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Into the Fire
It took years of knowing her and several drinks at the bar for Angie
 to let go of a memory that has haunted her for five years. “It was in the middle of the night, and this guy in the next town had driven his car off the road and flipped it. We had to use the Jaws Unit,” she explained, referring to the Jaws of Life. Angie told me that the man was dead by the time they got him out of the car, probably since before they got there, and that he had been drinking, which, she explained, is why she is so avidly against drinking and driving. She told me with quite vivid detail about his mangled body and car. Luckily, his was the only vehicle that had been involved in the wreck. This story is among countless with different beginnings and actors and circumstances, but with similar outcomes. Angie is a volunteer firefighter in Brownwood, Texas, and she has seen more death and devastation than most of us will in a lifetime.


Angie first knew she liked the idea of firefighting in her sophomore year of high school. She was a member of the EMS Explorers and Police Explorers Club when the city started a Firefighter Explorers Club. This series of clubs was run by the Boy Scouts, and the Brownwood Fire Department decided to disassociate with them and form their own club because they did not like the Boy Scouts’ rules. Angie joined the new club with several of her friends, was nominated and elected Vice President, and, within a year, became President. During her junior year of high school, she decided to make firefighting a long-term priority in her life. Before long, the members of the club were taken on field trips to different training facilities of surrounding communities, given pagers, and allowed to go on calls with the real firemen. “We couldn’t go inside or anything, but could stand by the truck and help with clean-up and stuff.” 


When she turned 18, Angie started the process of becoming a firefighter. She filled out an application, endured a round-table interview with her fire chiefs, and her membership was approved by a vote by the other firefighters. She went through hundreds of hours of training and maintained Recruit status for six months, signified by a red helmet. During these six months, she stayed on a kind of probation and could not go into fires, use the Jaws of Life at wrecks, or run lights and sirens. That summer Angie went to A&M Fire School, took a test, and became a real volunteer firefighter.


Within weeks of knowing Angie, it was evident to me that she is the type of person to hold things inside, especially the most painful and troubling things, and leave them there until something triggers their release. She has never told me an unprompted story about a call to a fire or the scene of an accident. In fact, before this assignment, I spent three years of being her friend hearing virtually nothing about her darker experiences as a firefighter. After I became determined to enlighten myself, it took hours of digging and drinking for me to get enough out of her to only begin to uncover the surprisingly well-hidden layers of pain and repressed memories sitting just below her seemingly unscathed exterior.


Angie’s best friend, Jason, another firefighter in Brownwood, is one of the only people she vents to and talks to about troubling calls on a regular basis.

 “He understands. We usually help each other through it, because he knows what it’s like. Because, you know, he goes through the same things as me. And we both hate going to calls where there are children hurt or dead. Those are the worse.” 


A few weeks ago, I called Angie on the phone and she seemed especially glum. I asked her what was wrong, and, after a good deal of pleading with her to trust me with her latest tale of tragedy, she told me that they had lost an infant that night.

 “All we could see was a woman in the car, in the driver’s seat, and we had to use the Jaws Unit. She was unconscious. And when we got her out – we were all happy that we saved her – then someone said something about a baby. We didn’t ever see the baby until after we got her out. It was too late.” 

In Angie’s eyes, all the good they had done, all the people they had pulled out of cars that turned into mere lumps of mangle steel in seconds, all the smoke-stained bodies they had dragged out of buildings-turned-fiery-prisons, did not matter when looking in the face of a dead child.

 “One of the guys always says that, ‘well maybe we lost this one, but at least we saved the last one, and we’ll save the next one.’ But that’s not true. Every person is different. Everyone we lost counts. I don’t understand how he can see it like that. Maybe he’s been doing this for too long.” 

A year ago, Angie was supposed to accompany some friends and me on a trip to Colorado for a friend’s wedding. This was a day after Hurricane Katrina blasted through the levees in New Orleans. Nobody outside of there quite knew the depth of the devastation yet. While I was driving to meet the other people going on the trip, I got a phone call from Angie, and she told met that she couldn’t go to Colorado because she had to go to Louisiana to aid in the rescue and clean-up efforts. My travel-mates eventually complained and pleaded enough with Angie to convince her to go north to Colorado instead. I knew the trip to Colorado meant a lot to Angie, which was why I was surprised when she told me she was backing out. At the time, I imagined it was because she just did not want to drive to Colorado or to go to the wedding. Now I understand that it was because she wanted to save lives, and she felt that they needed her in Louisiana, that she needed to be there.

For the duration of the five-day trip, Angie did not let her pager leave her side. It was always within hearing distance. We kept asking her what she planned to do if she got a call to New Orleans; she was so far away now, so how would she get there, and what was the point. 

“I was ready to get on a plane. I paid a guy I knew a thousand dollars to go for me. He just got married and has a family, and he needed the money. I think it seemed like I just didn’t want to go, like I was scared or just didn’t want to go or whatever, but it wasn’t that. I just felt super guilty about backing out of the trip and the wedding.” 

After it was all over and she talked to fellow firefighters that went, she admitted it may have been a good thing that she was guilted and pressured into going to Colorado instead of to the aid of the hurricane and flooding victims.

 “The guys said it was so bad. Just so bad. They couldn’t even tell me. I couldn’t even imagine it. They said there was so much water, and so many bodies. And so many children.” Even though it pained her to give up the opportunity to help save lives, she knew the consequences of going to New Orleans would have been dire for her emotional state. 
In fact, her emotional state may not have been salvaged thus far if it weren’t for her close network of friends. Because firefighting presents such a wealth deeply troubling experiences, it has been necessary for Angie and her fellow firefighters to be available to each other for support. Though being able to trust her colleagues is key to Angie’s safety and that of other firefighters, their relationships go beyond their job. 

“It’s like, we have a kind of bond that noone else does or can understand. Unless you’re a firefighter, you’ll never understand what it’s like and how well we know each other and trust each other.” 

They work together, they save lives together, they lose lives together, and they play together. Many have the same friends, same interests and the same memories. When they work, they work hard; when they play, they play hard.

 “How much do we drink? Haha… a lot!” Angie is proud of her beer-pouring skills. “I can get it in the pitcher without almost any head!” She doesn’t drink beer (“Eww, ga-ross!!”), but she often works double shifts at city functions where the fire department sponsors the bar. The Washington Country Fair, for example, always attracts a lot of drinkers. “We have a tap, and we have bottles, and we have pitchers. Usually. And we can only give a pitcher to someone if he has someone with him. And one person can only get up to two bottles. We got a citation for that last year.” That was actually the Brownwood Fire Department’s second citation from the Texas Alcoholic Beverage Commission in the span of a few months. The other was for drinking and serving alcohol in an undesignated area of their fire house. 

“Well, when we work the bar we drink the whole time. And before. And after. You know, Washington County is one of the wettest in the state. I mean – we drink a lot here.” Since they have now gone a full year without getting a citation, they are now off of probation. “I don’t know why they do that – give us tickets. It’s like TABC hates us and they want us to get in trouble. It doesn’t make any sense. We’re firefighters. We save people. We just want to have fun. We’re not hurting anyone. They actually tried to get us in trouble again the other night.” At a recent fundraiser for new equipment for the fire department put on by the Elks Lodge in Brownwood, a TABC officer allegedly tried to order a pitcher from the bar by himself. 

“We got him though!” Angie said with a proud grin on her face. “One of our guys knew who it was, so we knew to watch out for him. We were pretty rude to him. But so what – he was trying to get us in trouble! Asshole.” 

It is crystal clear that Angie loves firefighting. She loves helping people and saving lives. She loves their station and their trucks. She gave me a tour of the fire house once and described in painful detail every last piece of equipment on each truck. Angie loves her fellow firefighters and her chiefs. She has known many of the men she works with for years longer than she has been firefighting. They are her best friends and her means of survival. In fact, they can be more accurately described as family. 

“None of us would be firefighters if we didn’t like it. Yeah, it’s really hard sometimes, but it’s fun, too. When we’re going on calls and going to wrecks and stuff sometimes I think it would just be easier to quit. But then we have fun, too. It’s kinda like, we just deal with it as it comes at us. Sometimes I hate, HATE, going to a wreck in the middle of the night in the cold and rain, but that passes and the next day it’s fine again. Besides, I couldn’t just quit. It’s kinda like… my life now.”

During our last interview, conducted over the phone, Angie en route to her other job, our conversation was interrupted by the ear-piercing rantings of her pager. “Hold on, hold on… Hey I gotta go. Sorry”

Me: “Why?”

Angie: “There’s a wreck on 290 and an infant ejected out of the car. They’re looking for him. I gotta go.” 

While she has convinced me that firefighting may prove to be the death of her sanity someday, she has convinced herself that it is the only thing in life she is meant to do, and she does it with total conviction that she is making a difference.

Afterward

This article was different than previous ones I had written, because I am good friends with the subject. I have know Angie for years, so I constantly had to decided how much information I should include about out personal relationship and shared experiences outside of research for this article. 


I decided that including our friendship in the article was beneficial in making my claims about Angie’s character credible. However, I still haven’t definitively decided that I like it included in the article to the extent that it is. I experimented with taking some of the more personal details out, but did not settle on preferring any one version to another. I expect that I will continue to revise and rearrange and change many things in the future. 


I did find it necessary in this revision to replace proper names with pseudonyms in order to protect the identities of people and places. I was not certain that some of the things she told me would not cause trouble for her or her fire department if they were read by certain people, but I did not want to leave those things out of the article so I changed her name and others.
� Names of people and places have been changed.





