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stacking day. Jessica Richards really didn’t mind. She 

bales all day was one way of keeping in shape, and what girl didn’t want 

Halfway done.

Why not just leave the wagon 
there permanently and save all this trouble?

imagined Jim’s reaction to that idea. That item of business would never 
ut… She chuckled at some 

ately… that topic would have to keep for a while since he would not be 

Maybe I should go inside, get a glass of cool lemonade, 
and see how Morgan’s doin’.

wiped her face with her sleeve. It felt good to sweat again. She hadn’t done 
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NO! 
Jess was going to be in there stacking hay today!

cause. Jim’s eyes wildly scanned the area, looking for Jess. She stood in the 

They’re okay.

husband’s strong arms, she let tears flow and allowed herself some quiet 

her head. “Are you all right? I almost went crazy when I heard the address 
and saw….” His voice trailed off.

“I’m fine. Twisted my ankle. Just gla… I’m just glad to be alive.” Her 

“What happened?” He didn’t want to let go.
Wade put his hand on Jim’s shoulder. “They need your help, man. 

We’ll take care of her.” Reluctantly, Jim surrendered her to the paramedics 

“So how ya doin’?” 
“I have been diagnosed with a twisted ankle and mild smoke 

inhalation.” She coughed into her arm. “For a minute I thought I was a 
goner, but the Lord showed me a way out.”

“I’m just so glad you weren’t hurt any worse.” He put his arm around 

him there. “Do they know how it started?”

barn. “They think it was arson.”
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the baby. “Did Jim leave 
already?”

“Yeah. They had another call.” Jess coughed into her elbow. She still 
felt a little shaky, but she was calming down. “Oh, give me my little girl,” 

“Here you go.” Mrs. Robinson smiled as she handed her to her Mama. 
“And how’s my little Morgan?” Jess swung the baby over her head, 

Mrs. Robinson headed for the phone in the kitchen. “Do you want me 
to make an appointment with your doctor?”

“I suppose. … Maybe she won’t have any openings today.”
“Jess ca.” Mrs. Robinson put her hands on her hips reprovingly. 
“Well… Can I help it if I’m not crazy about doctors?”
“Jim must be rubbing off on you. I’ll call.” 
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alongside Jim and Jessica’s property. She always enjoyed being out in the 
country. They lived in town with about half an acre for a yard. That’s what 
she had wanted, though. She was a city girl … if 

mall, her job at the lawyer’s office… all of those things were very 

saddlebags, Mellissa would rather be standing in line at McDonald’s, 

–
–

Jim flipped a hamburger. “The cow’s just about ready.”
“It’s about time.” Jess grinned up at him.

little one’s eager face. “I bet you wanna go see Danny, huh? You wanna go 
see Danny?” she asked the little girl. “We got time?”

“Oh…” Jim lifted one of the burgers. “A minute or so.”
“Okie Doke.” 

a got up and followed them. “Come here, Danny,” Jessica 

Mellissa chuckled. “Looks like you have a real cowgirl there.” 
“Oh yeah. Her daddy’s already had her in the saddle. Although, we’re 

still riding double so far.”
“I should hope so.” 

“She’s so cute. I can’t wait for my little one,” Mellissa sighed, looking 
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—

eye to eye intently. “I’ll throw the ball up,” Jess suggested, handing 

Jim narrowed his eyes, “Prepare to lose, Thundercloud.”
her forward, “Prepare for a storm, Richards.”

brown eyes stared into Jim’s confident sky blue ones. Jim’s dark blond hair 

“One point for Richards! YEA!” Jess yelled, sitting down on the 

“Really, Thundercloud, are you going to let him get away with that?” 
Mellissa yelled over to Wade. “We need a little lightning around here!”

“I think the lightning done fizzled out!” Jess joked. 
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when…
CRASH!
Jessica covered her eyes. “Aren’t they supposed to wear padding for 

games like this?”
“Maybe you should suggest that to the NBA.”

on the grass next to the swing… scratched, scraped, jeans ripped, 

fun. “Is it safe to assume 
the game is over?” she inquired. 

“The ball broke.”  Wade flattened out on the g
“It’s a wonder that’s all that’s broke,” Mellissa said disapprovingly. 
“You were doing a lot of cheering.”
“Well, of course. Jim was ahead since point one. I figured you needed 

encouragement.”
“He needed more then that,” Jim joked. 
“Watch it, Buddy.”
“Time for you to get back into daddy mode. Morgan needs her diaper 

changed.” Jess held out the baby for Jim.
Jim groaned as he got up. “Guess we go inside, little girl,” he said, 

“Bring me out a Pepsi!” Wade yelled after
“Oh, and a Root Beer for me!” Jess added.
“Mountain Dew!”
“Okay, Okay! I wouldn’t want any of you to strain yourselves!” he 
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wasn’t too late.

Just a few more feet.
CRASH! 

BANG!

“Do you ever get the feeling we always eat the same thing?” Jess 

“Maybe, but I always like what we eat.”
“Next week we’ll have to try for variety. After all, we always get 

chicken, tuna, or beef. We should try, say… shrimp or salmon or lamb.”

stopped and stared at Jess. “Shrimp or lamb?” 
Jess chuckled. “Well, maybe something different.”
“Don’t worry. Whatever you cook always tastes good.” He turned and 

her into hug. Then he lifted her chin, looking her in the eye. “So 
far.” 
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“Can’t you do something to stop?” Jess squealed. 
“Not till we get to that gravel road.”

90mph! Her heart raced, her throat went dry, and her eyes widened. “What 
are you going to do?” The road came closer. This is it. Help, Lord!

relief. “Thank you, Lord.”

Pain seared through Carlos’s body as he slowly opened his eyes. He 

What happened?

back…fire, smoke, the roof, the man Did he get out?
him

“Carlos. Carlos, can you hear me?” A voice
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“Hi, could you tell me what room Carlos Martinez is in?” Jim asked 

“318, 3 floor,” while pointing to the double doors with her pencil.
“Thanks.” A chaotic mass of doctors and nurses going every

“Busy day?” she asked, stopping next to him.
“Yeah, five car pile up.”
“Is that person okay?” Jess pointed to the blood on his shirt.
“Alive. She’s just ten years old and one of many.”
“What happened?” Jim asked.
“Drunk driver going the wrong way on the interstate.”
Jim just shook his head slowly. “What are you doin’ working today, 

anyway? Our shift’s tomorrow.”
“Fillin’ in for Rick for a couple of hours. He’s taking his so

dentist for the first time and thinks it may prove to be traumatic.”
“We came to see Carlos.” Jess lifted Morgan higher and stepped 

“Oh, yeah. I was in to see him earlier. He’s doing a lot better. I’d say 
he’s fairing better from the explosion than he is from the hit he took from 
Cupid’s arrow.” 

“Cupid’s arrow? Carlos?” Jim sounded shocked.
“Go see for yourself. I better get back to work.” Wade stepped back so 

“Yeah. See ya.” Jim had to yell over the noise of a clanging machine. 

Opening the door to Carlos’s room, they saw him playing checkers 
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“Great personality, too.” Carlos sighed again as if he were on cloud 

“Wade’s right. Cupid got you good.”

ecided to change the subject. “And by the way, I 

middle of a fire.”
“Not funny. Don’t remind me of my injuries,” he groaned.
“I don’t know. You were pretty lucky for bein’ in that ki

explosion.”
Carlos nodded in agreement. “Yeah.” 
“So,” Jess sat down next to Jim who was still standing, and put 

Morgan down in her lap, “What’s the young lady’s name again?”
“Melinda. Ain’t that beautiful?” 
“Uh huh.”

ss come over Carlos’s face. “What?”
“Oh, nothing.” He moved his head around as if a little uncomfortable. 

“I was just thinking….” He looked up at him. “Every time I ask someone 
about the guy I was going in for, they evade the question.” He paused. “I 

that means he didn’t make it.” His voice indicated he hoped Jim 

Jim wished he could. “Sorry.”
Carlos let Morgan play with his bandaged finger. “You know he had a 

old. I was tryin’ to figure out where
him. He was on my bowling team a few years ago. Small world, ain’t it?”   

Jim didn’t know what to say. “So’d anyone ever say how they got you 
out of there?” Good goin’, Jim. Great way to change the subject.

“Nah, I think I’m the least eman in the district.” A sparkle 

“Well, I think you’re looking remarkably well.” Jess clapped 
Morgan’s hands together.

“Tell that to the doctor. He keeps sayin’ all this stuff about blood and 
jumbo that I can’t 

arm, and I’m glad that it’s not a snapped neck.”
Jess crinkled her face and put her hand up to her throat. “I agree, but 

did you have to put it that way?”
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up or something,” she mumbled.
“Jess, don’t go paranoid on me.”

“I’m home!” Wade yelled as he shut the heavy oak door to his house.
came out of the kitchen. “Hi, honey.”  

an affectionate hug. “How’s my little Mama
be?”

“Feeling very big.” She put her hand on her tummy and sighed. “I love 
this little one, but I’ll sure be glad when she’s born.” She giggled. “I can’t 
wait to see her.”

Wade smiled. “Her?”
“Oh, just a relati

remember?”
“He is generally the relative term. You don’t know something I don’t, 

do you?” 
Still in his embrace, she gave him a playful slap on the shoulder. “No. 

w nice it’d be to have a little girl 

Things like that. On the other hand…,” she said looking deep in his eyes, “a 
little boy… just like his father, would be perfect, too.”

“Aren’t gonna get any argument here.” He smiled. “I don’t care what 
it is. I just want to find out!” 

“Well. You sti ill have a little while to wait.” She wrinkled her nose. 
“You smell like a mixture of smoke, disinfectant, an d other stuff I don’t 

to Jim and Jess’s for lunch.” She pulled away from him and pushed him 

“Oh, yeah, I forgot about that. Guess I better get cleaned up.”
She followed him into the bedroom. “Did you have a busy morning?”
“It was a mess. I don’t really want to think about it. Sometimes it’s 

hard for me not to get emotionally involved.” He searched through his 

“Hmm,” she stood in the doorway
“ at least something good that happened today.” He turned 
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now. I’ll call them and let them know. However, sir, you can hurry up.” 

“I’m goin’. I’m goin’.”

f milk. “Mellissa just called.” She walked over to 

Jim looked over his shoulder. “Are they coming?”
Jess poured some grape juice in a glass. “Yeah. They are going to be a 

little late, which is good since we’re getting a late start on making lunch.”
“What? You mean, we can’t run out and get McDonalds?”
“No o.” She opened the fridge. “Definitely not.” Grabbing a sack of 

“Uh, honey, you’d better wake me up. I think I’m havin’ a nightmare.”
She put her hands on her hips. “I’ll be doing the eggs and putting the 

salad and sandwiches together. The least you can do….”
“Jess, it’s women’s work. I’ll take care of the horses.” He got up 

“Women’s work!” She looked appropriately shocked.

“What do you men do everyday at the fire station?”
Jim nodded. “Yeah, but….”

hands up, playfully.  “What about K.P. in the Army?”
“Ok , but….”
“What about male chefs?”
“Jess.”
“What about bachelors?”
“Jess?”
“And widowers? Men don’t just hire a woman every time they get 

hungry!”

“And another thing….” Sh
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trying to force it up. He didn’t know why this window always stuck.
Hurry u-up. 

Finally!

CR-R-ACK

Maybe I should have called a locksmith

ening, wasn’t the only interested 

Stay calm. No problem, What do you mean, 
‘No problem’? You let go and you’re DEAD! Stay calm. HOW?! You really 
have a knack for getting yourself in the most inconvenient circumstances! 
You can pull yourself up. No I can’t. HURRY UP!

up… a couple inches… a little higher…a little higher… and in the window. 
You made it.

ut that. They didn’t want robbers coming in that way. He smiled to 
robbers would have more sense.

Mellissa’s heart was still beating a hundred miles
the front door. “I told you 

that tree was too rickety,” she managed to say.
“Yeah, well, I was right, too. I’m fine.”
“Thankfully. Unbelievably.”

“I knew it,” he said, tossing his key

was still giving this whole predicament her undivided attention. “Must be 
some misunderstanding!” he yelled in her direction.



“I don’t think so. They should take you away…somewhere.”

“Jim, could you get a container to put the potato salad in?” Jess asked 

“Sure.” He put Morgan down in her high chair. Just what he loved to 

better part of the day.  “I wonder where Wade and Mellissa are. You would 
think that they would be here by now.”

“I don’t know, but I’m glad they’re late since we got such a late start 
on making lunch. Could you get some sandwich containers, too?”

“Sure.” He knelt down and began searching through the piles of 

the long, circular driveway that led to their friends’ house.
“Weeell…” Mellissa let out a long sigh as they pulled up by the 

garage. “At least, we finally made it. For a while there I thought we never 
would.”

“Feeling’s mutual.”

“That must be them,” Jess snapped a lid on the potato salad. “Can you 
get it, Honey?”

Tupperware cabinet, Jim’s voice boomed, deep and echoing out of the 
cabinet. “Hey! It’s open! Come on in!”

, put 
her hand on her heart. “I could have done that.”

“It’s energy efficient.”
“Another word for that would be ‘la zy’.” Her hands were on her hips 





Wha-at? 



going

, today,



we

He swung up on the horse.

rode up

         rode  up next to Wade

his ,causing
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eighty
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How did he…? The blue van. Oh no.

back The only reason Mellissa



Firestorm 

would be on that road was if she was going to see Jess. That meant she 
probably arrived there upset and crying. She probably told Jess all about 
it, shaking her confidence in my responsibility.  

 
 At least, there was one person who seems to forgive me.



“Not much.” He didn’t bother looking up. Wade didn’t know why he 
red talking to that guy. He’d had more uplifting conversations with 

his dog. In all the time they’d been teamed, Derrick probably hadn’t said 

Wade watched him a moment. Sitting in the corner wasn’t anything 
new. Derrick went out of his way to be the proverbial “lone w ” 

Wade stared a moment longer. He’d never noticed before how much 

Derrick’s arms, noticing the veins protruding fro Yeah well, some 
people have more important things to do than spend all day lifting weights, 

again. They both had dark skin, though his was copper and Derrick’s was 
–

short, cut above the ear. Wade’s, however, was straight while Derrick’s was 
thick and wavy. Wade’s was coal black. Derrick’s was dark brown. Wade 

not

think of him as the bad guy. After all, what had he done in that “other” life? 

that he hadn’t committed any. Wasn’t it? He refused to admit to himself 

for Wade’s tastes. 
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tacky

There's no way Roger would have been so careless 
willingly.

, 
except for the cut and burn on his arm

after tossing out  to the firemen below
 He always manages to make it out.

What made 
Roger follow him? What did Derrick say? How did he coerce him? Had he 
given him false information? Either way, when the going got tough, he 
deserted him… just left him… left him in a burning inferno, in order to save 
his own skin. 



,

That's debatable.
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you all to breathe into your shirt to filter the smoke. Okay, let’s go.” He 

“Okay. Stand back. Come on, everyone away from the window, 
please.” Jim guided a few out of the way before breaking the glass of one 

As soon as the fighter made it to the top, Jim had to ask. “Is Derrick 
all right?”

“Yeah, he made it out.”
Thank you Lord. 

in panic started looking through the group. “Zach? Where’s Zach?!”
The teacher jerked his head around from person to person. “ZACH?!” 

teacher. “Is someone missing?”
“Zach! I let him out to go to the bathroom before this whole mess 

started! In all the chaos I didn’t realize…! I mean, he isn’t here!” The 
teacher’s voice was breathless and panicked. 

whoosh

“Okay. Come on!” Jim motioned for the kids to come to the ladder.
“But Zach! What about Zach?!” The girl bent forward with her 

“I’ll look for him, but you guys have got to get out first.” He helped 
another boy onto the ladder. “The bathroom at the bottom of the stairs?” he 

“Yes.” 
“What’s his last name?”
“Kirksman.”

as a firefighter came back, Jim asked, “Is there a Zach Kirksman down 
there?” The firefighter on the ladder yelled down to someone on the 
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didn’t sound promising for how long this building wo

case…
“HELP!”
…that hap

He crawled in. The smoke and heat diminished some. “ZACH?!”

“ZACH?!” He yelled as loud as he could, but his voice was muffled

“ZACH?!” 

oy was probably…. His hand felt something. 
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fetch.” 

“First the Kleenex box fell,

fell
came needed 

in the last hour? This is unacceptable!”  She tapped the toe of her shoe on 

“Sorry.” His face wasn’t sinc
“You lie.” She started to head out then turned back. “By the way, did 

you know that your friends are in the ER?”
“What friends?”  
“The ones that saved me from that checkers game so I could go to that 

appointment.”
“Really? ened?”
“Carbon monoxide, I think.”
“Are they okay?”
“They are. I saw them walking around. Not sure about the baby, 

though.”
“Man, their baby…. I hope she’s all right.”
“I’ve got to go. I’m running behind with my other patients since one

p so much of my time.”
“Oh, fine. I’ll quit.”
“Good! Maybe, then, I can get back to work.”

for results. Jim kept his arm securely around Jess’s sh
sideways against his chest. Normally, an emergency didn’t get to her this 
much, but she just didn’t understand why all this was happening… all at 
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“I just hope I don’t let her down.” A smile crossed his face as he 
looked over at him. “And keep the advice coming. You don’t know how 
much it has meant to me in the past.” He chuckled, “One of my first 

– Man, I’m glad I called the 
furnace repairman.”

Pastor laughed, putting his hand on Jim’s shoulder. “I got you 
trained.”

Jim laughed. “Yeah, right.” 

“Here’s my point of departure.”
“Yeah, thanks for comin’ by.”   
The pastor’s face turned serious. “Just make sure that you check every 

avenue and don’t leave any doubt when it comes to the life of someone you 
love.”

Jim nodded. “I won’t.” Pastor turned to l
the desk, carefully pondering the pastor’s words—Don’t leave any doubt. 

Jim’s thoughts turned back to his fear as he approached the desk. He 

–

cry before, but he had also saved his life. He’d saved his life when 

could trust him. … At least, at this moment, he needed to convince himself 

“So did the leg fix itself?” the monotone voice from across the hall 

watched the doctor stare earnestly at the clipboard. “Something wrong?” 

“Just ignorant, irresponsible beings masquerading as intelligent life.” 
Glad to see you’re in a good mood.
“This guy’s gonna be dead from cancer in a few days and he has the 

days before his funeral, and asks for some miracle cure.”
Maybe I can come back later when you’re not quite so busy.



“You want me to look at your leg?”
“If you’re too busy….”
The doctor lifted his eyes from the clipboard. “You know y

quite easily be one of those types.”
“Yeah….” Jim cleared his throat. 

forearm. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
Jim took a deep breath as he walked in. He couldn’t remember eve

He had hated anything to do with the medical profession ever since…. 
No. Don’t go there. Not while you’re sitting in the grasps of…. Jim, it 
would be to your advantage to change the subject while you’re ahead.

to check on her little angel. Part of her wished Jim hadn’t left, though the 

She glanced up at the TV on her way past. “The Andy Griffith Show, 
starring Andy Griffith….” 

Jim jerked as the doctor examined his knee. He felt like saying, “Just 



Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 

sound mind





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 



will



Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 



Firestorm 



Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 



Firestorm 



Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm 





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm

not





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm





Firestorm


