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CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

 

Thick gray smoke curled out the eaves and windows of an empty two-story house in an inner city neighborhood on a January night. An eery orange glow flickered behind the windows. Shutters and rain gutters dangled from corroded fasteners. Dried weeds and vines amid the rusty chain-link fence blocked views of the front yard. 

Neighbors ranging from children to elderly gathered on the broken sidewalk like a social event. The crowd expanded into the street as more spectators arrived from all directions. They generally reflected the diverse demographics of this typical inner-city neighborhood. Almost half were White, about one-third were Black, one-fourth were Hispanic, one-fifth Asian. The remainder were various mixes. Older spectators dressed warmly in parkas, long pants, and knit hats. The young wore shorts, T shirts, and ball caps as though it was a balmy summer evening. The middle-aged wore puffer vests and long-sleeve shirts. Faces and clothes were tinted orange from the flickering sodium street light directly overhead.

Everyone intently watched the burning house to see if the billowing smoke would change into open flames or even an explosion. Young spectators held phones vertically in upwardly stretched arms to record videos. Older spectators focused their attention on the fire. They sometimes glanced at the younger people recording the fire and talking about it on their phones. Everyone turned their faces and covered their mouths and noses when the winter wind blew acrid and choking smoke in their direction.

“Nothin’ be left but a pile of ashes by the time the fire department shows up,” an elderly woman groused as she pulled her woolen scarf around her neck. 

“They always late around here,” a young man complained while tapping on his cell phone without looking up. “Never give a damn about this neighborhood.”

“Bout time,” a middle-aged woman said cynically when sirens wailing in the distance intensified.

Most houses in this old neighborhood were two stories, some were three, and a few were one story. As remnants of an outdated era when times were happier and hopes were higher, they had almost universally fallen into disrepair. Rain gutters, porch rails, and window shutters that hadn’t yet fallen off were about to. Gray soot and mildew accumulating like carelessly sprayed paint concealed the true color of warped and peeling clapboard siding. Some windows were boarded up. Lattice under porches were broken. 

Small yards allowed barely enough room for one car parked between them. Some were on blocks. All other vehicles were parked end to end on both sides of the streets. Most were old, rusted, and banged up. Tall grass and junk strewn all around the yards worsened the congestion. Litter on sidewalks blew against rusted chain link fences in the winter wind.

Spectators standing in the street stepped back to avoid being run over when first responders arrived with flashing red lights and a winding-down siren. The fire truck’s pristine condition and shiny clean sides, windows, and chrome trim contrasted sharply with the neighborhood’s general decay and dirtiness. The driver skillfully negotiated the narrow passageway between cars parked on both sides of the street and stopped just short of the billowing house. 

Four firefighters immediately climbed out and began unraveling hoses and retrieving ladders, axes, and shovels from the truck’s racks. Reflective stripes on their standard yellow personal protective clothing (commonly called “turnout gear” and “bunker gear”) enabled them to see one another in the darkness of night or within smoke-clouded buildings. Young spectators videoed firefighters setting up water guns and connecting hoses. Older spectators simply watched the old fashioned way with eyes, ears, and curiosity.

A lone firefighter walked briskly toward the crowd. Silhouetted against the fire truck’s red and white flashing lights and bright headlights, he seemed like a movie monster. To older spectators, he could be a person with authority. To the young, his very presence in their spaces was threatening.

“Anybody in there?” the firefighter shouted. 

“Wouldn’t know,” a young woman said insolently.

“Any elderly, children, or disabled?” the firefighter asked.

“Don’t know,” a young woman said curtly.

An older spectator turned toward the younger ones. “That’s the main man,” he said pointing toward the firefighter’s helmet. “It says ‘Lieutenant’ right there.” 

“So what?” the young woman asked.

“They jus’ puttin’ that fire out,” the old man said. “He jus’ in charge of ‘em.”

“Anybody live there?” the lieutenant asked.

“Nobody,” several spectators answered in unison. 

The lieutenant continued probing. “Anything in there?”

“Been empty for a long time,” another old man said. 

“How long?” the lieutenant probed.

“What difference does it make?” a young woman defiantly asked.

“Big difference,” the lieutenant explained. “Houses that have been empty for a long time have a habit of attracting squatters and collecting junk.”

Meanwhile, two firefighters were laying hoses from the truck to a hydrant a few hundred feet away. Five hundred gallons of water brought on that standard pumper truck would be gone in less than one minute. 

“What difference does junk make?” a young woman asked resentfully. “They junk all ova this hood. Ain’t nobody’s business.”

“It is our business,” the lieutenant shouted. “Junk in the house is flammable. Some junk is explosive. Chemicals present poisonous risks. It’s good to know before we go in.”

“Everything we got in this neighborhood is junk,” the grouchy old lady shouted.

A frail old man leaning on a street-sign post scolded the bristling woman: “They here to put the fire out. No call for bein’ mean to ‘em.” 

She snapped back at him like a mouse trap: “Oughta get on with it and quit wastin’ time askin’ questions.”

The lieutenant returned to his truck, pointed toward the house, and shouted a command that the crowd couldn’t decipher. A firefighter trudged through the tall grass to the electrical meter on the side and bent over to read it. He looked up at the lieutenant and widely shook his head left and right. 

“Ain’t nothin’ goin’ on in there,” an old man in the crowd shouted while shaking his head left and right. 

“We have to be sure,” the lieutenant said. “Don’t want to get electrocuted.” 

With assurances the house was electrically dead, the lieutenant shouted another command. Two firefighters positioned themselves with hoses in front of the house like football players ready to punt. Glass in the windows burst inward from the high-pressure water spray, followed by large clouds of smoke billowing through the broken windows in defiance of the water’s force. Four other firefighters laid their hoses around the sides toward the back yard. Two sprayed from the side, and the other two sprayed from the back. More smoke billowed out after the glass was broken. Every firefighter, especially the lieutenant, focused attention on the windows for potential backdraft resulting from the resultant introduction of fresh, oxygen-rich air.

With the lieutenant’s orders, two firefighters mounted the large clear-plastic masks of their self-contained breathing apparatus (commonly called SCBA and air packs) in preparation for entering the house. They provide normal atmospheric air for the firefighters’ safety – pure oxygen is explosive. Suddenly a gust of chill winter wind blew a swirling cloud of smoke across the firefighters toward the curious crowd across the street. The masked firefighters ignored it while the others turned their backs against the choking cloud and covered their mouths. The crowd followed the firefighters’ example when the smoke reached them.

“Get that on video?” a young boy asked an older boy with a phone. 

“Sure did,” he answered while showing off his video prize. 

“What you doin’ with those pictures you makin’?” an old woman asked with a woolen scarf wrapped over her ears. 

“YouTube.”

“What the hell is that?” the old woman asked scornfully.

“Internet,” a younger boy answered. “For the whole world to see.”

“The hell you say,” the old woman scoffed while turning away to watch the fire. “Who in China would want to watch this?”

Drawn by the sirens and flashing lights, more spectators joined the crowd on the opposite sidewalk and in the street to each side of the fire scene. Every now and then the wind blew more smoke in their direction. They covered their mouths and sometimes their eyes, but no one moved farther away. Good viewing positions were too valuable. 

An SUV with red and white lights flashing on its roof arrived and parked behind the fire truck. It was a shiny GMC Yukon in showroom condition with fire-service colors and insignia. A middle-aged man stepped out wearing a pea coat with epaulets, brass buttons, and gold bars on the cuffs. After putting a white peak hat on his head, he looked at himself in the vehicle’s window glass to make sure his hat was on straight.

“Who that?” a young man asked when the crowd focused its attention on this mysterious officer.

“Must be the main man,” a woman said while nervously stepping backward. 

Spectators closely watched the mysterious officer open the Yukon’s back hatch, pull out a device the size of a loaf of bread, and then approach the lieutenant. The two exchanged a few words, none of which the spectators could decipher. The officer lifted his device to his left shoulder and began panning across the burning house from left to right. Then he pointed it toward the spectators across the street. 

“He makin’ pi’ches of us?” a young woman asked. 

“They’re looking for fugitives from justice,” a middle-aged man replied with a smirk. “They compare them to mug shots. It’s a digital lineup.”

“Here come the po-lice,” a teenage boy in the crowd shouted while looking at an arriving cruiser with blue lights flashing but no siren. “Hide yo weed.”

Several teenagers stuffed their hands deep into their pockets. 

“What they gonna do here?” another young man asked resentfully.

“Be puttin’ you in jail,” a young woman jested with a taunting smile.

“Ain’t done nothin’,” the man replied. “Damn sure ain’t started no fire.”

“Hide yo weed,” the kid repeated in hushed tone.

“Keep your hands out in the open,” an old man advised. 

With waving outstretched arms, the police officer ushered spectators further from the fire scene. When two youths refused to move, the officer shouted at them. “It’s for your own safety.” They stepped back, but not far enough. “If that house blows up, it will take you with it.”

A young man with shaggy beard and hair shouted back. “If that house blows up, it will improve the neighborhood.”

Other young people in the crowd laughed. 

“You guys begging to go to jail?” the officer asked. The young wise cracker and his friends slowly stepped back to the rest of the crowd. The old man smirked at them as if saying “told you so.”

“They need more firemen, not po-lice,” a young woman shouted at the officer while holding her phone up to record the policeman’s actions.

“It’s for your own safety,” the officer shouted back while waving his arms high toward them.

“Since when do the po-lice give a damn about our safety?” the woman shouted.

“Calm down,” the old man said to the youngsters. “They ain’t giv’d you no trouble.”

“Jus’ bein’ here is trouble,” the young woman said to the old man while continuing to record her video of the policeman’s actions.

The younger spectators pointed their phone cameras toward the fire officer as he approached the crowd with his video cam by his side.

“What’s going on with this house?” he asked.

“On fire,” a teenager sneered loudly. “What does it look like?”

The fire officer stepped closer to this young man and shouted at him in a lecturing tone. “I’m asking what was going on with this house before it caught fire.”

A young woman answered. “Nothin,’ just like they told that other guy.”

“I’m the Fire Marshal,” the officer replied while tapping the insignia on his left shoulder. “Investigating this fire.”

“Ain’t nothin’ to ‘vestigate,” a middle aged woman shouted while protectively pushing a teenager to behind her with her arm. “Nobody lives there. Nobody’s done nothin.’”

The Fire Marshal snapped back at her with glaring eyes and pointed at the burning house. “Somebody started that fire. It didn’t start by itself, did it?”

She leaned forward and shouted at him with furrowed brows. “How should I know? I don’t live there.” 

He quickly looked left and right at the small crowd that encircled him. “Somebody knows what happened.” 

Some of the spectators turned their video-recording attention toward a larger tank truck that arrived with its red lights flashing and siren wailing. One firefighter climbed on top and sat behind the deluge water gun. Within barely a minute, the truck’s hoses were connected to the hydrant, and water was streaming toward the house at high pressure. 

“It’s about time they got serious about this fire,” a middle-aged man grumbled.

Frustrated and disgusted by the crowd’s uncooperativeness, the Fire Marshal turned around and walked away. Soon his shiny red Yukon was driving down the street with its rooftop lights off.

An ambulance with its lights flashing but no siren arrived and parked behind the ladder truck. Spectators watched two hefty medics, one man and one woman, exit the vehicle and amble toward the firefighter boss. 

“What that ambulance for?” a teenaged boy asked in a Hispanic accent. “Nobody lives in that house.”

“In case any of the firefighters are injured,” the elderly man answered.

“How they gonna get injured?” the old woman asked. “They ain’t doing nothin’ but sprayin’ water, makin’ pictures, and askin’ questions. Never get hurt that way.”

“It’s just in case,” the elderly man said.

“Case we get shot by the po-lice,” a teenager said with full seriousness.

The older spectators shook their heads in disgust for the young insolence and then continued watching the fire.

 

 

***

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

 

Meanwhile, Sergeant Beth Nichols sat attentively in a classroom full of adult students. She preferred middle seats so she could see and hear the professor clearly while feeling safe from unwanted glances. A physically fit and attractive woman in her mid-20s, she would never forget the discomfort from one of her high school teachers who required her to sit in the front row for his personal delight. Her large brown eyes and natural smile invited friendliness, yet her alluring face projected an alluring seriousness. Her light complexion was offset by dark brown hair parted in the middle and reaching just below her shoulders. Like most of her female colleagues in the Fire Department, she wore no makeup to work. Unlike many of her colleagues – male or female – she wore no tattoos, piercings, or dyed hair.

Having come directly from work, she was still dressed in her utility uniform that firefighters wear while on duty in their stations. Her dark gray, long-sleeve, button-up shirt was neatly pressed and open at the buttoned-down collar. Flaps on the two patch pockets were buttoned shut. The official fire-fighter’s St. Florian Cross that symbolizes protection and honor was screen printed in white on the left shoulder of her shirt. Each epaulet had one white sergeant bar. The matching twill slacks were flat front and creased to the straight bottoms. Flaps on her side pockets were buttoned shut. The low-rise station boots were black with heavy black laces. 

The winter semester’s course was Duties and Responsibilities of Fire Investigators. It was the next step in Beth’s degree program in Fire Sciences. Coincidentally, she had already been promoted to the Fire Marshall’s Office as an investigator trainee.

Other students were mostly men from about mid-twenties to nearly retirement age. Those who had come directly from work, like Beth, still wore their fire-station uniforms. Their myriad colors reflected the various fire brigades and ranks they represented: navy, black, green, brown, tan, gray, and various combinations. Like many firefighters, some students had tattoos, and a few wore facial piercings. Beth didn’t understand why their departments allowed such. They interfered with breathing masks and her department enforced strict safety rules against them. 

A frail-looking elderly man with bushy white hair and hunched posture stood behind a portable lectern set on the left end of the teacher’s desk. A Power Point slide with white letters against a burnt orange background was projected on the screen behind and to his left. It said: “Duties and Responsibilities of Fire Investigators,” Below that: “Professor Luther Prentice, Ph.D.” 

“I have been consulting to fire departments across the state for more than 30 years,” the professor explained in a soft voice. He broke a mild yet comfortable smile. “By teaching evening classes in the local high school, I go home to my wife every night instead of to an empty hotel room as a traveling consultant.” 

The professor’s conflicted appearance was not lost on Beth. In contrast to his uncombed and bushy white hair and large mustache, his firmly pressed solid-white button-up shirt was neatly tucked into his pleated and creased black dress slacks. Beth surmised that his wife took care of his clothes and he took care of the rest. 

Professor Prentice soon changed the slide. It said: Basic Duties across the top in the same large white letters against the same burnt orange background. Several bulleted items followed below: Examining fire sites, Collecting evidence, Interviewing witnesses, Analyzing evidence, Interacting with Law Enforcement, Reporting findings, and Testifying in court. “You will use your body and your brain in this job,” Professor Prentice said.

A chuckle briefly murmured behind her. 

The professor looked toward the commotion. “Is there a problem?”

The paunchy man spoke up. “That rules out firefighters,” he smirked, “because firefighting doesn’t require brains.”

The class laughed.

“Then this class will be a waste of your time,” the professor replied sternly. “If you have no brains, you can’t fulfill the duties of an investigator.”

The rebuked wise guy blushed, and the class settled down. 

Beth tried to hide her disdain. What children, she thought. They come here to learn and carry on like middle school class clowns. 

Professor Prentice moved on to his next slide: Examining Fire Scenes. “Whereas firefighters leave scenes after the fires are suppressed, fire examiners stay on scene or return later. You will also look at aftermaths of fires, which include various degrees of damages caused by the fires and the firefighters. Your job will be to determine which is which and to draw conclusions about how the fire began and grew.”

Beth thought about this difference between firefighting and fire investigating. She rarely saw aftermaths of fires, only if she had been directed to remain behind and observe them for possible flare-ups. As an investigator, she would go into those burned structures and try to figure out what happened.

Dr. Prentice reached to his laptop on the table next to the lectern and switched to the next slide: Gathering Evidence. Then he read from his notes: “You will collect evidence such as charred materials, ignitors, and accelerants. Can anyone give us examples of ignitors and accelerants?”

A middle-aged man next to Beth raised his hand. “Matches, cigarette lighters, even candles.” 

“Those are very common,” the professor replied. “What about fuels?”

“Any petroleum product,” one man said.

“Petroleum products are common fuels,” the professor said, “but some are better than others.”

“We’ve seen them use gasoline,” another man said.

A murmur of gasps and chuckles spread through the classroom.

“Gasoline’s explosiveness makes it very dangerous to arsonists,” the professor responded. “Other petroleum products are safer, but not as reliable. We’ll talk about the need for understanding flash points and fire points in a future class.”

He changed to the next slide: Analyzing Evidence. “Who can tell us what a syllogism is?” Seeing no raised hands, he called on “Ms. Nichols” by name.

She responded to his question with her customarily confident voice. “It’s when you say this is one thing, and that is another thing, and therefore the conclusion is such and such.” Always courteous and respectful of everyone she encountered, she spoke softly yet clearly and confidently. She controlled herself skillfully and admirably even under stress.

“Can you give us an example?” he asked.

“A firefighter fights fires; this woman is fighting a fire; therefore she is a firefighter.”

Professor Prentice ignored the murmur of laughter that erupted among the students. “That’s pretty good off the top of your head,” he commended. “Can anybody explain cause and effect?” Seeing no hands raised, he called on a young man toward the back of the class. 

“When one thing makes another happen as a result.”

“Please give us an example.”

“Children were playing with matches, and the house burned down,” a man in the back said. “Cause and effect.”

The professor glared at the students in response to another murmur before continuing his lecture: “The successful fire investigator is able to analyze evidence using sound logic. Investigations require structured thinking such as syllogisms and cause/effect, and we’ll delve into them later in this class. Sometimes we’re challenged with unusual cases that require creative thinking, alternate thinking – thinking outside the box so to speak. We have to be able to do both.” 

Beth jotted “creative and alternate thinking” on her yellow lined notepad after “syllogism” and “cause/effect.”

The professor moved to the next slide: Persistence in the Face of Obstacles. “Evidence isn’t always readily available,” he stated in a quiet monotone. “Analyses are not always productive, conclusions aren’t always accepted. The successful fire investigator must be willing to take on responsibilities and challenges.”

I’ve always been willing to do that, Beth thought as she jotted his instructions. Indeed she had, having become the youngest sergeant in her fire department. Sergeants in this fire department were supervisory training positions. They served as assistants to lieutenants who generally supervised crews at fire scenes. She filled in when lieutenants were unavailable or stretched too thinly, which she readily considered opportunities to accept new responsibilities. 

He moved to the next slide and continued:  Willingness to Lead. “You must be willing and able to take charge of situations, offer your opinions, and defend them when necessary. 

I’ve been doing that, she thought as she wrote more notes. I treat my temporary lieutenant assignments as leadership experiences.

The next slide said: Being Congenial With Others. “Successful fire investigators are able to lead in a civil and sociable manner,” the professor read from his notes. “People think that being strong requires being obnoxious, but being strong requires the opposite. Strength comes through decency, respectfulness, consideration, and cooperation. Any fire investigator who ignores these basic social traits invites a difficult job and life.”

She grinned bashfully while taking notes. I’m sociable – most of the time.

“I cannot emphasize this enough,” the professor said as he moved to the next slide: Maintain Dignity. “You have to maintain composure when people challenge you.” He looked at the class. “Not everyone will agree with your investigative conclusions, even when they’re based on solid evidence and sound logic. It’s fully normal and perfectly legitimate for other people to have other views of situations.”

“Our fire marshal is always into it with somebody,” a middle-aged man said. “He thinks he knows everything.”

Another chuckle rolled through the classroom.

“We never know when the next fight will break out,” the man continued.

“Sometimes people will be quite assertive, animated, and even hostile to you and your opinions,” the professor responded. “You have to be able to take criticism for what it’s worth. When anybody challenges your assertions, you cannot take it personally. You have to focus on the disagreement, not on the person, and maintain control of yourself to resolve that disagreement.”

“Easier said than done,” a man sitting behind Beth said. 

“We have to try,” the professor insisted. “We have to strive for the highest levels of professionalism.”

Beth wrote “highest professional levels” on her notepad and underlined it twice.

Honesty and Ethics, said the professor’s next slide. “I think everyone knows what honesty is,” he said. “Would anybody like to take a stab at defining ‘ethical’?”

“It goes along with honesty,” a female student said.

“It’s fairness,” a male student said.

“It’s right versus wrong,” a man said.

The professor called on Ms. Nichols again. 

“It goes to everything you’ve talked about so far,” she said in her smooth voice that was more powerful than her appearance implied. “It is dignity, consideration, civility, plus what the others have said: fairness and rightfulness.”

“That’s exactly right,” Professor Prentice said while panning across the classroom. “Ethics is difficult to pin down because it entails a lot of nebulous concepts. Your homework assignment for next week will be to relate an ethical and possibly unethical situation you’ve encountered in your jobs, either your current jobs or prior jobs, and share it for discussion in next week’s class.”

“I’ll have trouble relating only one from my job,” a male student remarked sardonically. 

Professor Prentice showed a bit of impatience with this undercurrent of laughter, but he said nothing about it. “Use your best example,” he answered.

Beth thought hard about an example she could use from her fire department without revealing family secrets. “Firefighters spend so much time together in fire stations, including sleeping in barracks, that they have stronger bonds than most workers,” she explained. 

“Precisely,” the professor said. “Violating written and unwritten rules of trust can cause immense problems in such a close social environment where teamwork was so necessary.”

Two good sources of ethics came to Beth’s mind: 1) her department’s code of ethics, which was a written document distributed to every firefighter during orientation and was available on the department’s website, and 2) course material and notes from the ethics course she took in evening school a year or so ago. Examples of firefighters divulging personal or proprietary information would satisfy the assignment, she thought.

 

 

***

 

 

Pauline Cushman, the only other woman in this course, pulled Beth aside in the corridor after class. “All that about camaraderie, dignity, and respect is just fine,” she said in a hushed tone, “but office politics is as important if not more.” Approximately ten years older than Beth, Pauline was about Beth’s height but a bit pudgy – squeezed into a dark green firefighter’s utility uniform that either shrank or got stretched by increased mass. The women often made small talk before and after class, but this was the first time a serious topic was broached. 

Beth frowned with curiosity and kept walking down the corridor. 

“It’s all a matter of who you kiss up to,” Pauline continued as they walked toward the stairwell. “Take it from somebody who’s been there and done that.”

Beth looked around to see who might be within eavesdropping range. “What are you getting at?” she asked with genuine interest.

“You told me before that you always foresaw yourself rising through the ranks into leadership positions.”

“That’s right,” Beth said with confidence. “That goal drives everything I do on the job. I’ve been promoted three times for exemplary performance over eight years. I’m the youngest firefighter in my department who was promoted to headquarters.” 

“That’s all well and good, but you have to know the right people.”

“I’ve met the chief, the assistant chiefs, the captains, the department heads.”

“They’re not the only ones you need to know.”

“Being new at headquarters,” Beth admitted. “I’m still learning who’s who and all that.”

Pauline stopped in the corridor to let a group of students pass by, and then she laid it out: “You need to know who goes to lunch together, who gets invited to important meetings, who’s first to know everything. That stuff is very important if you want to survive in an office, or anywhere for that matter.”

“I haven’t been to lunch with anybody yet.”

“The sooner the better.”

“And I haven’t bothered with office gossip,” Beth revealed when they walked down the stairs side by side. “It causes too much trouble in the stations, so I always kept my nose clean and minded my business.”

“Then you’re on the outside looking in,” Pauline asserted. “Didn’t you have alliances when you worked in the stations?”

“Yeah, I was on good terms with everyone from the firefighters to the lieutenants and station commanders.”

“They’re important, obviously, but you also need to know who you could trust to have your back.”

“Everybody on the fire crews has everyone’s back,” Beth said. 

“When they’re putting out fires,” Pauline argued. “Not with much else.” She turned toward Beth. “I learned that soon enough.”

“Some of the guys tried the harassment crap when I first came on board,” Beth explained, “and I let them know right away that I wasn’t going to put up with it. They were testing me.”

“That’s fine for the moment, but it will turn the men against you,” Pauline insisted. “You need them backing you up during a fire, but they won’t if you file complaints.”

“I never needed to file any complaints. I told them straight up that I wouldn’t allow their remarks, gawks, slaps, and grabs.”

“Did anybody actually harass you?”

Beth stopped and faced Pauline. “One guy early on backed me into a corner. When he wouldn’t step aside, I told him I’d kick his balls hard enough to squash them into sausage patties. He sneered and moved closer, so I followed through with a quick knee.” She grinned at Pauline. “No more problems. Not from anybody.”

Pauline chuckled and then continued walking. “How many of them were friendly with you after that?”

“Professionally? All of them. Personally? None. And I didn’t care. I have a boyfriend, and I don’t need to mess around with horny firefighters who are away from their wives and families for a night or two.”

Pauline continued her advice: “It’s all in how you fight, how you strategize. You need to know how to outmaneuver them.”

“I always tried to build alliances,” Beth explained when they passed through the front doors to the front steps, “show that people can trust me.”

“Your career will rise, fall, succeed, or fail based on how you play the game.”

Beth didn’t respond.

Believing that her friend wasn’t sincere, Pauline stopped in the middle of the parking lot. “You’re on a career track, I get that, but you also need to protect yourself against people who will trample over you, cut you aside in furtherance of their own goals.”

Beth stepped aside to allow a car to pass. “You mean cover my ass?”

“Exactly. Believe me, honey; I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you have. I had your bright eyes when I was starting out, and I learned the ropes the hard way.”

“I appreciate your advice,” Beth said with a thankful smile.

“After I got knocked down one time too many, I wised up. And by the way, you’re right to not let those guys harass you. I wish I had stood up to them myself.”

“Thanks,” Beth said as she extended her arm for a handshake. “See you next week.”

After the two women parted amiably, Beth wondered about the validity of Pauline’s advice. She always thought she would succeed unscathed if she did her job properly and avoided the office gossip, backstabbing, and schmoozing. It did seem to work in the stations. But when another woman says “been there done that,” the advice is probably worth remembering.

 

 

***

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

 

 

When Beth entered her apartment around 10:30 p.m., she was surprised to find her significant other, Stephen Hinsdale, asleep in the living room recliner with the TV on. He was fully dressed in jeans, sweatshirt, and shoes. After hanging her coat on the rack next to the door, she tapped his shoulder. “I thought you had to go to work early tomorrow,” she whispered when he awoke. 

The urban apartment Beth shared with Stephen was meagerly furnished and decorated. Both in their mid-twenties and early in their respective careers, neither of them earned much money. She was spending on evening college classes for which she would be reimbursed later, so he was picking up most of the living expenses. They agreed not to accumulate debt like their parents had done. Everything was bought on sale from discount retailers, flea markets, and yard sales. Nothing matched. They kept their place cool during winter nights to minimize utility costs. Their vehicles were previously owned. The densely populated working-class neighborhood wasn’t among the nicer areas of town, but it wasn’t unsafe either. Considering all this, their lifestyle was comfortable, safe, and affordable.

Stephen groggily sat up straight in the recliner. “I do, but I didn’t want to miss this game.”

Beth smiled mildly and chuckled inside from the irony of his sleeping through a game he didn’t want to miss.

Looking at the regularly scheduled TV show and then at the clock, he realized his basketball game was over already. “I missed the end. Damn!” Then he laid back in the recliner and stared at the ceiling with displeasure before turning toward Beth. “What was the final score?”

She smiled and shrugged innocently. “I just got home.”

“Damn!” 

“That I just got home?”

He pointed at the TV. “This was an important game.” 

She smiled and shrugged. “You’ll have to read about it in the morning.”

He picked up his phone from his lap. “I’ll look it up on the Internet.” He stopped tapping when he realized how insensitive he was being. “How was your class tonight?”

“Professor Prentice covered the requirements of a fire investigator,” she explained while following Stephen to their bedroom, “which I’ve already been learning on the job.”

“You still have to pass the course to get your degree, don’t you?” he said while undressing for bed and exposing his slightly hairy chest, tight pectoral muscles, firm biceps, and flat abs. 

“Yes,” she said as she began unbuttoning her shirt. 

“Did the professor explain some duties that you hadn’t seen on the job?” he asked while his similarly fit girlfriend undressed, silhouetted by the bathroom light. For an average sized young woman, she had an enviable shape. Her hips, thighs, buttocks, belly, and breasts were physically flawless – not too much or too little of anything. The muscles she developed from years of fighting fires and lugging equipment were discernable, but they didn’t bulge like a weightlifter. 

“Yeah, I guess so,” she shouted while tossing her clothes into the hamper in the bathroom.

“There you go,” he observed while pulling his green plaid sleep pants up one leg then the other. “What are the requirements of a fire investigator?”

Still in her underwear, she poked her head out the bathroom door with a toothbrush in her hand and rattled off duties while raising one finger after another: “Investigate methodically and analyze logically. We have to be able to determine whether a fire is deliberate or accidental. If it’s deliberate, it’s arson. If it’s not deliberate, it’s accidental, which is not arson.” 

“I figured out that much for myself,” he said. “Doesn’t everyone know that arson is deliberate?”

Beth looked at him and chuckled. “Haven’t you ever heard them on the news talking about ‘deliberate arson’ and ‘unintentional accidents’?” Then she looked upward to recall more duties. “We have to be able to work congenially with people.”

“Is that like ‘plays well with others’?” he mimicked good-naturedly while pulling his green knit sleep shirt over his head.

She chuckled at his humor. “Yeah, but he said ‘congenially.’” She looked upward again and pointed her finger upward. “We have to persist in face of obstacles.”

“What obstacles do investigators have?”

“The biggest problem is buildings that are unsafe for investigators. If they can’t get in, they can’t investigate. Then there’s evidence damaged or destroyed by the fire and firefighters. We have to look for burn patterns and soot patterns.”

“What are those?”

“Burns are usually most severe where the fire started, called ‘point of origin.’ Smoke sticks to walls, ceilings, furniture, and such to form soot. Investigators look at all that stuff to determine where and how the fire started.” 

“Then you have to decide whether it was deliberate or accidental?”

“Exactly.”

“How do you do that?”

“Arsonists leave stuff behind, like ignitors and accelerants.”

“Such as.”

“Matches, cigarette lighters, and cookout-grill starters are common igniters. One arsonist used smoldering cigarette butts attached to matchbooks to give him time to get out. Common lighter fluids and isopropyl alcohol are common accelerants. They’re called ‘accelerants’ because they make the flames worse than otherwise. If that kind of stuff wouldn’t normally be there, it’s suspicious.”

“What would be unintentional?”

“Sometimes frayed electrical wires can ignite furniture or draperies. We’ve put out fires started by superheated lint in dryer vents and bathroom exhaust fans. The most common accidents are caused by misused space heaters. Purely unintentional.”

“That all seems straightforward to me. What’s the problem?”

The professor said people can have different opinions and some will argue with us. He said we have to use solid evidence and sound logic to be sure we’re right, and we have to stand our ground when we know we’re right.”

“I’ve never known you not to stand your ground.”

She looked askance at him.

“And you’ve always been logical,” he said in an effort to keep the conversation upbeat. Then he smiled at her. “Too logical sometimes.”

“We have to write it all down for the record. Report writing is a course I have to take later in the curriculum.”

“Sounds exciting.”

“We have to be ethical,” she continued. “Our fire department has a code of ethics we’re supposed to follow anyway. Everyone has to read the manual and sign off on it when they join our department. Investigators have their own code.” She looked upward again to remember. “Focus on fact finding, seek truth, determine the real cause of all fires. Dr. Prentice gave us a handout with the investigator’s code during the first class.” 

Stephen waited for her to finish brushing her teeth.

“Being a firefighter doesn’t require much deep thinking,” she said while wiping her mouth and walking back into the bedroom. “We suppress fires in accordance with the training and the officers’ commands.”

“What about all that stuff you studied for your associate degree?”

“It was basically the same but more intense,” she explained while removing her bra. “Building designs and construction, fire laws and regulations, fire chemistry, stuff like that. I also had to take basic math and English.” 

“Didn’t you do that in high school?”

“Yeah, but this was more focused on skills needed for firefighting. Instead of Shakespeare, we studied technical manuals and reports. It’s just as well because Captain Abbott, my new boss, has bookshelves full of them. We also had to practice proper English grammar out loud so we could do it in writing.” She looked at him and shook her head. “A lot of firefighters don’t know grammar from glamour.” 

“Ditto auto mechanics,” he chuckled.

She neatly laid her bra on the dresser. “The math was for chemistry and biology.”

He looked at her breasts silhouetted against the bathroom light and dangling when she bent over to remove a night shirt from her dresser drawer. 

“I read up about fire investigations on my own before applying for this job,” she continued.

“How many people in your department go through this?”

“Not enough. My classmates are from all around the region. A couple of guys from our department began the courses last year but never finished. None of them are in this course I’m taking.”

She pulled her red-and-white flannel firefighter pajama bottoms around her waist and buttoned her top. They had pictures of fire trucks, hydrants, and hoses against a white background. Stephen had given them for the previous Christmas. 

“You have to learn some in class and some on the job, right?” he said while she returned to the bathroom to douse the light. “You can’t learn all of it all at once in both places at the same time. So you’ll learn some things on the job before you learn them in class, and vice versa.”

“At least Professor Prentice gives it in a structure that helps you remember it for the exam,” she said while walking toward the bed in the darkness. “One thing I didn’t know about was fire consulting. Investigators review proposals for new or remodeled buildings for compliance and safety issues.”

Beth continued while lifting the bed covers and crawling in. “Then this classmate warned me about office politics. She’s about ten years older, and she says she’s learned a lot of stuff the hard way. She advised me about how to play the office-politics game.”

“There’s always stuff you learn on the job that they never teach you in formal training classes,” he said while wrapping his arm around her. 

After pulling up the covers, she leaned toward Stephen and kissed him. 

He turned off the nightstand light, and they cuddled.
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CHAPTER 4

 

 

 

 

At 08:30 the next morning, Beth drove an official shiny red Fire Department GMC Yukon to that empty house that burned while she was in class the previous night. Her recent promotion notwithstanding, she remained a firefighter at sergeant’s rank during her investigator’s training period. Accordingly, she continued wearing the standard fire-station utility uniform.  Her light brown hair was gathered into a pony tail and threaded through the back opening of her official Fire Department ball cap with the St Florian’s logo screen printed in white on the front. She would earn the rank of lieutenant and the fancier investigator’s uniform when she successfully completed the training and passed the examination. 

Her boss, Captain Henry Abbott, sat in the passenger seat. As the Fire Marshal, he wore an officer’s uniform of white cotton shirt, a solid black necktie, and a navy blue peacoat with epaulets on the shoulders. To signify captain, his shirt had three stars on the collars, and his black wool peacoat had three gold stripes on the cuffs. The firefighter’s logo on the left shoulder of his peacoat was embroidered in gold and red. Beth looked forward to the day when she would wear such a dazzling uniform. Straight graying hair with slightly receding hairline covered his ears. His oversized metal-rimmed eyeglasses had come back into style after many years. He sipped from a tall black travel mug with his Fire Department’s emblem on the side, careful not to stain his bushy white mustache with stout black coffee. She didn’t understand why his mustache was yellowish on the bottom until now.

“I joined the Fire Department in my early 20s right after returning from four years in Vietnam,” he told her between sips. “For reasons I still don’t understand, I was assigned to the fire brigade at Da Nang Air Base. Must have drawn the short straw. We doused fires every day just for practice, mostly dumpster fires, sometimes brush fires. Every now and then they had a real fire for us to suppress. Usually those were started by the Vietnamese kids playing with matches, which pissed off the base commander.” He sipped coffee again. “One time a live grenade exploded in the compound, and it set the laundry tent on fire.” He looked at her and grinned. “Not much burns better than laundry lint.” 

“Who threw it?”

“The VC.” He turned and looked at her. “That would be the Viet Cong. But nobody ever found them.” He sipped more coffee.

“How long have you been an investigator?” she asked while he sipped his coffee. 

“Twenty-six years. Got transferred from station commander when they formed the Fire Marshal’s Office. Before that, anybody could investigate a fire.” He turned to her and smiled: “Even the probies. Most fires were investigated by lieutenants on the scenes whether they knew what they were doing or not. And most of them didn’t.” 

Beth said nothing about the term “probies,” which is short for “probationary.” It refers to trainees who are working probation periods. Sometimes it’s used affectionately, and sometimes derogatorily. She also caught Henry’s use of the word “assigned” even though she had been promoted with commensurate increase in rank and pay.

As a police cruiser passed them in the other direction, Henry waived at the officer and vice versa. “When detectives get involved, that’s hilarious,” he sneered. “They couldn’t tell a brick from a briquette. It’s fun to watch them dusting everything for fingerprints and searching the floors with flashlights for footprints after firemen washed away all that evidence with their water sprays.” He tilted his head back and laughed loudly.

“Sounds thrilling,” she said with a girlish grin.

“I’ve been the Fire Department’s only investigator until you were assigned to this unit.” He looked at her firefighter uniform. “And you’re a trainee so, we still have one investigator.”

Knowing she would be an investigator in due time, she prudently chose not to argue the matter. “What were you before that?”

“I worked my way up the ranks for 15 years to captain. Was a station commander for five years. The last one I managed was Station 12.”

“South District,” she said. “I worked there for almost a year.”

“Before that, Station 20.”

“West End. Worked there for six months.”

“And 31.”

“North Central. There for about a year.”

“You sure moved around a lot in eight years.” He looked at her and grinned. “Couldn’t you get along with your station commanders?”

“Every move was a promotion,” she replied. “From cadet to private to sergeant. I was a first responder, then equipment operator, and finally a driver. Assistant to the lieutenants, too.”

“Now an investigator trainee,” he said.” Always on the move, eh?”

“I wanted to be a firefighter since I was a kid,” she explained. “I admired firefighters, followed firefighting in the news media, and enjoyed movies and television about firefighters. The excitement of confronting enflamed buildings and saving lives drew me in like water into a whirlpool.”

Henry sipped his coffee without commenting.

“My parents couldn’t afford college for me,” she continued. “My grades were generally good, but they fell short of the thresholds for scholarships. So I signed on with the fire department as an entry-level firefighter a few weeks before graduating from high school.” She chuckled. “I was barely 18.”

He sipped his coffee again. 

“This is my seventh year taking evening classes in fire sciences.”

“That’s a long time to spend in college,” he said derisively.

She glanced at him. “I have an associate degree in firefighting technology.”

“College to learn how to suppress a fire?”

“It covers everything from fire suppression to rescue techniques and first-responder procedures.”

He nodded and sipped more coffee. 

“Now I’m taking one evening course per semester toward a bachelor’s degree. This course in fire investigations is exactly relevant to my new assignment, so I find it fascinating.”

“And then what?” he asked sarcastically. “How to be a fire chief?”

She hesitated before answering. “A master’s degree in organizational management.”

Henry remained quiet. 

“You’re still a captain?” she asked innocently after a few minutes of silence between them. She didn’t intend to demean him, but being a captain for all these years seemed odd in view of her upward mobility, which she took for granted and he seemed to resent. 

He looked at her with umbrage. “They say fire marshals require different skills from station commanders, not higher skills, so they see us as equals.” He looked forward. “But I don’t have subordinates like a commander has. I don’t want the extra hassle of being a deputy or assistant chief anyway. Commanding the stations and all the shit that goes with it was more than enough for me. Kilpatrick makes me fill in for him sometimes, and I hate it. I got my state arson certification, independence, and pension account while still a captain, so I’m happy.” He turned and looked at her. “That independence is more valuable than rank.”

Noting his defensive tone, she changed the subject. “What’s your book about?”

“My investigation cases,” he proudly replied. “Basically what the fires were like and how I determined cause and origin.”

“Does the fire department use your book for training?”

“Used to. And a few of the rural counties too. But nowadays they rely on standards and manuals issued by the National Fire Protection Association and the International Association of Arson Investigators. Required by State law.” He held his coffee tumbler in front of him while they rounded a sharp corner. “The State Fire Marshal’s Office thinks all those manuals are better than actual experiences.”

“Have you read all those manuals on the shelves in your office?” she innocently asked. 

“Had to sign off on every one of them.”

She briefly thought about how his response didn’t answer her question. He could sign off whether he read them or not. “Will you ever write another book?”

“I’ve been working on a novel for the last few years,” he said proudly. 

She looked at him with eager curiosity. 

“It’s about a fireman who works hard all his life and gets screwed over in the end.”

“Sounds like Willie Loman.”

“Who’s that?”

“The main character in a play we did in high school. Death of a Salesman. He worked hard all his life and felt like it was for nothing in the end.”

“That’s it exactly!” he exclaimed with it index finger thrust upward. He swigged more coffee and then looked at her with an agreeing smile. “Maybe I’ll name it ‘Death of a Fireman.’”

“You don’t feel like it’s all for nothing, do you?”

“In the early years of your adult life, you’re too young to be taken seriously.” He looked at her. “No offense.” 

“None taken.”

“In the later years of your life, you’re too old to be taken seriously. Your only chance to make any difference is during your middle years.”

“You don’t really mean that, do you?”

“Hell yeah. They can’t wait to put old folks out to pasture.” He looked at her with an aggressively serious scowl.  “I’m not ready to be pasturized just yet.”

She chuckled at his malapropism and then changed the subject. “How come you got a certificate in arson investigation but you’re called a fire investigator?”

“Fire Marshal, probie,” he snarled while looking at her sternly. “I’m the Fire Marshal. You’ll be a fire investigator.”

“Then why won’t I be called an arson investigator?” she asked after stopping the vehicle at a red light.

“The State calls them ‘arson investigator,’ but J.O. says our mission isn’t limited to arson. (J.O. was Fire Chief John Oliver Morrison.) We include determining causes for future prevention, inspecting new and remodeled buildings, and identifying arson wherever the evidence supports such findings.” He looked at her and smiled proudly. “So we’re more than arson investigators.” 

While they waited at a red light, she twisted to her right and looked at the large, back seat. The storage area way in back was filled with miscellaneous investigative equipment. Their front seat had clipboards, books, and a laptop. The back seat was empty, vacuumed, and spotless. “Why do you drive this huge truck when other Fire Department officials are driving those little Chevy Traxes?”

“This was originally J.O.’s,” Henry answered. “When he got tired of driving it, he gave it to Kilpatrick. When Kilpatrick got tired of it, he gave it to me.” He sipped from his coffee mug.

“Hand me downs?”

“Shit flowing down is how governments work and how their fleets are managed,” he explained with a sarcastic smile. “It doesn’t matter whether it’s the U.S. Army, the KGB, or a fire department. If you ever meet a space alien, he’ll tell you shit flows down in his outfit, too.”

Beth grinned at him coyly. “Or hers.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

She looked over his vehicle. “It still looks new.” Then she read the odometer. “Thirty-nine-thousand miles.” She looked at him. “That’s like a new vehicle,” she said in shocked tone. “My Land Cruiser has three times as much.”

He smirked and looked at her. “The brass can’t be seen with outdated vehicles. Bad for their images.” He shook his head dejectedly. “They don’t care about my image.”

“Driving the same type of vehicle as they do would be good for your image, wouldn’t it?” she asked. 

“I guess so. I get a Yukon when everybody else has a Trax.” Then he changed the subject. “What’s the address of this place we’re going to?”

“I can’t look it up and drive at the same time,” she resisted. “Dangerous and against the rules.” She rotated the console-mounted, flat-screen computer monitor toward him.

He brushed his hand toward the computer. “I never use this thing. Too much hassle.” He picked up the assignment sheet he had tossed on the floor. “Used to keep these on the console, then they put these computers there, so I put them on the front seat, and now I’m on the front seat. The floor is the only place left.”

She smiled at him. “I hope that’s not an omen, Henry.”

He glared at her and then turned the pages. There were just a few stapled at the top left. “Five seven three River Street.”

“That’s an inner-city street on the south side.”

“We could be there sooner if we didn’t have all these red lights,” he griped.

“Why not use the beacon and siren?”

“I have enough problems without abusing Code 3 protocols,” he snapped.

Beth felt rebuked. Having been a firefighter for so many years, she knew Code 3 applied to active fires only. Dispatchers indicate the code levels in the initial assignments, and lieutenants indicate code levels when calling for assistance. 

“We could find an alternate route on the computer,” she said, pointing to the unit on the console. 

He dismissed her suggestion. “We found our ways around town without them for years. I’ll continue doing it my way until I retire.” Then he took a crudely folded map out of the glove box and began opening it.

She pulled over to the roadside and stopped. 

“What are you doing?”

“I can look it up on my phone,” she said while removing it from her chest pocket. 

Henry watched while she tapping on it a few times. 

Soon her phone displayed a map with alternate routes to the scene. “If we turn right on Smithfield and left on Hickory, we can cut through the neighborhoods and bypass these lights.”

Although embarrassed that his young trainee could find alternate routes so quickly with her phone, Henry approved of the right turn. Then he quickly folded his map and returned it to the glove box. 

“I don’t know if this will get us there any faster,” she said, “but it sure will spare us these annoying waits at red lights.” 

Henry sipped more coffee and returned his mug to the console holder. “At least they left my cup holders alone.”

After seeing a clear break in her side view mirror, Beth pulled onto the street and merged with traffic. 

“They made clothes in there for years,” Henry told Beth as they drove past an old three-story textile mill with shattered windows and graffiti-coated brick walls. “Hundreds of people lost their jobs when it closed. A direct result of too much foreign importing.” He continued his diatribe while they drove by one derelict property after another as they passed through the surrounding neighborhood. “People who worked in that mill raised families in these houses. Now they sit on porches and watch the world pass by while everything in the stores comes from overseas.” 

Beth checked out the properties while Henry described them. The mid-morning spring sunshine neither warmed this chilly morning nor brightened this neighborhood.

“Look at the paint flaking off houses,” he continued, “the rusty and broken chain-link fences, the old jalopies, and junk cluttering porches and front yards.”

“And litter strewn on sidewalks and streets,” she added.

“America has changed a lot since I was your age,” he lamented. “The Mexicans are taking over America, the Chinese are taking over the world, and the Russians are involved in everything we don’t know about.”

Beth glared at him in disbelief.

He scoffed: “And we used to worry about the Communists.”

“Who are they?”

He looked at her as though she was from another planet. When he realized she was too young to remember the Cold War, he changed the subject. “What are the two most important things a fire investigator looks for?” he quizzed.

“Origin and ignition?” Beth asked. 

“Are you asking me?” he replied.

“Origin and ignition,” she repeated affirmatively. 

“Wrong, try again.” He sipped again.

“Fuels and oxygen source?” she asked.

He turned and looked at her but said nothing.

Taking his cue, she repeated her answer affirmatively.

“Wrong again. What are they teaching you in that class?”

“Arson or accident?” she asked.

Again he stared at her for a declarative repeat of her answer.

She wasn’t as sure of herself this time. “Those are the only two things left.”

“Whether it’s arson or accident is the primary reason for investigations,” he explained. “Origin, ignition, fuel, and oxygen lead to your arson-or-accident conclusion. If arson is found, the case goes to law enforcement for prosecution. If it’s accidental, it goes to the ‘lessons learned’ file.”

“What’s that?” 

“It’s not literally a file. It’s miscellaneous noncriminal information that’s gathered for making buildings safer and people more careful. I just throw them into my spare inbox.”

“Like the memo that went out a couple of years ago about laptop batteries igniting spontaneously?”

“Precisely. Any time we conclude a fire is accidental, we list contributing factors and write recommendations in our report.”

Beth nodded to indicate her understanding. 

“When I started as an investigator 26 years ago, one of my first cases was a blazing fire generating clouds of grayish smoke and a witness who saw a guy running away with a red can ‘like they put gasoline in,’ as he described it.” He turned toward her. “If that isn’t a clear-cut case of arson, what could it be, right?”

“Yup,” she said with an affirmative nod. 

Henry chuckled. “Nope. It turned out that the guy was filling his lawnmower that had run out of gas midstream. The motor was still hot enough to ignite the vapors, and pow, it exploded into flames. He ran from the scene badly burned and grabbed a different gas can from the garage so it wouldn’t blow up too.” He sipped his coffee. “That’s what he said anyway.”

“He could have killed himself trying to save that second gas can!” Beth exclaimed in disbelief.

Henry continued laughing. “There was no sign of criminal motive, just an ignorant guy with very bad judgment who shouldn’t be near gasoline. That went into the lessons learned file.”

“People actually have to be told how to be careful,” she noted.

“Society needs people like that,” Henry explained. “Then we can tell other people: ‘Don’t do that because a guy burned himself to a crisp that way.’ Otherwise, they wouldn’t take it seriously. Somebody has to be the fool that everyone else learns from.” 

“All these inner city houses are so neglected,” Beth said while looking out the window as they drove through the River Street neighborhood of their fire scene. “One house after another with peeling paint, broken rain gutters, junk on porches, and litter strewn in yards.”

“They were modern when they were built during World War I to house workers of the old munitions factories,” he explained. “Married couples raised families here for decades. Most of their kids moved on after graduating from high school. The elderly who didn’t move to nursing homes died in the houses. Young couples renewed the neighborhoods every generation until the 1980s. Now the streets are dangerous at night, and the parks are dangerous during the day.”

“What happened?” she asked while looking at the neighborhood’s blight. 

“Urban flight,” he answered. “Skilled people with financial means moved from these aging neighborhoods long ago for newer, larger, and more modern suburban housing. Poorly educated residents with no options got left behind. Their incomes are so low, they can’t afford to take care of anything.”

“Why don’t they clean up?” she asked. “That doesn’t cost anything.”

“They’re angry and resentful. They feel abandoned, neglected, and trampled over.” He looked at Beth. “A feeling I can understand.” He looked at the houses again. “So now they just don’t give a shit.”

She stopped the Yukon behind Pumper Truck 17 that was parked in front of the smoke-blackened house. Both these shiny clean official vehicles with their gold emblems and lettering against bright red backgrounds stood in stark contrast to this neglected neighborhood and the burned and sooty subject house. He placed his officer’s white peak cap with black visor and gold trim on his head before exiting the vehicle. 
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CHAPTER 5

 

 

 

 

Being careful not to spill his coffee, the paunchy and average-height Captain Abbott gracefully stepped onto the weed infested sidewalk like a ballroom dancer. He looked at himself in the window glass and adjusted his officer’s white peak cap with gold trim on its visor to be sure it was mounted properly. Except for the tall travel mug in his left hand, he seemed ready to pose for an official portrait in his prim captain’s uniform. 

Beth simultaneously grabbed her phone and handbag and stepped out the driver’s side onto the pothole-ridden street. At five foot eight inches and about 145 pounds, she was taller and heavier than average women her age while shorter, slimmer, and lighter than average male firefighters. Due to her firefighting activities, her heavier-than-average weight was more muscle than fat. Accordingly, she could handle any fire equipment the men could. She pressed a small button on her phone’s clock to record the time of their arrival: 08:32.

“Blackened like New Orleans seafood,” Henry remarked about the house while litter swirled around their feet on this crisp, clear, and windy winter morning. 

Despite Henry’s poetic description of the burned house, all four exterior walls of this old two-story structure were still standing. Dark soot stained walls around and especially above the windows. Faint wisps of white smoke wafted from several locations within. The property was cordoned from corner to corner with yellow caution tape: “FIRE SCENE. DO NOT CROSS.” He looked at faint plumes of smoke drifting from the charred structure and then at the solitary fire truck standing by. “What’s up?” he asked the two firefighters who were standing aside their truck and supposedly monitoring the fire scene.

“You’re looking at it,” the older of the two replied. “We just got here this morning. They said it was smokin’ heavy when they arrived last night.”

“The crew chief reported that the house was unoccupied with no electrical service,” Beth said. (The lead person on a fire crew was informally called “crew chief” within this organization.) She looked at Henry. “Kids playing with matches?”

“More likely homeless people,” Henry replied. “They light fires in these abandoned houses to stay warm. Sometimes their fires get out of control. Then they leave the place and don’t snuff out the fire. That’s probably what happened.”

“We won’t know for sure until we inspect it, right?”

“The scene is too hot,” he declared. “We’ll come back tomorrow.”

Beth grimaced with confusion. “Aren’t we required to investigate as soon as possible while the evidence is unspoiled?” 

“It’s still too hot in there,” he snapped defensively while pointing at the house. “Nobody will bother it because it’s all cordoned off anyway.

She stood in place and looked at him with deep doubt. But he was the expert and she was the student, so she didn’t question him further. 

“In the meantime,” he continued, “we need details about the house: its owner, last occupant, stuff like that. It’ll be at the courthouse.”

“Is it available online?” Beth asked.

Henry grimaced. “Oh, yeah, I forgot. They might have all that on the computers.” Then he grinned at her after sipping his coffee. “You can do that from the comfort of your office. Not like the old days when we had to rifle their record books.”

“You’ll be retiring just when the job’s getting easy,” she said with a returned grin.

“But after all the fun. There’s something about doing things the hard way that made it more interesting. Schmoozing with the women in the courthouse, for example. Well, you wouldn’t be interested in that, would you?” His eyes locked onto a hunched black senior citizen walking on the sidewalk on the other side of the street. “Let’s talk to him and see what he’ll tell us.”

“Why would he?” Beth asked, wondering if something about this old man’s appearance tipped off her boss. His clothes? His posture? His gait? His color? They all seemed average and innocuous to her.

“If he lives around here, he might know something relevant about this house.” Henry stepped into the street without looking and walked across toward the pedestrian. “Hey fella,” he yelled with his hand up as though he as summoning a waiter.

The old man stopped and stood motionless, anxiously awaiting these uniformed people who were calling and walking toward him with such deliberation. Being naturally on guard toward authorities, the man looked toward Henry and Beth’s waists for possible handguns. Any misunderstood move could cost him his life. But neither person carried weapons. Henry was not licensed as a law-enforcement officer, and Beth was a newly promoted trainee.

“We’re fire investigators,” Henry explained courteously. “I’m Captain Abbott. This is Sergeant Nichols. What do you know about this house that we might find useful?”

Their witness looked at the fire department patches on Henry and Beth’s uniforms and then at their red Yukon with its fire department logo. He pulled a crushed cigarette pack from his pocket and removed a flattened cigarette. “Like I told that fireman last night,” he began with a friendly and cooperative tone, “the house has been empty for a long time.” Then he pointed toward the house. “Of course, you can tell from the tall grass and overgrown bushes.” He stuck the cigarette in his mouth and lit it with a small disposable lighter. Then he coughed strongly while exhaling a cloud of smoke.

“That doesn’t mean nobody lives there,” Henry argued. “It only means nobody cuts the grass.”

“Sure made a lot of smoke,” the witness said.

“What color smoke?” Beth asked. 

“It was hard to tell because it was dark,” the man answered.

“It was dark?” she repeated. 

“Yeah, it was around midnight.”

Henry struggled to withhold a chuckle. His young assistant just got caught asking a stupid question. She thought the witness meant the smoke was dark whereas he meant the night was dark. He didn’t want to embarrass his young trainee in front of this witness. The absence of dark smoke indicated that no hydrocarbons such as petroleum products (oil, gasoline, kerosene) were present, or not in large enough quantities. That might indicate no such accelerants. But this witness was needed for other information.

“Was the house occupied or not?” Henry asked curtly. 

Beth grimaced because this fact was in the crew chief’s report and the witness had already said it was empty.

“Nobody’s lived in there for a long time,” the old man insisted.

“We were told there was no electricity to the house,” Henry asked. “Is that right?” 

Beth grimaced again because this fact was also in the official report.

“I wouldn’t know about that,” the old man replied, “but there were never any lights on in there.”

“Did you or anybody in the neighborhood see any unusual activity around the house recently?’

“Do you mean like drugs?”

“Something that might have to do with fires,” Henry snapped impatiently. “Anybody coming and going? Anybody working on the house? Anything at all?”

“I never saw people, but I noticed one day that a path was beat down in the grass from the street to the front door. Looked like people were walking to and from the house. Strange that I never saw anybody, though, isn’t it?”

“Maybe they came and went at night,” Beth suggested.

Henry glared at his trainee disparagingly. 

“I’m not usually out late at night,” the witness replied. “Last night was an exception because of the fire.”

“Are there any homeless people camping anywhere in the neighborhood?” Henry asked.

“Never seen any around here. Lots of them downtown.” The wind kicked up, and the man lifted the collar of his old coat around his neck. “If it’s okay with you, I need to be somewhere.”

Henry handed his coffee mug to Beth so he could pull a business card from the small brass case in his pocket. “Please call us if you think of anything, or if anybody in the neighborhood tells you anything.”

“Yes sir,” the old man said as he tucked the card into his pocket. Then he continued along his way.

Henry retrieved his coffee from Beth. 

“Why did you ask him about things that were already in the crew chief’s report?” she asked as soon as the man was beyond earshot. 

“To verify whether he knew what he was talking about,” Henry replied. “If he didn’t know basic facts, we were wasting our time with him.”

Beth nodded her understanding. 

“Why did you tell him it was at night?” Henry asked. 

She shrugged. “What if it was at night?”

“It assumed evidence we don’t have and put thoughts in the mind of our witness.” Just then, a gust blew Henry’s hat off his head.

“If there was no electricity and no lightning
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