounded like she was in some real pain. 

 

Roy knelt down next to her, “Well, we are worried about you.  Looks like you got yourself into a bit of 

a pickle, here.” 

 

“I’m fine.  Please.  Don’t treat me,” she pleaded. 

 

We looked at each other.  ‘Don’t treat me?’  I swear, in all the years and rescues we’ve done, we’ve 

never had anyone, as badly hurt as she might be, ever tell us that. 

 

Roy: 
 

“Well, why don’t we be the judge of that,” I said, taking out the BP cuff and the stethoscope.   

 

“Please…don’t worry about me.” 

 

Something in her voice stroked a sympathy in me for her that I’ve rarely felt for patients.  “It’s only a 

stethoscope and a blood pressure cuff.  It’s just gonna squeeze your arm, I’m not gonna hurt you.” 

 

“Please just…leave me here.  Surely there’s other people who need you.” 

 

The look I saw on Johnny’s face mirrored the exact thought in my head.   

 

Johnny: 

 

We couldn’t believe what we were hearing!  “Head injury?” 

 

“Maybe.  Miss, we’re gonna remove your helmet, okay?” 

 

“Why?” 

 

“We’d like to check you over.  Make sure you didn’t sustain a head injury.” 

 

“I didn’t hit my head.  I’m just stuck underneath the bike.” 

 

Roy sighed and looked at me.  “I think we’re gonna need – “ 



“Yeah.  I’ll get ‘em.”  And I ran back across the culvert to get the rest of our gear and some manpower. 

 

Roy: 

 

Her helmet was worrying me a bit.  I looked around and grabbed my belt and rolled it.  Hardly decent, 

but it was all I had.  “Alright, now, Miss, I’m gonna put my belt under your head to act like a pillow, 

okay?” 

 

“Sure.” 

 

It took a bit of work, but she could finally just relax and keep her head aligned.  “Do you hurt 

anywhere?”  

 

“No,” her voice was strained. 

 

“Look, Miss, now I can’t help you unless you’re truthful with me.” 

 

“I don’t want your help.  Please, just leave me here to die.” 

 

I looked her up and down.  “Well, I hate to tell you this, but as far as I can see, you don’t seem injured 

enough to die.” 

 

“Oh.”  She sounded really disappointed.  Or in a lot of pain.  I wasn’t really sure which, although I 

suspect it might’ve been both. 

 

I thought about asking why she wanted to die, but decided against adding in the psychological element, 

just yet.  If I could keep the conversation focused on the medical aspects, I’d have a better chance at 

convincing her to let us treat her.  At least, that’s what I was hoping.  “Look, uh, I know you don’t want 

us to treat you, but can I at least check your vital signs?” 

 

“What for?” 

 

“Just so that I’d feel better leaving you out here all by your lonesome.” 

 

“What does it involve?” 

 

“Oh, just getting your blood pressure, your pulse.  That’s about it.” 

 

She hesitated for a bit.  “I guess.” 

 

“I’d also like to get your helmet off and your jacket, if that’s alright?”  Figured it wouldn’t hurt to try 

again. 

 

“No.  No, please.  I don’t want to take them off.  I don’t want to take them off!” 

 



Well that didn’t go so well.  “Okay.  It’s okay.  We’ll leave it on.  But I don’t want you to move, alright?  

Did you hit your head at all?” 

 

“No.  I told you.” 

 

Uh huh.  I thought about the C-Collar – couldn’t get it on her without taking the helmet off, anyway.  I 

just had to make sure she didn’t move.  “Alright, uh, now look, don’t try to move, okay?  You might still 

have hit your head without you realizing it, so try to keep still.  Are you having trouble breathing at all?” 

 

“I’m talkin’ to you, aren’t I?” 

 

“Doesn’t mean you may not be having trouble breathing.  Do you feel a pressure in your chest?  Can 

you breathe in and out okay without any pain?” 

 

“Yeah.” 

 

Her lungs seemed clear and I detected no signs of internal injuries but she was guarding quite a bit.  

“Okay.  I’m gonna wrap the BP cuff around your arm to get your blood pressure, now, is that alright?” 

 

“I guess.  If it makes you happy.” 

 

I wrapped the BP cuff on her and decided that since I couldn’t check her pupil response, I could still do 

a verbal check.  “What’s your name?” 

 

“Melissa.” 

 

“You know what day it is?” 

 

“Yeah, it’s Saturday.” 

 

“How old are you?” 

 

“23.” 

 

I was pretty taken aback.  She seemed awfully short for 23.  At first, I wondered if she might’ve been 

lying to mask her real age, but most teenagers will say they’re 18 or 19, not 23.  

 

So far, she seemed pretty lucid.  “You feeling dizzy, at all?  Headache?” 

 

“No.” 

 

“Okay.  Melissa, you’re doing great.”  I got her BP, onto her pulse.  

 

“Is this your bike?” 

 

“Why do you want to know that?” 



“Oh, just making conversation.  One of the other guys at my station rides one just like it.” 

 

“So?” 

 

Striking out at every turn, here.  “You, uh…you trying it out or just learning to ride?” 

 

“It’s none of your business.” 

 

Okay, back off a little.  Pulse, check.  Onto the respirations.  “Yeah, you’re right.  It is none of my 

business.  I’ve, uh, I’ve always wanted to learn how to ride, myself.  My friend, the one with the bike 

like yours, has offered to give me lessons.” 

 

“So why don’t you take them and stop bothering me.” 

 

Oh boy… She was silent for a long time and I was able to get her respirations.  Got it.  I jotted down all 

her vitals to give to Johnny to relay to Rampart.  

 

“What color bike is it?”   

 

I turned back to her, “Excuse me?” 

 

“What color is your friend’s bike?” 

 

She likes things on her terms.  Okay.  “Oh, uh, he’s got a red one.  He’s a fireman, so, you know, he 

likes red bikes, red cars, you name it.” 

 

“Do all firemen like red?” 

 

“No.  Not all.” 

 

“Do you have a favorite color?” 

 

“Not particularly.  How ‘bout you?” 

 

“Well, it’s not blue.”   

 

Bingo.  I knew it couldn’t have been her bike.  

 

“What’s your name?” 

 

“Roy.  Roy DeSoto.  My partner is Johnny.” 

 

I saw him returning with the gear and the Engine crew in tow.  “You detecting any gas leaks, Roy?” Cap 

asked. 

 



“No.”  I pointed at the victim and held up a hand to tell them to hold off for the moment. “Okay, now, I 

wanna check you over, make sure you’re not seriously injured.” 

 

“Why?  What do you care?” 

 

“Well, it’s my job.” 

 

“You’re just getting paid, though.  You don’t really care, right?”  She sounded hopeful that I really 

didn’t. 

 

Oh boy…   

 

Johnny threw a wide-eyed look at me.  I threw him a look back and shook my head. 

 

She was pushing me into territory I wasn’t at all comfortable being in.  It was a delicate line I was being 

forced to walk, but I was starting to feel like we were making a connection and I didn’t want anything to 

jeopardize that.  There might be some hope, here, yet. 

 

“Like I said.  I’m just doing my job.”  I answered, trying to sound as nonchalant as I could manage.   

 

“Okay.” 

 

That seemed to satisfy her.  This is gonna prove to be a doozy of a case.  Little did I realize just how 

much. 

 

“How is she?”  Johnny asked. 

 

“Okay, so far,” I said aloud as I handed him the vitals I’d written down, then gestured for him not to call 

Rampart.   

 

“Okay.”  He took the paper I gave him and got the biophone ready. 

 

She was lying on her left side so I could at least check the rest of her for injuries.  I checked her right 

arm.  Everything seemed okay until I got to her wrist.  She winced and yanked it from my grasp, hissing 

in pain. 

 

“Here, let me check that for you.”  I reached to grab her arm, but she moved it away from me. 

 

“It doesn’t really hurt.  You just startled me, that’s all,” she claimed. 

 

Uh huh.  “Well I just wanna make sure there’s nothing broken or sprained.” 

 

“What difference does it make to you?” 

 

“Well, now, see, my boss is standing right there and I just need to make it look good so I can get 

promoted.  Remember, I don’t really care about you.  I’m just doing this for my benefit.” 



She didn’t move for a few moments and I looked over at Johnny, who’d heard me and knelt down on the 

other side of the bike looking mighty worried.  I shrugged at him.  He pointed to the biophone and I held 

up a hand; it was still a little too soon.  I looked up to see the rest of the Engine crew standing around, 

awaiting my signal to start doing something.  But I couldn’t do anything until I got Melissa fully on my 

side.  And that was gonna take a little bit more time. 

 

She slowly offered me her hand.  “Okay.” 

 

I took her hand and started assessing whether she might’ve broken her wrist or merely sprained it.  

“Thanks.  I appreciate it.” 

 

She seemed able to move her wrist and fingers somewhat so that was a good sign. 

 

“It doesn’t hurt, you know.” 

 

Yeah, I noticed in between those hisses you were trying not to make underneath that helmet of yours.  

“Well, it may not hurt now, but I suspect it’s gonna hurt a whole lot, later on.  Adrenaline has a way of 

masking pain, even in serious injuries.” 

 

“For how long?” 

 

“Oh, for hours.  Even up to a whole day.” 

 

“For real?” 

 

“Yup.  Sometimes people can walk away immediately from a crash, but they’ll feel it the next morning.” 

 

“Is he lying?”  She asked Johnny, who was rummaging for a splint. 

 

“Nope, not at all,” he answered. 

 

“You promise?” 

 

“Oh yes, I can promise you that ten times till Sunday.  I got hit by a car once, you know.  Now, don’t get 

me wrong, I knew that my leg was broken ‘n’ all right off the bat.  But my muscles throughout the rest 

of my body didn’t feel it for a couple of days and I could barely move.  That happens all the time.”  

 

“Oh.” 

 

She fell silent again and I took that time to check her back and spine.  No fractures that I could feel, but I 

could see there were some shredded pieces of her jacket, from her left side, that were peeking out from 

underneath her.  I was a little worried about what we were gonna find when we finally got her out of 

there. 

 



I had Johnny immobilize her hand while I checked her legs.  Again, no fractures that I could detect, but I 

could see that her pants had been shredded and her left foot – what I could see of it – didn’t really look 

right.  

 

Now for the hard part. 

 

“Alright, Melissa?” 

 

“What?” 

 

“All we have left to do is get this bike off of you.  Now in order for us to do that, we’re gonna have to 

move you.  But I’ve gotta get this C-Collar on you, first, and immobilize your head.  If you’ve got a 

spinal injury, you could be paralyzed for life.” 

 

“Good.  Then you can just leave me here like that so I can die.” 

 

Johnny’s startled look stared at me.  I motioned for him and the rest of the Engine crew to back off a 

little.  Johnny threw me a dubious look and I could see that he was a little worried.  Frankly, so was I. 

 

I watched the crew step back a ways and then I turned back to Melissa.  “Well, that would be fine.  But 

it would take days, probably even a week for you to die if we just left you here paralyzed like that.  It 

wouldn’t be very pleasant.” 

 

“I don’t care.”  Her voice sounded so small… 

 

“I’ll tell ya.  I’ve seen a fair number of tough guys in ‘Nam go through what you’re going through.  

They’re in so much pain, they want to die.  But after awhile, they realize that the body will do 

everything in its power to stay alive and they lie there suffering hour after hour.  And they stay there, 

tryin’ to take it, but they find they can’t keep it up for very long and they start begging for help.  They 

realize that dying is a lot of work and they start thinkin’ about their friends and their families and all the 

good things in life and they change their minds; they don’t wanna die, after all.  Sometimes, dying is as 

much hard work as living.  Do you really wanna stay out here in the hot sun and the cold nights with 

everybody lookin’ down at ya, gettin’ more and more thirsty by the hour?  Thirst is a powerful 

motivator.  It drives people insane.  You really want to die alone, out here, driven insane by thirst while 

the whole neighborhood is watching?  And what happens when you change your mind and it’s too late?” 

 

“I won’t change my mind.”  Her voice sounded even smaller than it did before. 

 

“It may not seem like it now, but you will.  I guarantee it.  Look, this can’t be the answer to your 

problems.  But if we can get you to the hospital, we can find people who can help you.  They’re trained 

for this sort of thing.  They have resources and know how to help you so that you don’t have to die out 

here paralyzed and alone and the subject of ridicule and gossip of the neighborhood where everybody 

can see what your problems are.  At least at the hospital, everything is confidential.” 

 

She was silent for a long time and I wracked my brain trying to come up with anything else to persuade 

her.  Johnny looked over at me and all I could do was shrug.  It was all up to her. 



She mumbled something but I couldn’t hear through her helmet.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you.” 

 

“Okay.  I’ll go.” 

 

Whew!  I patted her arm, real gentle.  “Alright.  Let me go talk to the guys about how to get this off of 

you, okay?” 

 

“Roy?” 

 

“Yeah.” 

 

“Don’t leave me…?” 

 

“I’m gonna step away for just a moment.  Then we’ll get this bike off of ya, okay?” 

 

“’kay.” 

 

I patted her arm again and then stepped over to where Cap and the rest of the crew were waiting. 

 

“What’s goin’ on, Roy?”  Cap asked. 

 

I glanced back at her for a moment and tried to keep my voice down, “Alright, look, she’s suicidal.  

Now, I got her to agree to allow us to help her and take her to the hospital.  But we need to move fast 

before she changes her mind.” 

 

“Alright, let’s get to it then,” Cap said.   

 

With the help of the Engine crew and Officer Bill Erskine and the port-o-power, the bike was lifted 

straight up.  I held her head while Johnny, Chet and Marco pulled her straight out and onto the 

backboard. 

 

And that’s when the yelling started. 

 

She still wouldn’t allow us to take off her helmet, so I used Cap’s turnout to keep her head aligned and 

Johnny and I could finally examine her left side. 

 

Her left shoulder was dislocated and there were deep lacerations all down her left side, and her left ankle 

was broken.  Her shoulder must have borne the brunt of the weight when she landed for it was a miracle 

that her hip wasn’t fractured. 

  

“Roy?  Roy?  Oh my god, it hurts.  It hurts so bad…” 

 

“I know.  I know it does.  We’re gonna get in touch with the hospital to see about authorizing any pain 

medication for you.  But they can’t do that until we make sure you don’t have a head injury.” 

 

“Well, maybe you have a head injury, Roy.  For the third time, I didn’t hit my head.” 



“You know that and I know that, but the hospital isn’t gonna take our word for it.  I have to check you 

out, but I can’t do that with your helmet on.”  

 

Okay, technically, all I really had to do was raise her face shield to check her pupils.  But I wanted to get 

the helmet off in case the weight of it was causing any undo stress on her neck in the event she had a 

neck or spinal injury.  

 

“Now, just to warn you, if the hospital authorizes any kind of pain medication, you’ll have to go to the 

hospital.  Remember, you may have injuries to your muscles or tendons that only the hospital can detect.  

You may not feel any of that right now but you could in the next hour or so.  But I need you to give me 

the go-ahead to take your helmet off before we can contact the hospital.” 

 

She was quiet for several moments.  “’kay.” 

 

“Alright, now, don’t move.  Let us do all the work, okay?”  I held her head while Marco got it off of her.  

It was about a half size too big for her, which accounted for it looking skewed when we first arrived and 

he didn’t have much problem sliding it off of her head.  After a few moments, I finally stared into dulled 

blue eyes and a saddened face with lackluster blonde hair and a pretty hefty bruise – about a day or two 

old - near her right eye.    

 

I put the C-collar on her, checked her pupil response then made eye contact with her.  “Hi.” 

 

She half-smiled and looked away.    

 

I signaled the go-ahead to Johnny and he got on the biophone.  I started praying for either Dr. Early or 

Brackett.  I was afraid Dr. Morton’s bedside manner might just push her back to where she started. 

 

“Rampart, this is Squad 51.” 

 

“Go ahead, 51.”  Dr. Early.  I breathed an inner sigh of relief. 

  

I turned back to Melissa.  “Alright, now, my partner is on the phone to the hospital to get authorization 

for the pain medication.   In the meantime, you want me to take a look at that for you?”  I asked, 

gesturing to the bruise near her eye. 

 

“No.  No, I just fell off my bike the other day.” 

 

Uh huh.   

 

Johnny waved at me.  “Roy?  Rampart’s authorized 5 mg of MS IV.  You want to handle that?” 

 

“Yeah.  Why don’t you go ahead and immobilize her ankle.”   

 

I started to roll up her sleeve but she tried to move her arm and cried out in the process.  “What is it?  

What’s the matter?  You in pain?” 

 



“Why’re you…what do you need my arm for?” 

 

“For the pain medication.  The hospital’s authorized us to administer pain meds for you.  But I need 

your arm to establish an IV so I can give it to you.  I’m gonna have to cut your jacket because I think the 

sleeve is too tight.” 

 

She closed her eyes and started to cry a little.  

 

“Melissa, you have to decide if you want the pain medication.  I won’t give it to you unless you give the 

okay.  But you need to decide fast.” 

 

She just lay there, crying.  Johnny looked over as he finished applying the splint, concern all over his 

face.  He got to work dressing the lacerations, all the while looking over at us with not a little bit of 

worry.  Melissa ‘s sobbing finally subsided and she whispered, “Okay.” 

 

I cut away at her sleeve and pulled back the loose clothing – and about felt sick to my stomach.   

 

Johnny: 

 

He breathed in real deep and raised his eyes to the sky like he’d seen the worst thing a person could see.  

He rocked back and settled on his heel, elbow on his knee and a hand over his mouth.  His eyes fixated 

on some spot on the ground and his face looked real grim.   

 

I moved over to him.  “What’s wrong?” I whispered. 

 

He gestured with his head then turned to grab the IV.  I looked. 

 

Cut marks were riddled all over the girl’s arm.  Some healed, some still healing, others looked fresh.  

But her arm was covered with ‘em.  Damn it.  I remember seein’ an older girl with the same kind of 

marks when I was real young and my mom tellin’ me they were part of an old tradition.  Come to find 

out when I was older what they really were… 

 

I let out a breath and squeezed his shoulder ‘fore I went back to bandaging the lacerations all over her 

leg.  I kept my eye on him, watching him set up the IV and tryin’ to find a vein.  I’d never seen him look 

so sad and I could tell he was seein’ Jenny lyin’ there, and not this young woman who wanted so damn 

badly to die. 

 

Roy: 

 

It all made sense – her reluctance to have us take off her helmet and jacket and her wanting us to leave 

her.  Despite the care I try to take not to get emotionally involved, I couldn’t not be with her.  My heart 

went out to her.   

 

I couldn’t help it. 

 



It was all I could do to concentrate on what I was doing to administer the MS IV.  Johnny and I packed 

her up, secured her and carried her over and, with Stoker’s help, got her out of the culvert.  We climbed 

up after her while the ambulance guys got her onto the gurney. 

 

Johnny: 

 

Roy and I clambered up and watched while she was loadin’ into the ambulance.  I kept my eye on him.  

He was awfully quiet.  He was takin’ his gloves off, lookin’ pretty sad.  “You gonna ride in with her?” 

 

He was wearin’ this somber, all-serious, professional face and didn’t even look at me.  “Yeah.”  

 

I got a little worried for him, right then. 

 

“You want me to?” 

 

“No.  I got it.  See you at Rampart,” and then he stepped in after her.   

 

I closed the doors and patted them, twice.  Then I watched them leave.  Little did I know how shook up 

he was gonna end up being from this. 

 

 

Roy: 

 

I walked out of the treatment room feeling angry and more than a little bitter about the whole situation 

with Melissa.  After the MS kicked in, she’d started asking about her bike, and about what condition it 

was in and how she was gonna get it out.  All I could tell her was that she’d more than likely have to pay 

a tow company to haul it back up and have it taken to a garage.  She seemed awfully worried about that.  

She finally confessed that the bike belonged to her boyfriend and that they’d only moved in to the 

neighborhood a week ago.   

 

Didn’t take a whole lot of dots to connect that he might’ve given her that massive bruise on her face and 

was maybe even indirectly responsible for some of those cuts on her arm. 

 

Dixie was in the treatment room with her and Dr. Early, laying on a healthy dose of TLC.  It took quite 

awhile to convince her that she could trust the pair of them in the same way she’d just learned to trust 

me.  With her in better hands, I was finally able to leave to find my partner. 

 

After replenishing our supplies with Nurse Carol, I found him talking near the water fountain with Katy, 

one of the newer nurses.   

 

He saw me heading toward them with our box of supplies.  I watched his infamous Gage Charm smile to 

her turn into a worried frown at me and he followed me out to the Squad. 

 

  



Johnny: 

 

I stepped a little faster to catch up to him and put my arms out.  “You want me to get that?” 

 

“Naw, I got it.” 

 

“’Kay.” 

 

He put the supplies in the compartment and we headed back to the station. 

 

“LA, Squad 51 available.” 

 

“Squad 51.” 

 

I looked over at him.  He still had that same gloomy expression he had right before he’d gotten into the 

ambulance. 

 

“How’s she doin’?” 

 

I think he was day dreamin’ ‘cause he blinked like he was waking up and then glanced at me.  “Oh, uh, 

she’s doin’ okay, so far, I guess.  No complications or nothin’.”    

 

I knew that look and I knew that voice.  This case had definitely gotten to him.  Knowing that look and 

knowing that voice, like I did, I knew that he was the only one who could shake himself out of.  No 

amount of cajoling or talking to him was gonna make him snap out of it any faster.  

 

But I could at least let him know that I was around whenever he was ready to talk about it.   

 

Roy: 

 

I guess he knows me pretty well by now.  It’d taken some time, but he’d finally learned to leave me 

alone when I was feeling like this.  Every so often there are cases we just can’t help being affected by.  

Like the man said, ‘we’re only human.’  I guess Johnny knew I was feelin’ pretty upset ‘bout the whole 

thing because he didn’t say anything after that.  Instead, he reached over and lightly rubbed my thigh, 

like he was trying to let me know everything was okay. 

 

A nice sensation went through me when he did that.  It was just the thing I needed to make me feel 

better.  I looked over at him but he had his elbow on the door and his hand over his mouth, starin’ out 

front.  A part of me was glad he was. 

 

Johnny: 

 

We headed into the kitchen when we got back to the station, hopin’ to see what Marco was gonna make 

for lunch.  The entire Engine crew was busy makin’ salad while Marco was checkin’ the oven. 

 

“Hey, you’re back,” Marco greeted us. 



“Yeah,” Roy said tiredly.  He grabbed a chair at the table and just kinda sat there, chewin’ on his pinky 

and still lookin’ awfully sad.    

 

Cap walked in and leaned on the backs of one of the chairs.  “Welcome back, fellas.  How’s, uh, how’s 

the girl?” 

 

Roy shifted a little.  “Oh, uh, she’s gonna be okay, I guess.  Dr. Early didn’t forsee any complications 

with her injuries.  Said she’d probably be outta there in about a week or so.”   

 

“That’s good, that’s good.  What about, uh, her being suicidal?” 

 

“Dixie said they’d called both the chaplain and one of the psychiatrists.  Wasn’t sure who she’d feel like 

talking to, so they figured she could have her choice.  They were calling in one of the social workers, 

too.” 

 

Cap’s fingers drummed on the chair.  “Good.  I’m glad to hear that she has some options.” 

 

Mike handed Roy the salad bowl and he put it on the table.  “Yeah.  Certainly more options than the one 

she gave herself this morning.” 

 

“Yeah.”  Cap patted the back of the chair and straightened up.  “Marco?  How’s lunch coming along?” 

 

I glanced at Roy and he’d gone right back to starin’ into space. 

 

“Just comin’ out of the oven now, Cap.” 

 

“What’re we havin’?” I asked.  Usually you can smell a spicy Marco meal from a mile away.  I could 

smell somethin’ good was cookin’ when we walked in but I honestly couldn’t tell you what it was. 

 

“Mac and cheese casserole.  With 5 different kinds of cheese!”  Marco crowed proudly.  He balanced the 

casserole dish in his gloved hands and wound around the chairs to set it down on the heating pad.  “Dig 

in, gentlemen!  It’s hot, so be careful.” 

 

Five chairs scraped back and six hungry firemen happily obeyed Marco’s command.   

 

“This is kind of different for you, Marco,” I told him as I started in on my lunch.  And it was good!  

 

Roy: 

 

“In fact,” Johnny continued, his mouth full, “I’d like to get the recipe if you don’t mind.  This is really 

good!  Isn’t this fantastic?” he turned to me as if needing to confirm the nod of affirmation I’d already 

given him. 

 

“Yeah.  Excellent, as usual, Marco.” 

 

“Thanks, fellas.  I’d love to take the credit, but I can’t.  It’s not my recipe.  It’s Carls’.” 



Five forks fell onto five plates and five firefighter jaws hung open in complete astonishment.  I thought 

Johnny’s eyes were gonna come out of his head. “This is Carl’s?”  

 

“As in Carl Turlock?  On B-shift?”  Chet was incredulous, his fork in the air. 

 

“You’ve gotta be kiddin’,” Cap said, staring at the plate as if he’d just witnessed Jesus turning water into 

wine. 

 

“’Can’t Cook Carl’?”  Stoker’s eyes were wide as he leaned back in his chair. 

 

“Unbelievable, huh?”  Marco agreed.  “Apparently, he’s been taking lessons from Charlie Wilson for the 

past several months.” 

 

“Well, I’ll be damned.  I wonder what brought that on?”  Cap wondered. 

 

“Probably when Wilson overtimed on B-shift and had to eat his food,” Stoker reasoned.  Five groans 

borne of that shared culinary experience rumbled through the kitchen. 

 

“Yeah,” Johnny laughed.  “He makes Chet look like Betty Crocker.” 

 

Chet sneered at him, “I can cook.  I see you guys eating my culinary fare all the time.” 

 

“Doesn’t mean we like it; we just don’t have much choice.  Although I will say, you can boil water, I’ll 

give you that much.” 

 

“Yeah, to pour over your head.” 

 

Cap gently slapped the table.  “Gentlemen…” he lightly admonished.  “Speaking of ‘Can’t Cook’—“ 

Cap stopped himself, put his hands up and made a face.  “I shouldn’t do that.  Speaking of Carl, Marco, 

did you tell Johnny and Roy about—“ 

 

“Oh, you can go ahead and mock him, Cap; it’s not like he’s here, or anything.  I mean, you gotta admit, 

the guy did deserve his nickname.  We certainly won’t snitch on ya,” Chet promised before digging into 

his salad.  

 

“So you don’t mind if we call you Chester Bonehead Kelly, then, when you’re not around?”  Cap 

countered. 

 

The rest of the station burst into laughter.  All except Chet, of course, who simply sat and nodded his 

head in derision at us.  “Yeah.  Okay.  Fine.  You guys can go ahead and laugh.  I’m gonna enjoy a 

fantastic meal that poor Marco, here, slaved over, by himself, for hours on end.” 

 

“Slave over?  It only took me half an hour.” 

 

“Quiet, Marc.  I’m only watchin’ out for ya, babe,” Chet whispered. 

 



“Chester Bonehead Kelly.  Good one, Cap,” Johnny grinned. 

 

“Watch it pal, you’re next.”  Cap threw my partner that ‘I’m about to give you latrine duty as 

punishment look’.   

 

“Uh, yes, Cap.” 

 

“Hmph.  As I was saying, Marco, did you tell John and Roy about the cabin?” 

 

Lopez’s eyes widened and he quickly wiped his mouth with his napkin, “Oh no, I don’t think I did, 

Cap.” 

 

“I guess not, ‘cause I don’t know what you guys are talkin’ about.”  Johnny glanced at me and I 

shrugged back; I hadn’t heard about it, either. 

 

“Well you know how we’ve got four days off coming up in a coupla weeks?  Carl has reservations for 

one of the cabins over at Pyramid Lake, but he can’t use it because his anniversary is that same week.” 

 

“I thought that’s why he got the cabin?  To use for his anniversary?”  Johnny asked. 

 

“He did.  Except his wife broke her foot, so they can’t do all that hiking.  So he’s asking if any one of us 

wants to use it, instead.  The rest of us have plans, already.”  He sounded pretty down and his expression 

twisted into a grimace; he was clearly a bit miffed. 

 

“Well…how much is he asking?” 

 

It would be my suspicious partner to ask. 

 

“Just the fees he paid.” 

 

Johnny mulled it over.  “Yeah.  Okay.  It’ll be nice to get some hiking in.  I haven’t had a chance to do 

that for awhile.  Oh, this’ll be great!”  Then he took a look at me when I reached over to grab the salad 

bowl.  “Well…unless, I mean, do you and Joanne wanna maybe use the cabin, Roy?  It’d be great for the 

kids.” 

 

“Nope.  Joanne and I are gonna meet up with her sister and brother-in-law and we’re taking the kids 

camping.” 

 

  



Johnny: 

 

“Oh.  Okay.”   

 

He threw me a look that, to me, anyway, held a bit of regret. 

 

 

I woke up in the middle of the night.  It seemed like something woke me up, but I couldn’t have told you 

what it was.  I listened…it was pretty quiet, all the rest of the guys seemed to be sleeping.  The street 

was pretty quiet outside.  But something was making a soft noise right about in my ear. 

 

I turned over and he was sittin’ at the edge of his bunk.  The blue security lights from next door gave his 

white undershirt a blue-ish tinge and he was playin’ with the straps on his bunkers.  “Roy?”  I 

whispered. 

 

He looked at me with this real sad look on his face, “Sorry, Johnny.  Didn’t mean to wake you.” 

 

I rubbed one eye, “You didn’t.  What’s wrong?” 

 

He didn’t answer right away.  “I was thinking about Carl Turlock’s mac and cheese.” 

 

I looked at the clock.  Carl….Turlock’s….mac and….cheese?  At…four in the morning?  Man, he musta 

really hated it if he was this upset about it.  “You didn’t like it?” 

 

“No, I thought it was fabulous.” 

 

Uh…okay…  “Sorry, partner, but I’m feelin’ kinda square.  Or maybe because it’s the middle of the 

night…but I ain’t quite followin’,” I muttered as I strained to sit up.  I moved over and sat next to him.  

“Maybe you oughta just…start from the beginning.” 

 

He glanced at me with a soft smile then started playing with his bunker straps again.  “I keep thinking 

about Melissa.” 

 

“Oh.  Yeah.  You wanna talk about it?”   

 

“Not much to talk about, really.  She just…kinda got under my skin, you know?” 

 

“Yeah.  Yeah, I…I understand,” I answered, remembering one specific recent case that had gotten to me.  

“Why this particular case, do you think?” 

 

His eyes roamed around the dorm, like he was hopin’ the answers would be in the walls.  “I don’t know.  

That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out.” 

 

“Were you thinkin’ ‘bout Jennifer?” 

 



“No.  No, not really.  I mean, that did cross my mind, but…I don’t think that’s it.”  He sighed a little.  

“She just seemed so…alone, I suppose.  Like I was the first person she’d learned to trust in a long time.” 

 

“Maybe you were.” 

 

“Yeah.  And how sad is that?” 

 

“Well, maybe she never had reason to before.  But when you came around, you gave her hope; maybe 

she’s never had that, before.  And because of you, she’s learning to trust Dr. Early and Dixie and maybe 

some of the other staff people over at Rampart, right now.  At least enough to get herself out of whatever 

situation she’s in.” 

 

I could see him mulling that over in his head.  That soft smile crossed his face, again, and he looked at 

me.  “Yeah.  I’d like to think so.” 

 

We sat in silence for a long time.  And then…I remembered how this whole thing started. 

 

“So…how exactly did you get around to thinkin’ about Carl Turlock’s mac and cheese?” 

 

He shifted a little.  “I guess that whole thing with Melissa really got under my skin.  I was pretty down 

about it.” 

 

“Yeah.  I know.  Truth is, um, I’d been wantin’ to say something, but I know sometimes you just like to 

be left alone.  Kinda felt like it was one of those times.” 

 

“Guess you know me pretty well, by now.” 

 

“Guess so…” 

 

We looked at each other.  Something in his expression, his eyes, made him look incredibly vulnerable.  I 

could feel somethin’…passing between us.  But he turned away. 

 

“I guess I couldn’t stop thinking about her, her situation, what she must’ve been going through when she 

decided to take that bike out…and what made her decide to trust me.  Got kinda bogged down in all of 

that.  But then we got back for lunch and all the guys started to rag on Carl and Chet and it just…well it 

kinda made me feel better.”   

 

“Like life was returning to some kind of normalcy.” 

 

“That’s exactly it.  Got me out of the mental rut I was in.” 

 

I heard something in the dorm.  I grabbed his knee, suddenly, and turned toward the dorm, gesturing for 

him to keep still.  I listened.  Sounded like Stoker was moving in his sleep.  Then it was just the sound of 

all of them breathing; Cap was snoring real softly.  Whew!  I was afraid we’d awakened somebody. 

 

I glanced back at him.  “So you’re feeling better?” 



“A little.”  He didn’t say anything for a bit and his eyes got sad, again.  “Say, uh, you holdin’ up okay 

about that girl in the ambulance?” 

 

I hadn’t expected the question and the images came at me, fast and furious…   

 

“…pressure’s dropping…!” 

 

“…it’s internal.  Dammit!...” 

 

“…hold on, sweetheart, please, just hold on!  We’re almost there…!” 

 

Roy: 

 

His eyes went distant.  He leaned over to rest an elbow on his knee, a hand over his mouth.  He hitched a 

couple of breaths and his eyes were closed.  He sat like that for a while, just breathing.  He finally 

sighed, rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger, pinched the bridge of his nose, then wiped his 

face and rested his chin in the palm of his hand. 

 

I shook him gently by the back of the neck.   

 

He sat up and laid his hand on my knee.  “Sorry, partner.  I thought I was okay.” 

 

“’S’okay.”  I shook him again. 

 

He gently patted my knee, “At least Melissa will have a chance.” 

 

I rubbed his back a little, let my hand slide down, feeling comforted by his presence.  But I just couldn’t 

shake how sad I felt for her.  “I just really hope those doctors and social workers can help her.”  

 

Johnny leaned forward, put his elbows on his knees and rubbed his face, “Yeah…” 

 

We sat together on the bunk, shoulder to shoulder like that, hearing the other guys sleeping and relishing 

the comfort we were both feeling from each other, the rest of the night. 

 

 

Johnny: 
 

I looked out the rear doors of the ambulance and could see Roy following in the Squad, then veer off 

down a side street while we continued on to the hospital.  I was hoping he was feeling okay. 

 

I’d stayed up all night with him at the end of our last shift.  We hadn’t really said anything after we 

talked.  We just kinda…sat together, I guess.  He seemed to be feeling a little better this morning but we 

got kinda busy and hadn’t had a whole lot of time to talk. 

 



He was planning to see Melissa at Rampart; see how she was doin’.  It was the first time he’ll have seen 

her since we’d brought her in.  He’d been worried she was gonna think he’d ditched her or something 

and destroyed the trust she’d given him.  

 

That, out of everything, was what bugged him the most. 

 

I heard my patient hiss-breathing again.  “Are you sure I’m not going into labor?” 

 

“Are you feeling them again?” 

 

“Uh huh.” 

 

“Where?” 

 

“Right here,” she gestured to her lower abdomen.   

 

My current patient, in the meantime, was also having trust issues.  Despite her doctor’s previous 

precautions and my telling her that that she was most likely undergoing Braxton Hicks, she just felt 

better going to the hospital.  It was her first baby and she wasn’t about to deliver her child at a gas 

station in some strange city that she’d just moved to while her husband was at his new job.   

 

Certainly seemed reasonable to me. 

 

I looked at my watch and waited for her to tell me when they stopped. 

 

She blew out a long breath.  “Okay.” 

 

“Two minutes.  Your last contraction was six minutes, Mrs. Miyako.” 

 

“So…Braxton Hicks?  You’re sure?” 

 

I gave her my best smile.  “I’m sure.  The contractions before that were 4 minutes and then one, right?” 

 

“Right…” She closed her eyes and exhaled again.  “Ronald is gonna be so happy.  Don’t get me wrong,” 

she added quickly.  “He really wants this.  But he was worried all last night that I was going to go into 

labor on his first day on the job.”  She giggled a little.  “Will I be able to call my husband from the 

hospital?” 

 

I scratched at my chin.  “Well, now, Mrs. Miyako, they do frown on that sorta thing here.  I don’t know 

how it is where you’re from, but, mothers-to-be shouldn’t really be talking on the phone.  Especially 

when they’ve gone into false labor.” 

 

She looked around like she was conspiring.  “And not when they have mothers who expect their 

daughters to pass on family names to their grandchildren.” 

 

“Well what’s wrong with that?” 



“My mother expects my baby to carry a name that’s been passed down in her family for the last six 

generations.  At first I was proud to do that.  Then I found out what it meant.”  Her face screwed up like 

she was about to puke. 

 

I was afraid to ask.  “What?” 

 

“’Bad smell’.  Do you really expect me to give my child that name?” 

 

I about cracked up!   

 

“Well did it get passed on to you?” 

 

“Fortunately, no.  My sister, got it, though.”  She shuddered.  “I think my mother is trying to punish me 

for marrying an Okinawan.” 

 

I had to admit, I had no idea what that meant.  “Well…aren’t you, uh, Okinawan, too?” 

 

“Japanese.  We’re supposed to hate each other.  But that’s my parents’ generation.  I don’t care what 

Ronald is.  He loves me, I love him.  I trust him.  That’s what’s supposed to matter, right…?” 

 

I could feel the ambulance backing in and it was just in time because her voice rose up a notch as 

another contraction came at her, followed by an “Ooomph!”.   

 

“Okay, Mrs. Miyako, we’re here.  Try sitting up, that oughta ease off the contractions.” 

 

She did and it did and Hal and Todd and I wheeled her in to Treatment 3, per Nurse Carol’s instructions.  

 

After I helped get Mrs. Miyako settled and me released by Dr. Alan, I stepped outside and met Roy in 

the hallway. 

 

Roy: 

 

“Any complications?”  I asked my grinning partner.  If I hadn’t known better, I’d’ve thought he was the 

father. 

 

He looked back at the closed treatment door, all smiles.  “Nope.  She seems like a real neat lady, doesn’t 

she?” 

 

“Yeah, she does.”  I couldn’t help smiling, myself.  Even with being in pain and embarrassed, I’m sure, 

with all those strangers ogling her, she’d kept her sense of humor and sharp wit.  She was actually a lot 

of fun. 

 

I wish all of our patients were like that. 

 

“I just hope she isn’t forced to name her kid,” Johnny said. 

 



“Huh?” 

 

“I’ll tell you later.  You, uh…you still gonna see Melissa?” 

 

Johnny: 

 

He held up the paper bag in his head. 

 

I couldn’t help grin at him.  “You’re gonna be her hero, I’ll bet.” 

 

He hung his head for a second, like he was trying to convince himself to go, “Well, we’ll see about 

that.” 

 

I wanted to reach out to him, but…it just somehow didn’t seem right.  “You want some company?” 

 

He leveled me with that vulnerable look, again, and my heart went out to him.  Then he turned away and 

looked toward the elevators.  “No, I…I think I’d better do this alone.” 

 

I wanted to…touch him, say something, do something to let him know he wasn’t alone, but, I just…I 

just couldn’t think of anything.  “OK.  I’ll, uh, I’ll get the supplies and be in the lounge.” 

 

“Okay.  Alright.”  And off he went.   

 

I watched him walk alone down that long hallway, kinda slow like he was dreadin’ it, hangin’ his head 

like he’d just lost a patient.  The image of that just burned into my memory…and I couldn’t shake it.   

 

Roy: 

 

I knocked…and opened the door a little. 

 

She was lying in her bed, her left shoulder all bandaged up, watching tv.  The bruise by her eye seemed 

to be healing, too.  She turned to see who was coming in and her face lit up.  Whew! 

 

“Heya, Roy.”  She sounded relieved. 

 

“Hey there, yourself.  Sorry I haven’t had a chance to come by until now,” I walked in and stood near 

the bed. 

 

“It’s okay.  It’s not like I cared if you would ever stop by.” 

 

“I figured not.  Not that I care about how you’re doing, either.  I just have to make it look good to the 

hospital staff.” 

 

“I understand.  Did you get promoted, yet?” 

 



“Well that’s why I’m here.  The head of the Emergency department is my other boss.  He’s in charge of 

the paramedics.” 

 

“Ohhhhh.  So you gotta make it look like you care about the people you’ve brought in.” 

 

“Ee-yup.  If I can manage to fake it often enough…” 

 

She play-shot me with her ‘finger-gun’ and winked.  “Gotcha.” 

 

“So.  How are you doing, not that I care?” 

 

“Horrible, Roy.  They change the dressings, they feed me, they give me pain meds and they force me to 

lie around and watch television.” 

 

“That’s pretty bad.” 

 

She leaned over to me as if there were other people in the room, “Actually, the food really kinda stinks.” 

 

“Yeah.  I figured.”  I placed the bag on her table. 

 

“What is that?” 

 

“Another stab at my promotion.” 

 

She opened it with some help from me.  “Oh, no way!  This is choice!”  With some help from me, she 

unwrapped the hamburger and bit into it like she’d never eaten before.  Then she mumbled something 

with her squirrel cheeks. 

 

“I didn’t hear you.” 

 

She squealed at the milkshake that was also in the bag, took a long sip from it, then finally swallowed 

the burger she’d been chewing.  “I really hate you, Roy.”  She devoured a fistful of fries. 

 

“I know.”  I couldn’t keep the smile off my face.   

 

“I hope you have a wife and daughter who hate you, too,” she said, digging in the bag and squealed 

again when she found the brownie. 

 

“I do.” 

 

“That’s good.  How old is your daughter?” 

 

“She’s eight,” I said, proudly. 

 

She stopped chewing, right then.  Her expression clouded over and her eyes took on a faraway look.  

“Oh.  I hope you treat her worse than you treat me,” her voice was pretty soft. 



Oh boy…   

 

“Yeah.  I do.  A lot worse.” 

 

“That’s good.  It must suck to have a dad like you.” 

 

If only you knew the half of it…then again, you probably do, don’t you?  “Yeah.  She tells me that 

often.”  I had to find a way out of that conversational track.  “You, uh, you gonna get outta here, soon?” 

 

She took a deep breath and seemed to shake off whatever had come over her.  “I think so.  They’re 

having me go through some physical therapy.  Showing me how to get around on my one good foot and 

use one arm for stuff.” 

 

“Occupational therapy,” I corrected her as she took a bite. 

 

“Whichever.”  At least I think that’s what she’d said.  It was a little hard to tell with her mouth stuffed.  

Not unlike a particular paramedic I know… 

 

“That’s good.  That’s real good.”  I’d been trying to figure out how to ask whether she’d gotten any help 

from the social workers, but there seemed no appropriate time or way to do that without pushing her 

back into hiding. 

 

A knock sounded and a nurse walked in.  “Hey, Melissa.  Time for your therapy session.  You ready?” 

 

Guess the answer to that question was gonna have to wait.  We said our goodbyes and I told her I’d try 

to see her again before she got discharged, and then I went in search of my partner.   

 

After that…revelation with Melissa, I really needed to see him.  Needed to…return to normalcy.  

Although, I guess in our case, lately, ‘normal’ had gotten a little abnormal. 

 

I saw him down the hallway at the waiting area, talking to a nervous-looking gentleman.  Mr. Miyako, I 

guessed.  Johnny saw me heading over to him.  I suddenly felt a sense of relief, like I’d been running out 

of air and there he was with an extra air pack.  He grabbed the box of supplies that was on the desk, 

waved to the gentleman and we met up right at the water fountain.  

 

“How’d it go with Melissa?” he asked, looking worried. 

 

“Okay.  Not too bad, really.  She was ecstatic over the lunch I brought her.” 

 

“I told you, you were gonna be her hero,” he smiled, pleased with himself. 

 

“Yeah, she—”    

 

“Johnny?” came the pining greeting of a young nurse coming in from the ambulance entrance. 

 

  



Eyes wide, he flicked a desperate glance at me then turned to her and I grabbed the box from him, more 

for the safety of the supplies than for his dignity.  He cleared his throat, and tried to compose himself, 

“Yeah, hi,” he answered, fidgeting.  He sidestepped a little, like he wasn’t sure what to say or who to say 

it to.  He flashed the pretty young nurse a smile before subtly caressing my elbow in a seemingly public 

gesture of ‘let’s go’ and hurried out to the Squad.   

 

But for all its public display, I knew what he meant by that touch.  And it had me a little surprised. 

 

I looked out the door and then at the stunned young woman, whose dejected expression after Johnny had 

quickly morphed into outright distress.  I gave her a friendly smile to ease her down a little then 

followed after my partner. 

 

Johnny was already in the Squad by the time I caught up with him.  “LA, Squad 51, available,” Johnny 

said and returned the mic to its casing. 

 

I got in, stealing a glance at him patiently waiting before I settled in behind the wheel.  What I said, 

earlier, about us reaching a point where one of us was going to want a change that neither of us was 

ready for?  I didn’t know where we’d been heading.  I guess, I, certainly, had no idea why it’d even 

come about in the first place.  

 

But here we were, going through these motions; these emotions…   

 

Seeing him ditch Katy like that…and thinking back to last shift where we just sat together in the dorm… 

I had a feeling our relationship was about to escalate to that very point I’d been concerned about.  I was 

afraid that we were about to breach a wall for which there’d be no turning back.  And for what?  What 

exactly had either one of us honestly been expecting to happen between us?   

 

This has gone on long enough.   

 

It had to end.   

 

We passed through the LA traffic and a million phrases leap-frogged in my mind as I desperately tried to 

think of a way to end this odd spell in our relationship.  While we were alone.  Before we got back to the 

station.  Before this whole thing got completely out of hand…   

  

“Hey, Johnny, uh,” I flicked a glance at him.  He was staring out front.  “…is there, uh, is there anything 

you’d like to talk about?  Something that’s been on your mind lately, perhaps?  Something I should 

know about?” 

 

“What do you mean?” 

 

How do I do this?  “Well, that nurse, back there.  Katy?  I thought you’d been trying to get a date with 

her last coupla months.  But the minute she seems interested, you barely lay eyes on her.  What gives?”  

 

 



Johnny: 

 

I couldn’t believe he was asking me that.  Wasn’t sure if he was trying to gauge where we were or if he 

was honestly that clueless.  Some’in’ had to be done.  We had to talk about this. 

 

Roy: 

 

I managed to look over at him.  Elbow on a raised knee, he rubbed his mouth and I felt his eyes on me as 

I watched the road.  “Roy, stop the Squad.  Pull over.” 

 

Now you’ve done it.  I glanced back at him and saw the seriousness on his face.  All of a sudden, now 

that it seemed imminent that the cover of all of this was about to get blown, I instantly regretted saying 

anything at all.  But I guess we had been – I had been – running from it long enough.  I found a parking 

space at the side of the road and eased into it.  The normal, easy camaraderie between us suddenly 

seemed awkward and a little tense, like a string pulled too taught.  On second thought, I should’ve just 

left well-enough alone… 

 

“Roy, let’s not kid ourselves.  I think we both know what’s been going on.” 

 

My heartbeat started to kick up a storm.  I had to hide my inherent shock and flicked an uneasy glance at 

him, a little taken aback at how direct he was and wondered how to stuff this all back into the Pandora’s 

box I’d just opened.  

 

Sure, we both know what’s been going on.  But I’m not convinced we’re ready for this.  Because there’s 

no going back, otherwise…   

  

“In regards to what, exactly?” 

 

A sigh of irritation.  He laid his head against the tips of his fingers, “C’mon, Roy.  Don’t play dumb.” 

 

I have to, partner ‘cause I need to be sure we’re on the same page... 

 

“Look, it’s obvious we’ve been………playing with each other.”  Johnny sighed and looked straight at 

me. 

 

That intense look on his face shot his words right into me, jacking up my heart rate beyond what was 

humanly possible.  Jesus Christ, Johnny.  Pulse 150,000 and thready… Relief and terror twisted my 

stomach inside-out.  The only place I could hide was out the window.  I ran my hands along the steering 

wheel to distract myself, to feel something other than the knot in my stomach.  My gut reaction was to 

hide from this sudden exposure, but I knew it was too late for that.  I mean, after all, that was why I 

brought it up, wasn’t it?  But I guess I was hoping for a controlled drip, not a full dose all at once.   

 

“Yeah.  Yeah, I suppose we have.” 

 

“You suppose?”   

 



“Alright.  We have.”  And it has to end here.  I looked him straight in the eye.  “But I think we’ve both 

been playing with…a kind of fire that maybe we’re not all that equipped to deal with.  And, so maybe 

we oughta just…leave it alone.” 

 

“Do you want to leave it alone?” 

 

“I think it’d be best, don’t you?” 

 

“That’s not what I asked you.” 

 

His statement caught me off-guard and it took a moment to get back on track.  “Johnny, look, I don’t 

have to tell you—“ 

 

“Why’re you avoiding the question, Roy?” 

 

“I’m not avoiding the question, there are just—“ 

 

“Yes, you are!  Yes, you are, look, forget everything else and just—“ 

 

“It’s not that simple.” 

 

“I know that.  But, just for the moment, forget everything else, okay?  Just forget everything and 

concentrate on what you want to do.  What do you want out of this?  Do you want to leave it alone?” 

 

What did I want out of this?  That was just about the same question I’d been starting to ask.  Except I 

hadn’t really been thinking about the answer. 

 

I saw my left hand on the wheel and realized that there’s only one other question on the face of this earth 

that ever had me as unsettled and nervous as much as the one Johnny just asked.   

 

All I could do was stare at my hands on the steering wheel as I tried to sort out, unsuccessfully, I might 

add, the rolling tumble of feelings in my gut. 

 

What did I want out of this?  I had no idea what ‘this’ even was or had become. 

 

But it was something…wasn’t it? 

 

In a heartbeat, I’d never risk losing Joanne or the kids.  

 

Ever.   

 

But now that - whatever this was - was out in the open and no longer locked away in either of our minds, 

the cold hard truth was that I couldn’t ignore it.  I’d tried.  It hadn’t worked.  

 



I’d done everything I could think of to keep things from getting to this point and yet, here we were.  It 

simply wasn’t going away.  But even more than that…I hadn’t ever really wanted it to go away. 

 

And I didn’t understand why. 

 

I loved my wife, I knew it with every fiber of my being.  Yet…I was feeling something for my partner, 

too.  

 

In his usual round-a-bout way, Johnny was right.   

 

We had to deal with it. 

 

I had to deal with it.   

 

Johnny: 

 

He closed his eyes and gripped the steering wheel like his life depended on it.   

 

And maybe it did.   

 

We’d gone around each other long enough – something was bound to break.  I’d actually been trying to 

avoid Katy because I wasn’t sure what was really goin’ on with me an’ Roy.  I’d been feeling like we’d 

been heading toward something without either one of us havin’ a clue what it was.  At least, I sure 

didn’t.  It was like we’d gone too far in the locker room and had to back off a little.  Then we hit this 

comfortable spot and we’d been feelin’ okay about it…but between my patient and his, it was like we 

were startin’ to need each other more than maybe we had before. 

 

But when he asked about Katy just now, I figured he was runnin’ again, like he did in the locker room.  

We had to face the music or drive ourselves crazy goin’ back and forth like we’ve been doing.  We had 

to figure out what this was between us and what to do about it.   

 

I was really curious – and really worried – about what was goin’ on in his head.  He was concentrating 

awfully hard.  I wondered if maybe I’d either asked the wrong question or asked something he’d never 

be able to answer. 

 

Or maybe I was just worried about what that answer might be. 

 

Roy: 

 

The memory…the feel of his hands…I remembered, so vividly…  

 

As we dangled off a cliff, for crying out loud.   

 

…I felt his hands on my shoulders slide down my chest and I flinched a bit when this… feeling… 

cascaded all the way down inside of me and warmed me down to my toes… 



…Everything he did in thinking he was doing me a favor, was, in fact, doing exactly the opposite. I'd've 

rather endured an anesthetic-free tonsillectomy at that moment than feel his hands sliding all over me. 

…Every…caress, every touch of his hands was sending sensations through me that I couldn't... It was 

like I'd taken a plunge into an ice bath I couldn't get enough air. I think I was about to go into 

respiratory arrest… 

 

Why – why at that moment, did I respond to Johnny that way during a routine medical procedure?  If it 

had been Dwyer or Gil, would I have done the same thing?  Or Brice?   

 

I automatically rejected the idea of reacting to any of those guys with anything other than a sense of 

disgust and an inward shudder.  Not unlike how Joanne reacts to lizards, I guess. 

 

Okay…so it really is Johnny that I’m reacting to…   

 

But…why?  And why then?  And what does that mean? 

 

When Johnny touched me on that cliff, it invoked a feeling of…something.  I just couldn’t put my finger 

on it.  I’d gone through and rejected every reasonable explanation.  So what other reasonable options 

were left?  Or was the answer reasonable without it being acceptable?  Holy cow…had I been lying to 

Joanne all this time?  To myself?  To the kids…?  Who is Roy DeSoto, happily married man, who 

suddenly, inexplicably found his partner’s simple touch spinning his head around?  

  

I had to understand it.  Before it drove me to the funny farm. 

 

Johnny was saying something, “…I mean, it’s not something you necessarily have to decide right now, I 

mean, these kinds of things—“ 

 

Johnny: 

 

“No.”  He was almost inaudible.   

 

“No…what?  You’re not deciding or you don’t want to leave it alone?” 

 

A loud rapping at my window startled us both and we jumped.   

 

“Hey, fellas, you alright?”  A rather portly gentleman in a suit and tie stood on the pavement looking 

concerned at us.  I rolled down the window, “Hi.  You need some help?” 

 

“Hi there.  Oh, no.  I just wanted to make you sure you fellas were okay.” 

 

Roy: 
 

“Uh, yeah,” I answered from across the cab, trying to keep my voice even and ease down my heart, 

which, I was certain, had been shocked clear into Oregon.  “The engine sounded kinda funny.  Thought 

we’d cool it down for a bit.” 



“Oh, okay.  I was just in the deli over there and noticed you boys pulled over and hadn’t moved.  

Thought maybe something was wrong.  My brother’s a fireman over in Philly.  Kinda tend to look out 

for ‘em, y’know?” 

 

“We appreciate it.” 

 

”Not a problem.  You fellas take care.” 

 

“You, too.  Thanks for checking on us,” my partner waved as the gentleman made his way down the 

sidewalk.  Johnny hunched over, let out a long breath and threw me an exquisite smile of relief, “Nice 

rescue there, Fireman Roy DeSoto.”  

 

I rolled my eyes.  “Considering our relationship the past few weeks, it wasn’t entirely untruthful.  We’d 

better roll, Junior.  We’ll have to continue this, later.”  I keyed the engine and waited for a car to pass. 

 

His hand was on my arm, “Hold on, so, ‘No’…what?” 

 

I quickly glanced at him before I pulled out onto the road. 

 

  



 

WARNING:  This chapter contains discussion of adult content. 

 

 

Roy: 

 

Fantastic.  Good job there, DeSoto.  I can just see the Department Inquiry now: 

 

So, Mr. DeSoto, tell us how and why you decided to run your captain over. 

 

‘Well, it wasn’t a conscious decision.  I had no way of knowing he was in the office at the time’. 

 

Can you estimate for us how many times you’ve backed the rescue squad into the apparatus bay during 

your tenure at Station 51? 

 

‘Oh, I dunno, several hundreds, by now, I suppose.’ 

 

All without incident? 

 

“Well, no one’s complained, up till now.” 

 

And yet, somehow, on this particular day, you backed the vehicle directly into the captain’s office, 

destroying county property by creating a gaping hole in the office wall and running over your captain’s 

foot and his favorite pen.  Can you tell us why? 

 

‘Like I said, I wasn’t aiming for it.  I was…’ 

 

You were what? 

 

‘Distracted, I guess.’ 

 

Distracted?  How?  Remember, you’re under oath. 

 

'Well, see, my partner and I'd just had a heart to heart in the Squad about how our professional 

relationship seems to be turning into an intimately personal one and whether it’s feasible to allow it to 

continue that way, especially in the midst of my happy marriage and his skirt-chasing shenanigans, so 

I'm sure you can understand how addled I was feeling, right about then…' 

 

I wasn't sure what was keeping my heart pounding at 100 miles an hour, our conversation just now or 

the fact that I hadn't yet recovered from that gentleman knocking on Johnny's window.  Either way, I 

was having a mess of a time concentrating on backing the Squad in. The last ten minutes of my life was 

looping endlessly through my mind and God knows I couldn't keep focused on anything for longer than 

half a second. 

 

‘No…what?  You’re not deciding or you don’t want to leave it alone…?’ 



I felt bad about not answering Johnny, but I had a good reason. Well, two good reasons. Not the least of 

which was that I needed to clear my head and make sure I wasn't responding from a strictly emotional 

standpoint.  There was too much at stake.  The other and more immediate reason was that we were two 

minutes out from quarters.  I didn't want us getting heavily involved in a deep, intimate discussion just 

to stop in the middle of it the moment we got back.  While I think we were both a little jarred at that 

gentleman's interruption, in retrospect, his timing was perfect.  We had to be getting back and this was 

hardly the kind of thing I wanted to discuss in front of the Engine crew. 

 

Now that…whatever had been happening between us was out in the open, the next step to consider was: 

Where do we go from here?  While we really did need to discuss it, trying to carry on a meaningful 

conversation between runs was hardly an option.   

 

I did finally manage to back in without destroying the station and saw Cap in the side mirror walk out of 

the dayroom to meet us. Johnny radioed in to Dispatch that we were in quarters. I was about to kill the 

engine, but the usual '10-4' over the radio was replaced by three beeps. "Squad 51, stand by for 

response."  

 

Johnny and I looked at each other in a bit of confused astonishment. 

 

“Boy, dispatch doesn’t fool around,” Johnny said. 

 

Considering the headspace I was in, I decided it was best not to read anything into that and just ignore 

his comment altogether. 

 

“Squad 51, in place of Squad 36.  Meet Engine 36 at their incident.  Woman down from toxic fumes.  

6723 Goddard Street.  6-7-2-3 Goddard.  Cross street, E. Lynx.  Time out: 1534.“ 

 

Johnny acknowledged the call and I pulled out and hit the road again, catching Cap’s surprised 

expression and resigned wave in the mirror. 

 

Johnny: 

 

It was a couple of hours before we finally got back to the station, smelling like a chemical plant.   

 

I backed in to the bay and grabbed his arm before he got out.  “Roy, now, you can’t leave me hangin’, 

here.” 

 

He looked a little confused.  “You wanna catch me up on which planet you’re on, right now?” 

 

“Don’t give me that.  When I asked you earlier about whether you weren’t deciding or not leaving this 

alone between us, you said ‘no’.  I asked you what you meant and you never answered me.  So, I’m 

askin’ – which is it?” 

 

“This is hardly the place to discuss it, don’t you think?” 

 

“All I want is a straight-forward answer!  I don’t need a detailed explanation.” 



“But it deserves one.  Look, we can’t do this piecemeal between runs and drills and mealtimes.  We need 

to devote real time to figuring this out and I don’t think the Squad is really the place for it.” 

 

Roy: 

 

He looked down at his shoes and I could see him turning all that around in his head.  Then he looked 

over at me with this half-amused sheepish look on his face, “You’re right.  But you’re still not gonna 

answer my question, are you?” 

 

I rolled my eyes, got out of the Squad and headed for the locker room to clean up and change into a 

cleaner, nicer-smelling uniform. 

 

Johnny: 

 

Well, it never hurt to try… 

 

We passed Kelly comin’ out of the latrine.  His nose wrinkled and he side-stepped us, holding his nose.  

“What the hell were you guys playing in at that lab fire?”  

 

“Oh shush Kelly, it’s not that bad.” 

 

“Trust me, Gage, it is that bad.  You just can’t smell it.” 

 

He was probably right. 

 

After we cleaned up, we were more than ready for dinner.  As hungry as I was though, I was pretty 

worried about what might be waitin’ for us.  It was Chet’s turn to cook and I was not lookin’ forward to 

any kind of lima bean/celery soup I was sure he’d concocted out of some recipe book for horror movie 

addicts. 

 

Figured if we didn’t like what he was servin’ we could go find somethin’ else, although I know Cap 

frowns on us leavin’ the station just to eat.   

 

I followed Roy out of the locker room to the kitchen, but we looked at each other when we realized 

somethin’ didn’t seem right an’ we started walking faster. 

 

Roy: 

 

Johnny and I both realized something was off before we even got to the doorway.  It was dinner time, 

we were starving and yet we weren’t smelling anything cooking.  Of course, that might’ve been because 

we simply couldn’t smell anything at all, from the noxious fumes we’d been swimming in all afternoon. 

 

I stopped at the doorway and looked in the kitchen. 

 

The empty kitchen. 

 



Empty.  Like my stomach. 

 

Well, it wasn’t entirely empty.  Chet was at the table nose-deep in a book.  With nothing on the stove.   

 

You’ve got to be kidding me. It’s déjà vu all over again… 

 

I felt Johnny come up behind me, finger tips gently pressing in my back and he was looking over my 

shoulder.  My eyes closed as a warm feeling came over me at his touch and at how close he was.    

 

Johnny moved past me and walked into the kitchen like he was tracking a hot spot.  He looked at Chet 

and then at the empty stove. 

 

“Chester B. Kelly, what are you doing?” 

 

He looked at Johnny like he’d been insulted or something.  “I’m reading, Gage.  What’s it look like?  

And by the way, you smell a lot better.” 

 

“Well why’re you reading?  I thought you’d be gettin’ dinner on.  What’re we having, anyway?” 

 

“Beef stroganoff and it’s a little too early to start on dinner.” 

 

“No, it’s not, it’s almost six-thirty!” 

 

Chet snapped his head up with this stricken look on his face.  “Shit, really?  No way.”  He looked at me 

for confirmation and I nodded to him before I started rummaging in the fridge.  I thought I remembered 

Mike bringing in some grapes this morning. 

 

He slid the book aside and flung the refrigerator door out of my hands before I could close it.  “Cap’s 

gonna be pissed,” he muttered as food came flying out of the fridge.  “Hey guys, do me a favor, will ya?  

Start in on the salad, for me, okay?  I’ve got all the fixin’s right here,” he cupped a gesture over all the 

stuff he put on the counter. 

 

I popped a bunch of grapes in my mouth, “I can’t believe he’d be that upset over dinner being a few 

minutes late.” 

 

Chet set the pan on the stove and opened the packages of sirloin.  “Oh no no no no no, Roy, you don’t 

understand.  He got a phone call from HQ ‘bout half an hour ago.” 

 

“Oh.  Yeah.”  That sometimes puts Cap in a less than stellar mood. 

 

“And then he’s hungry on top of that?  I don’t mind gettin’ latrine duty ‘cause I was late.  But I sure 

don’t want it because he’s passin’ down grief from some chief who’s all uptight about how many paper 

clips the department is wasting.” 

 

“Well it’s not our fault you were late startin’ om dinner,” Johnny whined. 

 



“Guys, c’mon.  Could ya help me, please?  I mean, you’re only delaying your own chow, anyhow.” 

 

“Yeah, okay,” Johnny relented.  He held up the head of lettuce at me.  I gulped down the last of the 

grapes in my hand and grabbed the lettuce from him while he did the tomatoes. 

 

“So what’re you reading, Chet?”   

 

The meat started sizzling in the pan.  “Oh, it’s a great book, Roy.  Sexual Behavior in the Human Male 

by Alfred Kinsey.” 

 

Johnny: 

 

Roy and I both kinda stopped for a second, both of us tryin’ not to look like we weren’t lookin’ at each 

other.  I think the same thing was on both our minds – had somebody…noticed?  I think we both started 

feeling pretty damned nervous.  Figured I’d do some digging and try to ferret out what Chet was up to. 

 

I cleared my throat.  “Finally convinced a girl to go out with you, huh, Chet?  Kinda expecting a lot for 

the first date, though, ain’tcha?” 

 

“Very funny, John.  As a matter of fact, I did start reading it after I met this really cool chick at Tito’s, 

over by the university.” 

 

“Oh, Chet!  C’mon…”  I couldn’t help but laugh out of sheer relief, but, then, considering it was Chet, it 

automatically made it pretty funny, anyway.   

 

“No, really, Gage.  She’s a graduate student in the Sociology department.  Some guy from the Kinsey 

Institute is comin’ over to do a seminar for her department next week.  She invited me to go and 

suggested I read this, first.  You’d get a kick out of it, Gage.  There’s some reaaaally interesting stuff in 

there,” he jabbed at it with his finger. 

 

I couldn’t believe it!   

 

“Now why would – !  I don’t need any help with…you know, anything like that!  I mean, huh!  I can see 

why you’d need to read it before meetin’ up with a girl, Chet.  But I’m perfectly capable of…all of…that 

kind of stuff entirely on my own, thank you very much!” 

 

I couldn’t – !  The nerve of that guy! 

 

Roy: 

 

After planting his feet on the floor and turning the very color of the vegetable he was slicing, he finally 

finished huffing his indignation around and returned to the tomatoes.  I handed him the lettuce and took 

over tomato duty just so I could keep the knife out of his hands. 

 

Chet sighed.  “Gage, cool it will ya?  It’s not a manual for sex.  It’s about Kinsey’s observations and 

theories about male sexuality based on studies he’d done with a lot of subjects.  It’s a classic text.” 



Johnny threw Kelly a skeptical look, “A classic, huh?” 

 

“He’s right, you know.  It’s quite the book.”   

 

Johnny’s eyes bugged out at me and he pointed to the book like he’d just banished it from the kingdom.  

“You’ve read that?” 

 

“Oh yeah.” 

 

His eyes narrowed to that curious look he gets while he tries to figure out if you’re puttin’ him on, “You 

sound like you enjoyed it.” 

 

“Well, it was interesting.  It was completely controversial when he wrote it, too.  Probably still is.  All 

the taboo subjects that no one’s supposed to talk about.  Considering this wasn’t too long before the days 

of Ozzie and Harriet.” 

 

“What wasn’t too long before the days of Ozzie and Harriet?”  Cap asked as he walked in with his mug 

and grabbed the coffee pot. 

 

“Male sexuality,” Chet replied, stirring the meat around.   

 

The coffee pot hung in mid-air.  Still pouring coffee, I might add.  He managed to recover before his cup 

overran.  “Did you say male sexuality?”  Cap’s eyebrows furrowed until they ran together.  I don’t think 

I’d realized he’s very much like Dr. Brackett, in that regard. 

 

“He’s reading Alfred Kinsey,” I explained. 

 

“Oh.  I was gonna say I’m fairly certain male sexuality was alive and well way before Ozzie and Harriet 

or none of us would be here.”  He sipped his coffee, “Well, gentlemen, I was gonna have us work on 

that extrication drill before dinner but it’s too late to start up now.  Where’s Stoker and Lopez?”   

 

“Out back at the hose tower,” Chet responded. 

 

Cap threw the unknowing Chet a side-long glance.  “Mm-hm.  John, go tell Stoker and Lopez that we’ll 

do the drill after dinner.  And Chet, since you opted to read instead of helping your tired, poor huddled 

crew with the chores, you can finish it for them after the drill.” 

 

“Aw, Cap!  I was just expanding my horizons,” Chet whined, hands apart. 

 

“Well, you can expand the hoses, instead.  Do I make myself clear, Kelly?” 

 

“Sure, Cap.” 

 

My head was still spinning.  I didn’t know what to make of all that.  Felt like I’d walked into a hornet’s 

nest.  Alfred Kinsey and male sexuality.  I was starting not to like how this day was turning out. 

 



Dinner was finally ready and we all sat down to eat.  I guess that whole conversation between Johnny 

and me, earlier in the Squad, had made me a little jumpy.  Add Alfred Kinsey on top of that and my ears 

had been so rewired I was simply incapable of hearing any sort of normal conversation...  

 

Cap was spreading his salad around with his fork.  “So, Mike, I’m giving you and Marco a break from 

hose duty.  Since Chet was busy expanding his horizons, he’ll finish up for you after the drill.” 

 

“No problem, Cap.  That new hose was awfully stiff, though.  Made it pretty hard for us to wrangle it.  

The rest are pretty limp, so they should be easy to lay and pack.” 

 

>>Uhh…?  S-stiff…?  Pretty limp—?  I cleared my throat, scanned the table in a panic, grabbed the pot 

and tried to make a racket of dishing more stroganoff onto my plate.<< 

 

“Yeah, what was the size of that one?”  Cap munched on his salad. 

 

“Three and-a-half.” 

 

“Right.  Well, we won’t need that one, just yet.  Just let it hang for awhile, okay?” 

 

“Sure, Cap.” 

 

>> My face was getting hot.  I grabbed my milk to hide behind the cup and tried to drink it real slow.<< 

 

“Any other problems?”   

 

“Most of them dried, but there’s an inch-and-a-half that’s still wet and one that’s gonna have to get 

stretched.” 

 

>>…I’d give real money for a rubbish fire call, right about now…<< 

 

“Okay.  By the way, were you filling the tank through the discharge valve?” 

 

“Yeah.  We went through that at the training last shift.  I asked you about it earlier, remember?” 

 

“Oh.  I thought you were just pulling my leg.  Didn’t realize you were actually gonna do it.  But why’d 

you have the reel line out?”   

 

“I wanted to see how the pressure would hold up if the reel line valve was open while the tank was 

filling.  Just in case.” 

 

“Okay... So, how was the flow?” 

 

“There wasn’t an adequate stream in the reel line with the valve on.  It just dribbled out of the nozzle…” 

 

I couldn’t take it anymore.   

 



I was desperate for lettuce – anything that could crunch loud enough to drown out the chit-chat at the 

table.  I snatched the salad bowl and shoveled the rest onto my plate.  I looked over at Johnny and he 

was scratching behind his ear, trying to catch my eye out of the corner of his.  Ee-yup.  He hadn’t missed 

any of that, either.  Oh brother… 

 

“Roy?  You alright?  You look kinda pale,” Cap asked. 

 

“Actually, Cap, he looks a little flushed,” Chet corrected. 

 

Johnny: 

 

He stopped in mid-chew at Cap’s question with this shell-shocked look on his face. 

 

“Man, what the hell was in those fumes you guys were playin’ in earlier?”  Chet wondered.  “You both 

look like you’ve been sniffin’ sulfur all afternoon.” 

 

Roy: 

 

I was trying to come up with some kind of answer – to either question - but I was rescued, thankfully, by 

Stoker. 

 

“Hey, what’s this book?” 

 

“Sorry, fellas.  Forgot to clear it from the table,” Chet answered, reaching for it. 

 

Mike turned the cover around so he could read the title.  “This is why you left me and Marco to hang all 

the hose?” 

 

“What is it?” Marco asked.  Stoker handed it over to him.  Marco took one look at it and wrinkled his 

nose.  “Why’d you wanna read that for?  If they have one for women, I think that would be a lot more 

interesting.” 

 

Kelly wiped his mouth with his napkin.  “It’s a classic text, you guys.  Goes into all the aspects of the 

male sexual mind.” 

 

“We already know all about the male sexual mind,” Stoker countered. 

 

“Yeah…but women don’t know all about the male sexual mind.  They think they do.  So they’re gonna 

read this and try to pit their knowledge against Kinsey’s research.  I just wanna get a better 

understanding of where they’re coming from so as to open the lines of communication to further a 

deeper level of intimacy.”  

 

“Admit it, Chet.  You just wanna get laid,” Marco said. 

 

“Yeah, well that, too.” 

 



We all laughed.   

 

“But really guys, it’s a fantastic insight into all different types of sexual behavior.  You never know if 

some chick you dig is gonna be into sex toys or the Kama sutra or any of that kinda stuff.  It simply 

opens your mind to the endless possibilities that await the intimate experience and who knows, maybe 

there’ll be something in there that strikes your fancy that you might wanna try someday with that perfect 

Someone.” 

 

Marco was playing with his salad.  “Maybe it’s just me, but…I’m not sure I get why some people are 

into all that stuff.  Using toys and…dolls and aphrodisiacs and acting out fantasies and all that other 

stuff.  Why can’t people just make love?”   

 

“Well, don’t look at me, I’m not into all that kinky stuff,” Cap said, keepin’ his head down as he forked 

another mouthful. 

 

Kelly chewed on his stroganoff, “Well, obviously, different people go about it differently and that’s 

what Kinsey was studying – the full spectrum of human sexuality.  What makes Marco a straight lover 

as opposed to Stoker who might fantasize about getting it on with someone like ole Mrs. Deedy with an 

inch and a half?” 

 

I heard Cap stifle a snort. 

 

Clink!  A fork dropped onto a plate.  “Oh come on, Chet.  What’d you pick on me for?” Stoker glared at 

the still-munching Kelly.  “She’s probably older than my grandmother.” 

 

Chet’s empty hand sliced the air.  “Strictly demonstration, babe.” 

 

“Just because I told her that one time that her cake was delicious.  And it was.  Boy, you tell someone 

something nice and innocent and all of a sudden someone accuses you of having the hots for them.” 

 

“Like I said, Mike, I’m just using that as an example.  Besides, I saw the way you looked at her.” 

 

Clink!  “That’s because her– ” Mike looked around like he expected her to walk in at any second.  He 

leaned over to us and whispered, “That’s because her underwear was showing.  I was trying to come up 

with a polite way to tell her and help salvage her dignity.” 

 

Cap coughed into his napkin and I could see the smirk he was trying to hide poking out from the edge of 

the napkin. 

   

“And that’s how fantasies sometimes start, Mike.  Innocent little acts of life that become symbols and 

imagery when we reach out in the hopes of connecting with other people,” Chet explained. 

 

“Cap, can we leave him behind the next time we get a call?”  Mike pleaded. 

 

“And miss out on all this?  Not on your life, pal.” 

 



“Take John and Roy for example.” 

 

Clink!  

 

Clink! 

 

I almost choked on the bite I’d just taken.  

 

“What about me and Roy?” Johnny was leaning forward, elbows on the table, shooting Kelly a dark 

look. 

 

Uh oh.  He was puffing up like an attack dog and I was worried that his penchant for defensiveness was 

gonna be interpreted as proof of guilt. 

 

“Well, you guys are best friends, you hold the record for having the longest partnership in the county 

and you spend a lot of time with each other.  It’s not inconceivable that you might develop feelings for 

each other.“ 

 

I could’ve sworn the room began to swim in my vision.  I had to wonder if Chet had noticed something 

between Johnny and me or if he was just being Chet. 

 

I tried to think of something to say to head off this line of discussion, but I was afraid an immediate 

protest would spark suspicion; much like how Johnny’s overly passionate defensiveness might waggle a 

few brows. 

 

I saw Johnny bouncing in his chair, twisting and turning as he tried to settle on who to yell at.  He finally 

settled on Kelly. 

 

Johnny: 

 

“Are you kiddin’ me - !” 

 

“Roy’s a happily married man, Chet!”  Marco looked almost shocked. 

 

“Yeah.  I’m a happily married man,” Roy said, wiping his mouth with his napkin.  ‘Cept he said it kinda 

deadpan, like he wasn’t sure he really was happily married.  Ahhhh hell… 

 

Chet gulped his milk, “Look, all I’m sayin’ is, according to Kinsey’s studies, even married men have 

had sexual relations with other males.” 

 

“While they were married?” I thought Marco’s eyes were gonna pop out of his head! 

 

“Sure.  Some guys did it before they were married, you know, while they were young, like teenagers or 

in college.  I suppose the rest got married and either continued on or started up after marital bliss kicked 

in.” 

 



“You’d better watch it, Gage,” Marco grinned at me.   

 

“Can we possibly talk about something else?”  Roy was practically squirming in his seat. 

 

I opened my mouth to tell Marco to go stick his fork in a socket when I heard Cap clear his throat. 

 

“John?  Roy?”  He was lookin’ at us pretty serious and he leaned on his fork.  “Is there something going 

on between you two that I should know about?” 

 

“Cap!”  

 

“Relax, Gage, I’m just winding you up,” Cap said.  “Although I will say, he’s got a point.” 

 

“CAP!”  I couldn’t believe it!  And he just went right on eating without battin’ an eye! 

 

“I’ve seen it happen in the Army.  Even the fire department.  Guys just falling in love, left and right.  

Everywhere you looked.” 

 

Stoker and Lopez laughed it up right along with Cap.  Ah, swell.  Sucking it up to the Cap!  I swear….  

“That does it.  I’m gettin’ a transfer to another station.” 

 

“Great idea, John,” Kelly said.  “69s over in Pacific Palisades has an orgy house.”  

 

“It’s for paramedics, only,” Mike was saying.  “It’s called the Rescue Ride.” 

 

Roy threw his napkin at him. 

 

“Cap!”  I tried to get him to put a stop to it but he started chokin’ ‘cause he was laughing at Mike’s 

joke.  “Serves you right,” I told him.  He just laughed harder!   

 

Chet again.  “Their paramedic meetings are really a façade for strip poker.” 

 

“No, Strip Bandage.  Each time they lose, they have to strip off another loooong and windy layer.”  

Marco!  Demonstrating!  Can you believe it?   

 

“No wonder they have to restock at Rampart so often,” Mike quipped and they all bowled over, 

‘oooohing’ like teenagers at us! 

 

The whole damn Engine crew was fallin’ all over each other, crackin’ jokes at our expense! 

 

  



Roy: 

 

Johnny sighed, crossed his arms on the table and swiveled his head at me in resignation. 

 

I realized my strategy had been all wrong.  The only way to throw them off the scent was to “prove” 

they were right.  “There’s only one way outta this,” I said to him and I could see he knew exactly what I 

was thinking. 

 

Johnny: 

 

“Revenge,” we both agreed.  Roy instantly grabbed Mike, I grabbed Chet and we made smooching 

noises at ‘em.  “Whoa!”  Mike rolled off his chair underneath Roy and Chet shot up out of his seat like 

he’d been bitten by a rattler.  I’d never seen Marco move so fast away from the table, thinkin’ he was 

next and Cap was laughin’ so damn hard he’d stumbled out of his chair, crying! 

 

Roy was grinning at Stoker with a triumphant expression, while Mike was lookin’ at him like he 

couldn’t decide if he was mad or tryin’ not to laugh.  Chet was wiping his face like he’d just eaten a 

rotten egg or something. 

 

“Hell, Gage.  I think you tongued me!” 

 

“No, I didn’t, Chet!  I didn’t even get near you.  Besides, even if I did, it serves you right,” I said. 

 

“Yeah.  And next time, you don’t get invited to any of our strip poker games,” Roy scolded.   

 

Stoker faced-off with Roy.  “Is that so?  Just remember, my rig is bigger than yours.”  

 

“Maybe it is.  But mine is multi-functional,” Roy countered with half a grin on his face. 

 

I couldn’t believe those two! 

 

Right then, the tones went off. 

 

I almost couldn’t get out of the kitchen fast enough.  That whole entire dinner conversation about spun 

my head around! 

 

I mean, I couldn’t – !  I just – !  Of all the – !   

 

Man! 

 

Roy: 

 

Thank god the tones dropped just then.  

 

“Station 51, Engine 110, Truck 38, Engine 36, Battalion 14, structure fire.  Abandoned brewery.  286 

Union Road.  2-8-6 Union.  Cross street, Wheeling.  Time out: 1919.” 



Cap was wiping his eyes, “I’ll tell Mrs. Deedy to meet us there, okay, Mike?  She can watch you man 

the pumps.”  Cap squeezed Stoker’s arm then chuckled as he ran to the call station. 

 

Stoker stopped Chet with a hand on his chest and an angry look.  “You’re walking home, Kelly.” 

 

“What’d I do?” 

 

“He’s not gonna stop busting my balls over Mrs. Deedy.  Now I’m gonna hear about it all night.” 

 

“Just drive your massive rig, Stoker –” 

 

“Guys, c’mon!  C’mon!”  Marco shoved all of us out of the kitchen and we headed to the fire. 

 

I wasn’t sure about Johnny, but I knew, once this run was over, my brain was gonna be hearing that 

entire conversation for the next three shifts… 

 

 

“Engine 36, 51!  Come in from the north side!  Hit the hydrant at Wheeling and 42nd!  Truck 38, come 

on in and ventilate the roof!”  Cap was waving 38s in as he shouted into the HT. 

 

Sirens coming in overlaid the sirens at the edge of my hearing, melded with the radio chatter and 

creaking of the wood and brick of the building and I’m sure you can imagine it was a pretty chaotic 

scene. 

 

A security guard for the building next door told Cap that this had been a brewery and had since been 

abandoned, but had no idea when they’d ceased operations or whether another business had taken over 

the space and then left.  Not the best information you wanted to hear because that meant there was no 

real way to know what was in there. 

 

Motion caught me out of the corner of my eye - 110s was racing to lay out their lines.  Johnny and I 

were geared up, backing Chet and Marco with the attack lines on the south side.  I looked at the two-

story structure; I could hear the roaring coming from within and saw the flames shooting out of broken 

windows on the first floor.  It wasn’t gonna be long till she was fully involved.  I pretty much wanted 

this to be over before we’d even started; I’m not a big fan of abandoned structures – like I said, they’re 

dangerous.  

 

Cap came running over to us.  “John!  Roy!  We’ve got a report of possible civilians inside.  Probably 

teenagers using this as a hang-out.  S & R, okay?  The minute you clear it, you let me know, got it?” 

 

“Okay, Cap!”  Fantastic.  Civilians inside.  That was the last thing I wanted to hear.  I patted Johnny on 

the shoulder and we headed in. 

 

  



Johnny: 

 

We went on in and it was already real smoky inside.  You could barely see any of the old vats in the 

middle of the first floor.  It kinda smelled like burnt beer and…grass or something; probably the hops or 

the barley.  A little ways in, a wooden staircase along the east wall led up to the second floor.  The fire 

was advancing pretty fast from the north side; the first floor was getting more involved by the minute, 

despite all the crews tryin’ to knock it down.  Anyone still inside would either have gone to the second 

floor, escaped outside or…well, it wasn’t pleasant to consider that last alternative. 

 

The crews already cleared the first floor so Roy and I went to check the second.  We tested the stairs and 

it seemed able to hold our weight.  We headed up to what seemed to be an open space filled with a 

whole lotta junk.  The heat hit us like we’d walked into an oven and the smoke seemed awfully thick for 

being a floor above the flames; that had me a little worried. 

 

I went left, he went right along the east side and we scoured that second floor, up, down and sideways 

and found a whole lot of desks, tables, filing cabinets, storage boxes and all kinds of stuff piled, strewn 

and otherwise laying around but saw no one.  

 

As I was looking and searching and calling out, I noticed smoke coming up awfully thick over on my 

right.  I moved over to figure out why and about tripped and fell over a railing I didn’t know was there!  

Right in front of me was a cut-out in the floor, probably to accommodate the pipes to the vats coming 

from the ceiling, although the pipes were long gone.  Fortunately, someone had the foresight to erect a 

railing to keep people from falling down the hole.  The smoke from the first floor was coming right up 

through that center hole and, man, I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face! 

 

“This is kind of a weird set-up,” Roy said over the HT. 

 

“You found it too, huh?  I almost sailed straight down over the railing!” 

 

“That about happened to me, too.  Except my knee found it first.” 

 

My paramedic ears perked up, “You a’right?” 

 

“Yeah.  I’m fine.” 

 

Yeah.  Uh-huh.  Mr. Let-me-hide-my-burns-from-my-partner. 

 

It was getting hotter and harder to see the longer we were up there and I was worried those stairs we 

came up weren’t gonna last long enough to be an egress.   

 

I toggled my HT.  “Roy?  All clear on my end.  Where are you?” 

 

“Heading back.  Nobody here, either.  If they were ever here, they’ve already gotten out.  Engine 51, 

Squad 51.  Clean sweep, Cap.  No sign of civilians.” 

 

“Squad 51, Battalion 14.  10-4.”   



I guess the cavalry arrived.  “Hey, Roy, let’s blow this joint.” 

 

“No argument there.”  I heard some kinda noise then he was back.  “Hey, Johnny?  My alarm’s going 

off.  Let’s get back to the– Oh no...” 

 

‘Oh no’?  What do you mean ‘oh no’?  “Roy?  Roy, what’s wrong?  Roy!”  I felt my gut just sink to my 

toes.  “Roy!”  Dammit, why aren’t you answering me?   

 

Then I heard my partner’s voice over the HT and the whole world went sideways… 

 

“Battalion 14, Squad 51!  We’ve got a chlorine gas leak and sodium hydroxide on the northeast side, 

second floor!” 

 

“Squad 51!  Do you have egress!”   

 

“10-4, Battalion 14!” 

 

I skedaddled as fast as I could in, what I hoped, was the direction of the stairs, hopping over or running 

and skidding through all the detritus and office desks and whatever else it was that’d been left up there 

all this time.  In this kind of situation, it’s real easy to get turned around or lose your sense of distance.  I 

got to that open area and peered through the thickening smoke and could just about make out his 

flashlight.  I waved my flashlight around.  “Roy, over here!” 

 

I could see his light moving toward me.  Just as he came outta the smoke, he frantically waved me 

toward the stairs we’d come up.  I waited a couple seconds longer for him to catch up to me then I 

grabbed his turnout sleeve and started moving for those stairs.  Roy put his hand on my shoulder and I 

could feel him veer me toward another path through all the stuff so we could get to those stairs.   

 

Roy: 

 

Then we heard it.  A god-awful, horrendous crashing noise right in front of us.  Johnny’s feet almost slid 

out from under him as he tried to stop, nearly taking me with him.  He desperately grabbed at me and 

fought to keep his legs under him and I held onto him with equal desperation to keep him upright. 

 

Thick clouds of smoke billowed up and the yellow-orange flames within brightened, along with the 

shouts from below. 

 

We both looked at the smoke and caught brief glimpses of the gaping hole in the floor.   

 

The stairs were no longer there.  

 

Johnny: 

 

Shit!   

 

“So much for going out the way we came,” Roy said. 



I looked around – I thought I remembered seeing an EXIT sign earlier, but I’d lost track of it in the 

smoke.  I grabbed at him again and headed toward where I thought I remembered seeing it.  Somewhere 

back along the west wall… 

 

“Squad 51, Battalion 14, the staircase to the second-floor has collapsed.  What is your status?” 

 

I grabbed my HT, “10-4, Battalion 14!  We believe we have a second egress along the west side.  We’re 

making for it now.” 

 

“Do you require an aerial ladder?” 

 

“Not sure, Battalion 14!  Will advise!”  I didn’t want to risk having another company nearby if those 

canisters Roy found suddenly went off.  Not only that, I had no idea where the hell we were!  I could 

barely see a foot in front of me.  No use callin’ for an aerial if we couldn’t find a window. 

 

“Do you know where you’re going?”  

 

“Hell if I know!  Shit, Roy, we could be runnin’ around in circles, up here!” 

  

“Well, let’s just go in some direction as forward as we can possibly go.  We’re bound to hit a wall at 

some point.” 

 

“Or go careening down those non-existent stairs.” 

 

“Well then we’d find out where we were.” 

 

“Well…yeah, there is that, I suppose – ” Ah dammit!  Of all the…!  “Roy!  My alarm’s goin’ off!”  I felt 

his hand on my back, pushing me to go faster.  I had a hold of his other arm and kept going.  Man!  The 

heat was draggin’ on me, I was sweatin’ in my mask, in my turnouts, I could feel myself getting dizzy.  

And if I was feeling it, I know he had to be feeling it, too.  We’d been up here way too long.  I stopped 

and looked.  38s must’ve ventilated the roof because the smoke was thinning just a bit.  ‘Course that 

might’ve been my imagination…  Bingo!  The EXIT sign!  “Told you we’d find it!” 

 

“Uh-huh.” 

 

We made our way across more piles of junk, but I couldn’t see where the hell I was goin’; I was moving 

out of pure sense of direction.  I thought I was headin’ straight for the EXIT sign, but Roy grabbed my 

shoulder, steered me back to the left and shoved me forward a bit. “Go!”   

 

Hell…go where…?  

 

The flashlight wasn’t doing diddly for visibility even with 38s having ventilated the roof; they couldn’t 

keep up with all that smoke piling in from the first floor. 

 

  



Finally, I saw the stairs.  I grabbed the wrought-iron banister and made to swing around it but it 

collapsed forward on me, makin’ me fall forward on to it, causing the bolts to rip right out of the floor.  I 

felt Roy tug on me as he tried to hold me back, but I couldn’t let go of the banister in time.  As I felt 

myself pitch forward and twist in Roy’s grip, a flash lit up the smoke around me and a loud explosion 

propelled me sideways down into Hell.  

 

Roy: 

 

My feet slid out from under me as I’d tried to pull Johnny back.  A split-second flash of the chlorine gas 

igniting lit up the haze in the stairwell and the second floor exploded.  The shockwave hit me almost full 

force and I had nowhere to go but to follow Johnny as I hung onto him and down I went, right on my 

hip.  We tumbled and slid the rest of the way down, arms and legs flailing like we’d been caught in the 

surf and the stairs shook with a nerve-wracking metallic rattling.   

 

I piled on top of him as we hit a wall at the bottom and he yelled in pain.  Another explosion sounded, 

shaking the stairs and causing debris around us to shift and fall on top of us.  His groaning was 

punctuated by an equal amount of swearing; you didn’t have to be a paramedic to know how much pain 

he was in and I was worried about what kind of injuries he’d sustained. 

 

We’ve gotta get out of here…  I somehow managed to untangle myself and slide awkwardly off of him.  

I got my feet under me then felt for him in the dark.  He was face down on whatever it was we’d landed 

on and I gathered him up in my arms, ignoring how relieved that made me feel.  “Johnny!  Are you 

okay?”  

 

He couldn’t stop coughing.  “Yeah…Roy…?...My mask…got crushed…Knee hurts…” 

 

He sounded weak, but whether it was from lack of oxygen or pain, I couldn’t tell.  “Okay.  Can you 

stand?” 

 

He was still coughing.  “Um…yeah.  I can…I can stand.” 

 

“Okay.  C’mon.”  I shifted over him, slogging around what seemed to be piles of boxes and papers.  I 

stepped on something, lurched backwards and my hands flailed in every direction to find a wall as I 

nearly lost my balance.  I finally got around front, got my arms around him and managed to get him up 

enough that he could get his feet under him.  He wasn’t standing up straight and he was leaning on me, 

his mask dangling uselessly.  Damn.   

 

I ripped off my mask, pressed it against his face and put his hand on it while I coughed against all the 

smoke.  “Breathe.  I’ll get the door.” 

 

I tried the handle.  It wasn’t locked but the door wasn’t moving.  Shit. 

 

Another explosion blasted above us.  I pressed Johnny up against the wall to shield him.  I was nearing a 

frenzy point as I envisioned being trapped under brick and mortar and digging with my bare hands to 

extricate my injured partner…  “Johnny?  You alright?” 

 



He just nodded against me, coughing.  I reached for my HT to call for help and to have our equipment 

and O2 standing by, but the pocket was empty.  It probably got tossed when we went tumbling down the 

stairs. 

 

“Call for help!”  I told Johnny.  I saw him reach for his HT and he came up empty-handed.  Fantastic.  

Looks like we’re having a Triple Monday, as Joanne’s sister, Eileen, would say. 

 

The smoke, itself, already made it difficult to breathe, but the added heat made it almost impossible.  I 

scraped a hole in the debris with my feet as best I could to get better leverage and shoved against the 

door with my shoulder.  I could feel it give a little, but not much.  I slammed against it a few more times; 

nothing.  But I had to rest for a moment before I tried again ‘cause I’d already about had it.  Between the 

heat and the smoke, I was going downhill.  My legs were feeling weak, my hip was sore from where I’d 

landed on it and my chest was starting to feel heavy.  I looked around for some kind of pole or 

something to use as leverage but it was impossible to see more than a foot in front of me.   

 

Johnny pressed the mask to my face so I could breathe a little.  I nodded when I’d had my fill but when 

he refused to take it back for himself, I shoved it right back in his face, again, fully intending to confront 

him about it, later.  Assuming we get out of here in one piece… I firmly planted my feet and rammed the 

door with my shoulder, again, and felt it give.  Couple more times… Finally! - it opened. 

 

I shoved him out in front of me and I stumbled out of there right behind him, out of the intense heat and 

smoke and darkness to the refreshingly cooler evening air.  We were holding onto each other, doubled-

over and gasping for something other than the garbage-filled smoke we’d almost been entombed in.  

 

Johnny: 

 

I couldn’t stand for long and I dropped to one knee.  He came down next to me, wrapped his hand 

around my head and rested his forehead against mine.  I could feel him shaking with adrenaline.  Or 

maybe that was me.  I kinda reveled in the touch.   

 

“Are you okay—“ and he started hackin’ up a storm b’fore he could finish his sentence.  I squeezed his 

shoulder to let him know I was still there.  When the coughing subsided, our eyes locked and a thousand 

things and nothin’ at all went through my head.  Something….flickered in his eyes.  Regret?  Concern?  

I couldn’t tell, but Roy broke the look between us, rose and shifted closer to get an arm around me.  

“Can you stand?”   

 

“Yeah.”  I got my arm around his shoulder and he helped me up and we started to limp and cough our 

way back to the Squad. 

 

Cap came runnin’ around the corner, right then, with Chet and Marco on his heels.  “My god!  Are you 

guys okay?”  I was about to answer him, but started coughing again.  Chet got a hand under Roy and 

Marco got one under me and we staggered back to the Squad.  I heard Cap’s voice behind us. 

 

“HT 51, Engine 51.  Mike, set up a triage area and get out the O2 from the Squad and another air bottle.  

LA, Engine 51, respond another rescue squad and ambulance to this location.” 

 



Chet and Marco dropped us off at the Squad, where Mike had everything ready.  Once Cap’d checked us 

over and we’d convinced him we were okay, he and the rest of the Engine crew went back to dealing 

with the fire, but not before laying us with orders to hightail it to the hospital when the replacement 

squad and ambulance arrived.   

 

Then me and Roy were alone.  We sat up and just kinda looked at each other.   

 

He set aside his respirator, “That was close.” 

 

I set aside my O2 and managed to get out a whole sentence before coughing, again, “Yeah.  Yeah it was.  

I don’t know about you, partner, but I could do without seeing a flight of stairs for a month.” 

 

“Yeah.  I know what you mean.”   

 

I got up off the ground to sit on the Squad’s bumper; my backside was getting sore from bein’ on the 

ground.  I was probably black and blue all over.  I grabbed the O2 tank to bring it closer and felt a 

twinge of pain in my wrist.  “Ow!” 

 

“What’s wrong with your hand?” 

 

I shook it out.  “You know, I don’t know.  I’m not sure if I hurt it goin’ down the stairs, hittin’ that wall 

or when you came crashin’ down on top of me,” I grinned at him.  “But I didn’t notice it till just now.” 

 

He set the respirator down and reached for my hand.  “Let me take a look.”  

 

He grabbed my hand and palpated and examined, asking the usual questions and I responded, flexed and 

wiggled when he asked me to.  He kept his focus on what he was doing and I found myself enjoying his 

touch.  But there was something else, too, that was makin’ me feel…I don’t know.  I couldn’t put my 

finger on it.  Home was the only word that seemed to fit, but that wasn’t makin’ any sense to me.  He 

finally started to wrap my wrist; his touch and just how…gentle he was being…I just couldn’t take my 

eyes off of him.  All that smoke…could feel us tumbling down those steps, remembered how scared I 

really was, his voice callin’ me, could feel his hand on the back of my neck, my head against his… and 

everything about Dunning came back at me.   

 

A feeling started to build inside of my chest as I looked at my partner.  I’d felt it before – had been 

feeling it all this time - but it was snowbalin’ now.  I just watched his eyes, cast down and focused on 

wrapping my hand.  I couldn’t stop the tide of what I was feeling.  It just seemed like, if this’d been any 

other time and any other place, something could happen, something could give, at any moment… 

 

He looked off to his right and only then did I notice the sirens. 

 

He turned back and caught me lookin’ at him.  Our eyes locked and he frowned a little.  Wasn’t sure if 

he couldn’t read me…or maybe he could.  His eyes dropped and he finished wrapping the bandage.  He 

interlaced his fingers with mine for half a second – lookin’ almost sad.  He sighed, let go of my hand 

real gentle and then turned, all business, to Squad 36 and the ambulance comin’ on scene.  Something in 

me felt a loss but the approaching sirens yanked my mind back to where we were, where I was.   



We got checked out by 36s and then we were off to Rampart.  I looked at him, sittin’ on the jump seat in 

the ambulance, lookin’ out the back window. 

 

‘That was close.’ 

 

Yeah.  And it’s gettin’ closer, partner… 

 

 

Roy: 

 

By a stroke of luck, we got cleared for duty, though we were both gonna be coughing for awhile.  I 

guess we hadn’t been in that muck long enough for it to have caused any real damage, though if you 

asked me, I would’ve sworn we’d been in that stairwell for the better part of an hour.  The guys from 

36s brought our Squad in before taking over for us at the fire scene.  I got in and looked at my partner, 

sitting there in the Squad.  But all I could see was him careening down the stairs… 

 

I closed the door and put the key in the ignition and he started coughing.  I put my hand on his thigh, 

more to reassure myself that he was really okay. 

 

“Are you alright?” 

 

Johnny: 

 

I felt his hand on my leg, his face lookin’ all worried.  “I’m okay, Roy.  Honest.  I’ll probably be 

coughing for a while though, but I’m okay.” 

 

He rubbed my thigh real gentle up and down a few times, then turned back and started the engine, 

lookin’ real sad the whole ride back. 

 

~!~ 

 

Roy: 

 

Even at a late hour, the 405 never seems to find a moment of peace.  

 

And yet, there I was behind the station, watching the constant traffic on the freeway, catching a moment 

of peace. 

 

We’d gotten back not too long before the Engine crew returned.  That fire scene kept circling around in 

my head and I needed to give it time to settle down before I did for what was left of the night. 

 

I thought, too, about that whole scene in the stairwell with Johnny not wanting to take back the air mask. 

 

That just couldn’t happen again.  It becomes a dangerous game when you start playing ‘hero’.  We have 

to be able to keep our priorities on our patients and on the situation.  The minute that focus changes to 

one another at the expense of established protocols is when it’s time to cut the rope. 



And we were startin’ to slip into dangerous territory.   

 

I heard a door close and I turned away from the 405 and saw him rounding the corner from the kitchen.  

He had something cupped in his hand and as he got closer, I could see he was munching on something. 

 

“Want some?” 

 

I peered in the dark to see what was in his hand.  “What is that?” 

 

“Sunflower seeds.  Without the shells, so you can just eat ‘em, as is.” 

 

“Sure, I’ll take a couple,” I pinched a few from his hand.  

 

“’Cap said lights out whenever, just don’t wake him up.” 

 

“Alright.” 

 

He popped a few seeds in his mouth, “We have to talk, partner.” 

 

“Yeah.  I know.  Look, we can’t ever do that again.” 

 

“Do what?” 

 

“When you refused to take back the air mask.  We can’t afford to be doing that.” 

 

He hung his head for a moment.  “Yeah.  You’re right.  Okay.  It won’t ever happen again.” 

 

Johnny: 

 

He threw me a skeptical look. 

 

“What?” 

 

“I’m not convinced it’s that simple.” 

 

“Well why not?  It can’t happen again.  I get it.  It won’t happen again.”  He wasn’t buying it!  “Look, 

have I ever lied to you?” 

 

Another look. 

 

“Well have I?” 

 

I stood there and watched his eyes dart all over his head.   

 

“Hell, Roy, I know for a fact that you can stand there all night and not come up with one instance!  Not 

one!  ‘Cause the fact is that I have never lied to you!  Not once!”   



He threw me that look where he’s laughing on the inside, but it only shows in his eyes.  “I know.” 

 

“Then why did you—?” 

 

“You think Chet’s the only one who plays practical jokes on you.” 

 

My own partner!  Siding with the enemy…  “Why you—“ I grabbed his shirt collar and pulled him 

toward me.  He saw my hand over his head and he tried to twist and duck out of my grip.  My feet rolled 

over the gravel on the pavement and we were practically wrestling each other, but I held him fast.  I 

finally got him in position and poured all the seeds onto his head. 

 

He tried to duck away but I got him bulls-eye.  Hell, he was giggling!  Well, for what amounts to 

giggling from Roy, anyway. 

 

He bent his head and started shakin’ out all the seeds out of his hair.  I rifled my hands through his hair 

to help him out.  I kinda liked it.  Then he stood up straight with this accusatory grin and flapped the 

collar of his shirt.  I snorted a laugh.  An irritated look crossed his face and then he shook a leg.  He 

cursed real soft then walked over and faced the wall and I heard his fly zip.  I couldn’t stop laughing!   

 

After a minute or two, he finally ambled back over to me, tucking his shirt back in and stood right in 

front of me, tryin’ to intimidate me.   

 

So, I met him with m’arms crossed and lookin’ real smug.  I reached out and wiped his shirt; make it 

look all nice and professional and sunflower-seed-free.  “They’ll all come out when you take a shower.” 

 

“No thanks to you.” 

 

I snorted a laugh again and then just kinda looked at him, noticing how the glow of the streetlight 

somehow made him look boyish.  “We’re playing again.” 

 

He just looked at me as he finished tucking his shirt in. 

 

“You know we can’t keep hiding from this.” 

 

“Yeah…” He buttoned and zipped up and leaned a hand on my Rover.  “But what is it, exactly?” 

 

“I don’t know.  Look, all I know is…something happened to us, Roy.  I don’t know exactly when or 

how or even why.  But, something happened to us.  Happened…between us.  And we need to figure it 

out and talk about it or it could end up drivin’ a wedge between us so wide we’ll never be able to cross 

it.”   

 

He shoved off and leaned against Cap’s car with his arms folded.  “I agree.  But when and how is the 

question.  HQ has suspended vacation requests, remember?” 

 

“Yeah, I know.  And I know what you said about not doin’ this piecemeal between runs and you’re 

right.  So here’s what I was thinkin’, we’ve got four days off next week, right?” 



“Yeah.  Joanne and I are gonna meet up with her sister and take the kids camping.” 

 

“Okay.  Listen, is there any way you can get out of it?” 

 

“Why would I wanna do that for?” 

 

“Because I think it’d be best if just you and I go up to Carl’s cabin and work this out.  ‘Cause some’n’s 

gonna give if we don’t.” 

 

I saw the wheels turning in his head as he saw where I was going.  “Oh, I don’t think so, Johnny – “ 

 

“Well, why not?  It’s the perfect place and the perfect opportunity!” 

 

“It’s not that I don’t agree with you, but it took a long time to plan this.  I mean, it’s not just me and 

Joanne, but her sister and her husband and their kids are coming, too.” 

 

“Oh.  Yeah.” 

 

Roy: 

 

Hell.  I was up to my ears in hot water.  We really did need to talk about this sooner rather than later.  

But, boy, the timing sure couldn’t have been worse.  HQ still hadn’t lifted the time-off restrictions and 

Joanne and I had a lot of time invested in working out the logistics in planning the vacation with her 

sister and brother-in-law. 

 

But he was right.  There was no better opportunity and we had to confront his thing right now. 

 

“Yeah.  Yeah, I think you’re right.  Alright.  I’ll…see if I can persuade Joanne that I need to bow out.”   

 

“Sorry, partner.” 

 

It wasn’t just that Johnny was right about opportunity.  Part of my hesitation had come 

from…wondering how all this had stood in the context of my marriage. 

 

All these feelings I’d been having…was having.  Could it be considered cheating?  Was I cheating, 

simply by having feelings?  I'd allowed myself to revel in it.  But to what end?  

 

Yet…my feelings for Joanne hadn’t diminished.  I was just as much in love with her as I’d been before 

all this started.  My feelings for Johnny were…impossible to define.  I couldn’t, for the life of me, 

pinpoint exactly what I’d been feeling for him.  Because of him.  I cared about him, that much was 

certain.  But that hadn’t changed from before.  I mean, we’re best friends, of course I’m gonna care 

about him.  But that…sense of caring.  Had it simply gotten deeper?  Or had it turned into something 

else?  And if it had, what was it? 

 



I needed to know because none of this was fair to Joanne and the kids.  I had to be honest with myself 

before I could be honest with them.  And I would rather be alone and miserable than be untruthful with 

my own family. 

 

“It’s okay, Johnny.  We’ll figure this out, somehow.” 

 

I had to hang onto that idea because it was all I had. 

 

 

One day later -  

 

I was cleaning the last of the morning dishes and setting them in the drainer.  Joanne walked in with the 

morning paper after seeing the kids off on the school bus.  

 

“What time were you gonna head to the hardware store?” she asked.   

 

My gut clenched at the question.  The camping store had run out of Sterno™ 

cooking lamps so I’d thought I’d check the hardware store and grab more batteries and all of that sort of 

thing. 

 

But there was an important part to the camping trip that I hadn’t told her yet.  Something I’d been 

agonizing about since that conversation with Johnny in the parking lot the other night. 

 

Jo sat down at the kitchen table, grabbed another mug of coffee and started going through the paper.  It 

was part of our morning routine on my days off that, once the kids had left for school, we’d read the 

paper together in the kitchen before running errands or…well, head back to bed.  “I poured your cup for 

you.” 

 

“Oh, thanks, Jo.”  I set aside the frying pan to soak and stood there staring at the oily water swirling 

around in the pan, little bits of pancake floating to the surface.  How am I going to do this?  How am I 

going to tell her?  How am I going to tell the kids?  I’d been wracking my brain since the end of shift 

about how I was gonna bring this up, when and how and what words to use to ease Jo’s impending fury 

to my bowing out of this camping trip.  The truth was, I’d been hoping for a ‘bad news delivery system’ 

guaranteed to engender an easy, understanding, no-argument-whatsoever reaction on Jo’s part…which I 

knew perfectly well was never going to happen.   

 

I had a feeling that for all the worry in the world, the moment of truth was racing toward me awfully 

fast. 

 

“Hon?  Did you hear me?  I said what time were you thinking of going to the store?” 

 

“Yeah,” I rubbed the sweat off my forehead.  “I…heard you.”  This was it.  There was no getting around 

it, I had to tell her now. 

 

The crinkle of the paper stopped.  “Roy, are you okay?” 

 



I turned around to see her scrutinizing me with worry in her eyes.  I guess she saw the look on my face 

because her expression turned serious.  “Don’t tell me.  You have to go sub for somebody.” 

 

I shook my head.  “No.  No, I’m off.”  Off my rocker, to be precise…Off a rock…Off a cliff… 

 

She frowned.  “You’re biting your lip.  Something’s wrong.  What is it?  None of the guys got hurt…?” 

 

“No.  No, nothing like that.  Sorry, Jo, I didn’t mean to scare you.” 

 

“Well, you are scaring me, Roy.” 

 

I took a deep breath.  That same feeling of anxiety came at me like the time Johnny and I finally 

confronted each other in the Squad.  How did I get myself into this? 

 

“Jo, we need to talk.”  I held out my hand to her.  She looked at me skeptically and then her expression 

turned to worry.  She sighed a little and a wary look came into her eyes.  She slowly took my hand and I 

led her into the living room.   

 

We sat down on the couch and she sighed again as she braced herself.  “O-kay...What do you want to 

talk to me about?”   

 

I rubbed her fingers lightly, “Jo…look, there’s no easy way to say this so I’m just gonna come right out 

and say it.  I won’t be able to go on the camping trip with you and the kids.” 

 

Confusion flickered and then anger settled permanently on her features.  She closed her eyes and sat up 

straighter and took a breath, the way she does when she’s trying to control her fury.  “Roy Patrick 

DeSoto, you know full well we’ve been planning this trip for more than two months.” 

 

“I know—” 

 

“Chris has been dying to show off his skills from Indian Guides—.“ 

 

“I know, Jo.” 

 

“— and Jen was really looking forward to worms…,” she shuddered, “…and making s’mores and the 

ghost stories—“ 

 

“Jo, I know.  I know.  I was looking forward to it, too.  Look, I’m not exactly happy about it.” 

 

She stopped, looked down at my hands covering hers, curled her lips and sighed.  “I’m sorry.  I know we 

promised to start listening to each other better and stop jumping the gun.”  She wiped the bangs away 

from her face, sighed and looked me resolutely in the eye.  “Okay.  I’m listening.” 

 

I looked at her.  Really looked at her.  “Look, it’s just…there’s this thing between Johnny and me and—

” 

 



“Johnny?  What’s going on between you two?” 

 

“Well, that’s kinda what we need to figure out.  Joanne, honey, I’m sorry.  We just…look, Johnny and 

me, we need to work out this…thing between us.” 

 

”Is it really that serious that you can’t wait till after we come back?” 

 

“Yeah.  It is.” 

 

I could see her trying to work through her shock to find her voice.  “What happened?” 

 

I’m not so sure you really want me to answer that, Jo… “Nothing…happened, really.  It’s just 

something that’s been kinda building up over time.” 

 

“Like what?” 

 

“It’s like we’re just…gettin’ on each other’s nerves, I guess.”  If you only knew…  “We need to figure 

out what’s going on before we reach a point where we can’t turn back; where it might affect us on the 

job.  We can’t afford that.”  

 

“So what are you two planning on doing about it?” 

 

“Carl on B-shift rented a cabin for his anniversary, which coincides with our four days off, but his wife 

broke her foot and can’t go hiking.  So Johnny took the cabin.  Figured we’d…hang out there and see if 

we can’t…come to some kind of…working agreement.” 

 

“You can’t do that here at home on your days off?” 

 

“Maybe.  But…we thought it best if we isolate ourselves away from interruptions and distractions and 

force ourselves to confront whatever it is that’s gotten between us.” 

 

“If you think it’s that important.  The kids were really looking forward to it, y’know.  I was looking 

forward to it.”   

 

“I know.  I was, too.  I guess if Johnny and I were CPA’s, it wouldn’t matter so much.” 

 

“How long has this been going on?” 

 

“Awhile.” 

 

“Well, you’ve hidden it awfully well, because I certainly haven’t picked up on anything troubling you.  

In fact, you’ve seemed almost happier.  Has Captain Stanley said anything?” 

 

That Alfred Kinsey-inspired dinner conversation the other night slithered its way into my head:  ‘Even 

the fire department.  Guys just falling in love, left and right.  Everywhere you looked…’  Yeah.  He’s 

said something, all right… 



“This is just something between Johnny and me.  It doesn’t involve any of the other guys, in fact they 

don’t even know about it and I didn’t want it affecting you or the kids.  Well…until now, I guess.”  

 

“I have to say, Roy, I’m…awfully surprised.  Johnny’s always seemed like a forgive and forget kind of 

guy, and well, you, certainly aren’t the type to hold a grudge.” 

 

“We’re not sure what’s going on, either, Jo.  But we need to get to the bottom of it before it affects our 

ability to work together.  And maybe it already has, I don’t know.  That’s why we need to settle this 

while we can still talk civilly to each other.”  In a manner of speaking… 

 

I really wasn’t relishing outright lying to her.  In my own defense, I can only say I was trying to provide 

as much truth as I could.  After all, I still wasn’t sure what the truth was between Johnny and me.  If I 

didn’t understand it, how could anyone else?  I only hoped I could live with myself over how I handled 

everything when all of this is said and done. 

 

“Okay… I understand.  Can’t say I’m not disappointed.  And maybe a little annoyed at the timing.” 

 

“You’re pretty pissed, aren’t you?” 

 

She lifted her head up at me.  “Alright…yes.” 

 

“Look, if it makes you feel any better, this isn’t gonna be fun for me.  I know it seems like we’re going 

to some mountain cabin to fish and hike and enjoy ourselves, but I guarantee you, it’s gonna be four 

days of soul-searching and some frank and difficult conversations.  Frankly, I am not looking forward to 

this.  In fact, I’m pretty damned nervous because I don’t know if Johnny and I are gonna come out of 

this as friends or if…” 

   

Suddenly, the consequences of all of this hit me in the face and I didn’t want to think of the ‘what ifs’. 

 

“Or what, Roy?” 

 

“Or if one of us is gonna have to transfer.” 

 

Her eyes got wide as she processed everything I told her.  I could see the weight of our situation, the 

consequences, settling on her.  “This really is serious, isn’t it?” 

 

“Yeah.” 

 

The worry and anger in her eyes transmuted into one of determination.  “Then it sounds like you two 

have a lot of decisions to make.” 

 

“Yeah.  I just hope they’ll be ones we can live with.  You and the kids are gonna have a great time.  I 

think if we’d been able to take vacation time, it might not have escalated to the point it has.  But we 

can’t really get away from each other.  That’s why we’d like to nip this in the bud – whatever it is – and 

just deal with it head on before something serious happens.” 

 



She thought about it for a little while.  “Okay.  I really am sorry you two are going through this.” 

 

I rose and led her up off the couch and hugged her.  Tight.  “Me too.  Look, when we all get back, no 

matter what the fallout between Johnny and me, you and I are gonna start planning a vacation with the 

kids.  The minute HQ allows us to start taking vacations, I’m putting in for one and we’ll go for a trip 

we’ll never forget.  How does that sound?” 

 

She put her arms around me and I settled into their familiar feel.   

 

“I’m holding you to that.” 

 

‘I brushed her hair back and kissed her forehead.  “And I’m counting on you to do exactly that.” 

 

 

[next shift] 

 

Johnny and I returned from a run that had come in not long after roll call.  We found Mike and Marco in 

the dayroom working on their next round of coffee.  Marco hoisted a cream puff in salute as we walked 

in and nodded toward the table.  “Hey, guys, you’re back.  These are fantastic, by the way, thanks.” 

 

“Uhh…you’re welcome, but I don’t think either of us brought those in.”  I looked toward Johnny for 

confirmation. 

 

“I certainly didn’t,” Johnny said, grabbing a cream puff from the box and stuffing it as one bite in his 

mouth.  Not unlike what my 9-year-old son does. 

 

Marco sipped his coffee.  “Yeah, I know.  That girl brought them in for you guys.  But Chet said we had 

your permission to have some, so…” 

 

Johnny spoke up before I did, cheeks full of cream puff.  “Whoa whoa whoa, hold on a sec.  What girl?” 

 

Mike was at the coffee pot, making more.  “That motorcycle accident victim from, like, a week ago?  

You’d said she was suicidal.” 

 

That perked up my ears.  “Melissa?  Short, blonde girl?” 

 

Stoker nodded, “Yeah, that’s her.” 

 

“Well when did she stop by?”  Johnny.  Still with his mouth full. 

 

Stoker and Lopez eyed each other.  “Maybe…20 minutes ago, I’d say,” Mike said, Marco nodding 

confirmation.   

 

“She seemed real scared, though,” Marco added sadly. 

 



Johnny glanced at me and sighed in irritation.  “Well how did Chet get our permission for our cream 

puffs to be public consumption if she came while we were out?” 

 

Marco appeared a bit confused.  Then his eyes darkened with annoyance and they followed Chet as he 

walked in and made a beeline for the coffee.  “He claims you guys knew she was coming and had 

already talked to you in the locker room.  Didn’t you, Chet?” 

 

“What was that, Marc?  Hey, thanks for making refills, Mike.  I was just coming in to do that.” 

 

“Yeah.  Just like I was gonna lick all the nozzles just so you’d have to polish them all again,” Stoker 

replied with a grimace. 

 

Chet spread his hands.  “Hey, I was being serious.  Geez, kick a guy when he’s down.  Man, if I’d 

known I could cause trouble without even being in the room, I’d’ve stayed home.  So what’d I do now?” 

 

“You told us John and Roy knew that girl was coming in, Chet, and that they gave us permission to help 

ourselves,” Marco scolded between his teeth, holding out his still uneaten cream puff at him.  “They just 

got back.  They had no idea she was coming.” 

 

“Yeah.  Okay.  Look, these woulda sat on the table gettin’ cold while we waited who knows how long 

for them to come back.  Then they’d come back, we’d ask permission and they would’ve said ‘yes’, 

anyway.  I just saved us all from undue hardship and needless conversation, that’s all.” 

 

Chet Kelly is one of the few people I know who can weasel his way out of anything with an argument 

that’s just south of logical and still make it sound like a win-win situation.   

 

But that was neither here nor there ‘cause I wanted to know about Melissa.   “Well, nevermind all of 

that.  Did she say anything?  I mean, did she say why she stopped by?”   

 

Chet shook his head, “Man, that poor girl’s just covered in bad karma, Roy.  It’s a real shame.  I think 

she’s a real sweet kid, but…sometimes there are people you just can’t help.  I’m tellin’ ya, for your sake, 

don’t get emotionally involved.”  And he walked out of the dayroom. 

 

“What’s wrong with him?”  Johnny stared after Chet. 

 

“Mike, what’s he talking about?” I asked. 

 

Stoker sipped his coffee.  “She said she was just dropping off the box of pastries to thank you guys.  

Especially, you, Roy.  It was kinda creepy, though.” 

 

“Why would that be creepy?”  Johnny asked. 

 

“The way she was acting.  It was like she was scared.” 

 

“Marco you made that same observation.  Can you guys elaborate on that?”  Remembering that bruise 

on her face, that statement had me a little worried. 



“Lopez?”  Cap’s voice sounded in the bay. 

 

“In here, Cap,” he answered. 

 

Cap appeared in the doorway.  “Oh.  John, Roy, how’d it go?” 

 

“Went fine, Cap.  All routine,” Johnny answered. 

 

Cap clapped his hands together softly.  “Good.  Glad it went well.  Marco, can I see you…?”  He 

motioned then walked out with Lopez on his heels. 

 

I turned back to Mike with my annoyance kicking up with all the interruptions.  “Did you talk to her?” 

 

“Yeah, we were all here in the kitchen, getting coffee.  Chet thought he heard a voice out in the bay so 

he went and looked and there she was, with the box of pastries.  According to Chet, she was looking for 

you guys but he told her you were out on a run.  He offered to take the box from her ‘cause she had a 

cast on her foot.  He told us he raised his hand up, you know, to take the box from her and she flinched, 

like she expected him to hit her.  I think that really kinda freaked him out.  He’s been pretty down about 

it, ever since.” 

  

I could feel my anger boiling and my heart went out to her.  Damn, but I wish we hadn’t missed her. 

 

“Then what?”  Johnny asked. 

 

“Chet tried to welcome her inside, you know.  Told her to come on in and she could wait if she wanted, 

but the minute she saw everyone in here, she got real uncomfortable.” 

 

I didn’t like the sound of that.  “What do you mean?” 

 

“Kept eyeing us like she expected us to gang up on her, or something.  She gave Chet the box, said to 

tell you guys thanks and that she hates you guys and then she split.  I’d never seen anyone look so scared 

dropping off pastries, before.  She never moved past the door.” 

 

Johnny and I just looked at each other.   

 

“Huh.  Now why would she do that if hated us?” 

 

I couldn’t help but grin a little.  “Part of an inside-joke between us.  I told her I didn’t care whether she 

got better, that I was only trying to make it look good.  She told me she hated me and that she didn’t care 

whether I cared.” 

 

Johnny threw me a weird look, “Boy, you’ve got a real way with women, don’t you?” 

 

I shrugged, sad again about having missed her by mere minutes.  “My mysterious DeSoto charm.  

C’mon, partner.  We need to restock a coupla air bottles.” 

 



Johnny: 

 

We got out to the bay and I immediately went to the storage closet to bring out some replacement bottles 

while he clambered up on the back of the Squad to grab those that needed replacing.   

 

I moved four bottles over to the Squad, looked around the bay and hung on the top bars.  “Hey, Roy,” I 

whispered. 

 

He leaned over.  “Yeah.” 

 

“Sorry about that back there.  I didn’t mean nothin’ by it.  Just wanted to make it look good.  You 

know…” 

 

“Yeah.  I know.”   

 

He seemed almost depressed.  “You okay?” 

 

Roy: 

 

I hoisted an air bottle down to him.  “Yeah.  I’m just upset that we missed her by a few minutes, 

y’know?” 

 

“You really bonded with her, didn’t you?” 

 

I settled on the toolbox before grabbing the next tank, “I guess I did.”   

 

“Who knows?  Maybe in another time and place, she’d-a made a decent fireman.  Firefighter.  Well, 

whichever.” 

 

“She certainly eats like one,” I answered, remembering how she wolfed down those burger and fries I 

brought her in the hospital. 

 

“She is kinda small, though.” 

 

I sized up my partner in about two seconds.  “She coulda taken you.  Easy.” 

 

Johnny was about to hoist a tank up to me, but set it down.  “Easy?  Easy?  Uh-uh.  No way.” 

 

“Oh yeah.” 

 

He lifted the tank and set it down again.  “What do you mean ‘oh yeah’?  There is no ‘oh yeah’ about it!  

There is no way that tiny little girl who weighed about half as much as my arm…“ – he rolled up his 

sleeve and flexed his biceps to show me – “…could’ve taken me on.  Well, she might’ve taken me on, 

but she sure as hell wouldn’t have won.  I guarantee it.”   

 

“She’d’ve won.” 



Lift tank, set it down again.  “Where do you get off thinkin’ she coulda taken me easy and won?” 

 

“’Cause you’ve lifted that air bottle three times and haven’t handed it to me, yet.” 

 

That indignant expression crossed his face again.  “I was—!  I wasn’t—!  I was—!”  He finally lifted the 

tank up to me while I tried not to laugh too loud.  “Oh shut up.” 

 

 

[next shift] 

 

Johnny: 

 

The wake-up tones woke us up to a dandy, dandy day!  After I made myself presentable, I sauntered 

across the bay…and smelled the sweet, robust aroma of coffee.  I stopped, sniffed, and thought.  

Hmmm…I’m gonna go with Marco coffee.  I walked in to see Cap, Roy and Marco in various stages of 

newspaper reading.  “Mornin’, mornin’, mornin’ everybody!  Just one hour till our four days of rest, fun, 

and relaxation begins!  Cool mountain air, nice long hikes and starry skies, here I come!” 

 

“Morning, John.  So, John, are you actually gonna use Carl’s cabin or are you going to camp out under 

the stars on all those hikes you want to go on?”  

 

“Well, I dunno, Marco.  I might just wanna do both.  And no, you can’t come and bring Gwen.” 

 

Marco snapped his fingers and made a face.  “I had to try.  Wouldn’t matter, anyway.  My parents’ 

anniversary is the same day as Carls’.” 

 

I grabbed a mug and poured my coffee.  “Oh that’s right!  So you’ve been stuck with all the party 

planning, huh?”   

 

“My brother and sister got stuck with the planning.  I’m getting stuck with the clean-up.  So you’d better 

have a good time, John,” he threatened me through clenched teeth.   

 

I held my hands up and tried not to laugh.  “Okay, okay!  For you, Marco, I’ll have the time of my life.” 

 

“Not too good a time, now.” 

 

Cap snorted at that and reached for the sports section and an apple.  “You looking forward to your 

camping trip, Roy?  Last time I talked to you, sounded like you guys had a lot planned for the kids.”   

 

Roy: 

 

My stomach dropped.  Holy Toledo.  I’d forgotten to factor in the guys’ knowledge of our previous 

plans.  “Uh, yeah.  Joanne and I have been planning this for so long, it almost doesn’t seem like it’s 

really here, y’know?” 

 

Maybe I should’ve backed the Squad into the office when I had the chance… 



Cap bit into his apple.  “Yeah, I hear ya.  You’ll have to tell us all about it when you get back.” 

 

My eyes sought out Johnny’s; the panic in his eyes about matched the panic I was feeling.  We hadn’t 

factored any of this in.  Oh boy… 

 

Mike and Chet sauntered in and the newspaper got divvied up just as much as the coffee.  About twenty 

minutes to go till the end of shift, the tones dropped. 

 

“Oh, wouldn’t you know it,” Johnny muttered.   

 

“Squad 51.  Child impaled at the school.  8987 Hollington St.  8-9-8-7 Hollington.  Cross street, 23rd.  

Time out: 0742.” 

 

Cap followed us out to the bay to acknowledge for us and we raced to our last run of the shift. 

 

 

Johnny: 

 

Little Eddie hadn’t stopped blubbering since we’d found him in the classroom screaming his head off.  

Now that we were wheeling him into Treatment 2, he was still goin’ at it, but boy, I’ll tell ya, neither 

one of us blamed him. 

 

There was a lot of blood for such a little boy when we arrived on scene.  You never think a pencil can do 

much damage, but when it gets jammed straight  into your ear, you find out real fast what it can do. 

 

With so much potential trauma, we couldn’t afford to wait for either of his parents for permission to 

administer meds, so we packed him up and brought him straight to Rampart and into the capable hands 

of Dr. Brackett.   

 

Fortunately, someone from the school had managed to track down the father in the meantime and he was 

right there when we brought in his screeching son. 

 

Roy and I escaped from the howling with our hearing barely in tact and stopped over at Dixie’s bar for a 

respite. 

 

I automatically grabbed some coffee while Roy leaned his hands on the counter.  ”Man, my ears are 

gonna be ringing for hours.  I think we need to make it a special point when we do our school demos 

that when the teachers say ‘don’t run with sharp objects’, they mean it ‘cause that’s exactly the kind of 

thing that can happen.” 

 

Dr. Early came out of the lounge and spotted us.  “Oh good.  John, Roy, I’m glad I caught you.  You 

have a second?” 

 

I grinned at him, “As a matter of fact, we’ve got four days.” 

 

“Four days?” 



Roy rolled his eyes.  “We’ve got four days off starting now.  I’ve been getting the feeling he’s tired of 

looking at my mug every shift and wants a change of scenery,” Roy thumbed at me. 

 

“Well, now I didn’t say that, exactly.  All I said was, I was looking forward to a little change in the 

routine.  The department’s suspended vacation requests for the next six months on account o’ the 

budget.  So we’re taking these four days off very seriously,” I explained to Dr. Early. 

 

“I see.  Certainly makes sense.” 

 

“Doc, uh, you said you were glad you ran into us.  What’s up?”  Roy asked. 

 

Early checked the hallway and leaned over, “You fellas remember that suicidal patient you brought in a 

couple of weeks ago?  The one who banged up her boyfriend’s motorcycle?” 

 

“Melissa…Tag—“ I snapped my fingers, tryin’ to remember. 

 

“Taglieri,” we both said at once. 

 

I set my coffee mug down.  “She came to the station the other morning.  Dropped off a ‘thank you’ gift 

for Roy ‘n me.  We were out on a run, so we never saw her.  But Stoker said he’d never seen someone 

look so petrified dropping off pastries, before.” 

 

Dr. Early frowned, “Did she say anything?” 

 

“Not much,” Roy answered.  “The guys said she walked in, Chet went over, and, you know, brought his 

hand up to welcome her in, and take the box from her ‘cause she was still in a cast.  Said she flinched 

like she expected him to hit her.  Really kinda threw him for a loop.” 

 

“They said she looked around like she expected the whole station to gang up on her,” I added.  “She 

gave the box to Chet and left.  Why?” 

 

Ole Doc Early stared down at the counter for a bit then looked up at us with one of the saddest 

expressions I’d ever seen on him.  And then I remembered; she’d been his patient.  My whole body went 

cold.  “They found her body early this morning in a culvert, like she’d been trash that someone 

discarded.  Unofficial word is, she’d been beaten and shot in the head.  They believe the boyfriend did 

it.” 

 

Dammit, no… Son of a bitch…! 

 

My eyes went instantly to Roy.  He looked utterly shocked and infuriated.  His breathing got real deep 

and then he pounded his fist on the counter and moved around me to hide in the corner by the coffee 

machine.  

 

That was not good; not good at all.   

 



Roy: 

 

I thought I was gonna be sick.  The bile tossed in my gut and I about heaved right then and there.  Aw, 

Melissa…  Why didn’t you get help?  Find a way to get away from him?  Dammit!  God, she was 

someone’s sister, someone’s niece, someone’s granddaughter.  Someone’s daughter.  I wanted to run 

home to Jenny and hug her so tight, I’d never let go of her.  What had happened to her that she’d cut 

herself up?  Get involved with a…bastard that would do that to her?  Didn’t someone give enough of a 

damn about her to take care of her?   

 

For some reason, I thought of Benjamin Dunning and my fury tipped over into rage and…something 

else that I couldn’t pinpoint.  My entire head was buzzing and I couldn’t breathe and I couldn’t see 

straight.    

 

“For trashing his motorcycle,” I heard my partner say. 

 

“Yeah.  I have no doubt.” 

 

A voice over the PA system summoned Early to a treatment room.  “Listen, fellas, I gotta go.  Figured 

you’d rather hear it from me than some news report.  Take care, okay?” 

 

I felt Johnny’s hand on my shoulder and he shook me a little and I knew that had he not been there, he 

would’ve been the first person I’d’ve sought out.  Even above Joanne.  And I wasn’t sure I understood 

what that meant. 

  

He stood next to me, his voice a soothing whisper in my ear.  “C’mon, Roy, let’s get back to the station 

and get out of this uniform.  Our cabin’s waitin’.” 

 

‘A little too late, is much too late’.  It sure as hell was for Melissa.  

 

I wonder – will it be the same for Johnny and me, too?  Is our friendship and my marriage gonna end up 

like her?  Or are we gonna find a way to get out from under whatever it is we’ve gotten ourselves into -  

the way Melissa hadn’t been able to?  

 

I guess I was about to find out... 

 


