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I
n this remarkable book, the author building (some incident while 

describes the experience of being neighbors conveying Noss's 

trapped in afire and waiting rescue. claimed to hear search for answers 

What is it like to face the flames and them, many had in the aftermath of 

the fire. 

The entire north wing of Noss's building is engulfed in flame in this dramatic photo 
taken by a police officer on the scene. Noss and his wife were trapped on the back­
side of this wing. waiting for rescue, as flames crept doser. 

the smoke and the freight train roar 

of a huge fire, waiting for rescue, choking 

smoke filling your lungs and blistering 

heat creeping ever closer, waiting, wait­

ing for rescue and wondering if it would 

arrive in time. 

For Donald Noss's neighbor, it came 

too late. 50-year old Christine McSteen 

perished along with another resident of 

the condominium complex in which they 

all lived. Fire companies working on the 

front of the complex did not seem to be 

aware that people were trapped on the 

back side, and it was only when two 

police officers commandeered a ladder 

from one of the nine fire trucks and 

brought it around back that Noss and his 

wife were able to escape the fire. 

"Two people died in this fire," Noss 

said. "My wife and I were trapped on the 

third floor facing the courtyard and the 

fifty-foot flames... The radiant heat given 

off from these flames was almost paralyz­

ing and we were stranded in our 

living room less distance from the 

flames than they were tall." 

Noss says that he wanted 

readers to "see how events can 

very fast spiral out of control. .. I 

wanted them to realize that events 

do not unfold as planned in a 

fire... Fires burn fast and positive 

outcomes do not always happen 

the way most people might imag­

ine. I think they should know a lot 

more about how to get out of a 

fire if rescue squads are not there 

soon enough to rescue them. 

Individual responsibility is really 

important at times like this." 

In writing the book, Noss 

wanted not so much to criticize 

the response but to ask questions 

that he felt should be answered. 

Questions about whether or not 

the alarms were working in the 

not); questions 

about who 

knocked on doors 

to alert the residents, but never knocked 

on theirs - or Christine's (Noss and his 

wife were only alerted to the 1 AM fire 

when a police officer called to them from 

the courtyard below their unit); and 

questions about communications and 

coordination between responders. In 

this, he received great cooperation from 

the Rocky River Police Department and 

was able to study radio transcripts to for­

mulate a timeline of events, which he 

shares in the book. But he remains mys­

tified why firefighters never came round 

back to rescue them, even though police 

officers radio'd their location. 

Noss is not a professional writer, but 

he is earnest in his inquiries and passion­

ate in his mourning for his next door 

neighbor. Fire Faceaff is a compelling 

read, well illustrated by photos from the 

It poses 

some challenging 

questions. 

Noss has received positive response 

from his book from both civilian readers 

and several fire and police departments. 

One local department bought extra 

copies for the firehouse, and the local 9­

1-1 dispatch center on Westlake, Ohio, 

made his book mandatory reading for its 

dispatchers. "One firefighter told me that 

in all of their training they had never read 

a detailed account of a large fire from a 

potential victim'S perspective," Noss said. 

And that is the great value of this 

book to everyone in emergency 

response and communications. This is a 

book that all emergency service person­

nel on both sides of the radio ought to 

read and gather a better understanding 

of what someone is going through dur­

ing such a situation. While firefighting 

tactics, operational strategies, and com­

mand considerations are usually not 

known to the general public and will usu­

ally guide how responders will act in situ­

ations like this, as Noss says, things don't 

always go as planned, and it's worth it for 

responders and communicators alike to 

keep in mind the perspective of the vic­

tim even while focusing on operational 

strategies. 

"[Christine] seemed to have been so 

close to being rescued," Noss writes. "I 

just don't know if something as simple as 

better communication between firemen 

on the scene could have been enough to 

save her. I don't know. I don't know 

how firemen from different cities com­

municate with each other when they are 

at the same fire. I don't know what hap­

pened" 

Fire Faceaff could easily have 

devolved into an angry diatribe against 

local responders, but Noss doesn't point 

fingers. He remains respectful and 

objective in his honest reporting of 

events, even while asking hard questions. 

"To this day we have never received 

one word from the city about the fire," 

Noss told 9-1-1 Magazine. "And 

we have never received any direct 

communications from the fire 

department. But I understand 

that some of their SOPs might 

have been modified in light of 

what happened here. If so, that's 

good." Noss hopes that public 

safety departments will read Fire 

Faceaff and might consider how 

to maximize limited resources, 

maximize situational awareness 

on complicated incidents such as 

; this, and maximize communica­

~ tions between responders. 
~ 
~ He has also become abeliev­

~ er in self reliance in emergency 

~ situations "I think too many peo­

~ pie rely on others in these types 

~ of critical situations and not 

enough on themselves," said 

Noss. CD 
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