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  an easy collar


People have accused Tampa of having more strip clubs per capita than churches. While far from accurate, there were neighborhoods doing their part to perpetuate the myth. Drew Park was such a neighborhood. 
The tiny borough lay nestled into Tampa International’s armpit south of Hillsborough Avenue and west of Dale Mabry Highway. Time had seen the names come and go, but the neighborhood’s soul had stayed the same. It was still a place where machine shops and dirt path trailer parks sat side by side with strip clubs and adult toy stores.
My father, Martin “Marty” Walsh, and I sat in front of just such an establishment. We’d backed into a convenient parking spot in the TD Bank lot adjoining the Lucky Horseshoe Gentlemen’s Club on the corner of Hillsborough and Lois. The Lucky Horseshoe had been the Prancing Pony six months ago and Lipstixx before that. 
Next month it would be Veronica’s Playhouse or Diamond Girls, but, like the rest of the neighborhood, even the superficial changes would be no change at all.
I gazed through the rain-speckled windshield and the reflection of my weary sagging face with its three-day growth. A muted University of Florida Gator cap shaded my grey eyes and hid the coarse, black hair growing salty before its time. Pink neon reflected off the steaming pavement, wet from a ten-minute downburst that left us hotter and more miserable than before the storm.
“I told you; my info is solid on this. If he’s not with her, she’ll know where he is.”
Pops shifted in the passenger’s seat and winced, but voiced no complaint. “Well, if she’s a bust, I’m out fifty grand.”
I let the seat back and stretched my legs against the firewall. “He hasn’t gone far. We’ll get him.”
His grunt had an if-you-say-so quality that suggested apathy and fatigue.
I glanced at my father across the gloom of the cabin. His once-lean firefighter frame slid toward frail. Bronze skin and carved muscle had grown sallow and sagged on a bony face. His thick eyebrows had grown into a wild tangle of black and grey. The silver hair left to him provided sparse covering for his liver-spotted head and grew thinner every day.
He caught my look. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“That wasn’t a nothing look on your face.” I didn’t answer. He continued. “You have your own problems to tend to, Son. Val went to see a lawyer Monday.”
“She tell you that, did she?”
“The fuck do I do for a living?” He let that sink in. “She took the kids to a friend’s house and spent the better part of an hour with a lawyer. A …” He closed his eyes in recall. “Marjorie Mimms, Esquire, on Collins. Nice brick building off Renfro.”
“Monday was ‘C’ Shift.” I worked as a Hillsborough County firefighter. I was the ‘C’ Shift captain at Station Twenty-five, a palatial country firehouse in the rural eastside. “Val called on the station line that morning to talk.”
“Couldn’t have you coming home unexpectedly again.”
The county drew my name for a random drug test four months ago. Union contract gave me the rest of the shift off, sending me home three hours into what was supposed to be a twenty-four-hour shift. The kids had been at school, but Val was there. She hadn’t been alone. 
I arrived to find two sets of dirty breakfast plates and a pair of half-drank mimosas still on the table. Breathy whispers and soft moans rose from our bedroom. I hadn’t spent another night in our Plant City home.
Pops broke into my memory. “I’m sorry, Son.”
“Who told you?”
“Lenny.” Leonard Watts was one of Pops’s sometimes trackers. “Why do you think I have you out so late on a ‘B’ Shift?”
I sat up. “He’s watching Val, right now?”
Pops tossed me a glance. “Sure. She went to see a lawyer. Next step is bringing Rockefeller back.”
Rockefeller was Pops’s name for Scott Marion. Scott owned Plant City Luxury Living, a manufactured home lot off I-4. He hired Val as his chief bookkeeper and accounting manager. But she’d graduated to courtesan, or perhaps things had happened the other way around.
“Maybe you should worry about your wife, Pops.”
Familiar pain slid through his eyes. “Leave your mother out of this.”
“Then leave Val out of it and stop following her around. We’re trying to sort this out. She catches one of your stooges tailing her, and it’ll ruin everything.”
“Have it your way.”
My anger ebbed. He wasn’t the source of my angst, though I thought he was being as softhearted and hardheaded about his marriage as he thought I was about mine. But his failed marriage was an old wound, calloused and scarred. Mine was fresh and bleeding.
“You want something from the Circle K …”
He held up a hand and pointed across the rain-soaked parking lot. “Ssshh.”
A woman had emerged, a pair of knee-high boots and fishnets covering long, lean legs. The cuffs of her denim shorts rode higher than its pockets. The Oxford shirt she’d kept tied up hung loose at her sides and flapped in the wake of her rapid-fire steps. She’d shed her naughty teacher glasses, set her platinum mane free from the hairpins, and shook it out.
“It’s her.”
Pops was getting on in years, but he’d bird-dogged skips for two decades. “No shit.”
Crystal tossed her stuff into the back of a late model Prius without so much as a glance around the parking lot. It would be easy to think her nonchalant except for the Lou Ferrigno–wannabe filling the door to the club. She waved, and a smile broke across the swarthy face on his boulder head. He raised a fleshy hand capable of crushing bowling balls and closed the door.
Pops and I held tight and let her climb in and search for her keys in the dark. She turned the motor over, rolled down a window, and struck a flame to a cigarette. Whether it was tobacco or something more potent, I couldn’t say. She blew a gust into the humid night and put the car in reverse. We waited, letting her back up and drive out of the lot.
A green-and-white TD Bank sign bordering the club’s shared lot shielded us from view. The marquee stood higher than my car and offered excellent cover as long as we stayed dark. I started the motor and brought the wipers to life, clearing the shed rain from the windshield.
I let her turn right onto Lois, heading north toward Hillsborough, and pulled from the parking slot. I flicked on the headlights and glimpsed a green intersection signal through the palms and oaks bordering the northern edge of the property. 
Pops saw it, too. “If she gets through that light, we’ll lose her.”
“No shit, Pops.” I did a rolling stop onto Lois and floored the accelerator of my 2013 Toyota Corolla. Our mark rolled through the intersection, and the light above turned amber. I think I had broken the plane before the signal turned red, but there wasn’t a camera or a police cruiser to care. I slowed way down and tried to give her some lead time.
“Don’t get too close!”
“Do you wanna do this?” 
He didn’t answer, but I knew he did.
Lois Avenue transformed from a four-lane commercial avenue to a two-lane residential street in the course of a hundred yards. The wide, well-lit boulevard narrowed to a modest blacktop. Alexander Elementary’s yellow parking lot lamps provided the only light. There was no traffic and no place on the empty street to hide. 
I slowed even more, hoping the distance would assuage any suspicions she might have. But the sweet stink of burning ganga said I was getting some help with Crystal’s situational awareness.
She crossed a wide, stocky bridge over a deep, trash-strewn furrow that more resembled a canal than the ditch it was and turned west on Henry. I passed the sleeping baseball fields, crossed the bridge, and came to a complete stop at the octagon. The streets lay empty, and I wanted to give her more of a lead before following. 
I gave her three, then four blocks and eased into a left turn.
She entered Henry Avenue’s northern curve onto Manhattan, and a spark of nervous tension rippled through me. I’d have a splendid chance of losing her if she darted onto a side street before I made the curve, but my fears were misplaced. She still rode north on Manhattan, blowing plumes of pot smoke out her open window.
“She ain’t acting like she’s got a fugitive from justice hiding out at home,” said Pops.
“Maybe she doesn’t. But my guy is clear. Bobby Lee was puppy dogging over her. He won’t be far from her skirt.”
Pops nodded at that. Crystal caught a red light at Sligh, and I backed off the gas to avoid sitting behind her. It didn’t work, and we idled, watching her take hits off her blunt and listening to a dance club obscenity that passed for music. 
The light turned green, and I gave her a head start. We passed Leto High School, where a marquee proclaimed Welcome Back Students!
Crystal turned left into the Manhattan Palms Condos. An offset street stretched to my right. I took it, made a quick three-point turn on the sleeping residential lane, and was back at the stop sign in seconds. Her taillights receded over the low, sand-colored brick wall protecting the compound’s perimeter. The complex had a single drive between buildings of white-painted wood over sand-painted brick. A round Victorian turret capped the end of the main building facing the street, but it seemed the only one on the property.
I followed through the ungated entrance, jogged past the turret, and passed Crystal getting out of her car. I slowed. Pops craned his neck and watched her make the climb. “Second floor.”
I nodded and found an empty parking spot. It wasn’t easy with all the residents home. I checked my belt for taser, ties, and gun and stepped into the muggy night. Pops did the same. He wore a tactical vest emblazoned with Bail Enforcement Agent in thick yellow letters, front and back. I wore a black Metallica shirt under a black-striped button-down hanging loose on my shoulders and arms. Distressed black jeans covered the same black Rocky boots I wore at the firehouse.
We glided up the stairs, quick and quiet. Horrific music boomed from the apartment on our left, and I wondered if Crystal hadn’t brought the club home with her. I balled my fist and rattled the door with three quick chops.
“Bail enforcement, open up.”
The music died, and hushed, worried voices passed through the wood. I crouched and pressed myself against the brick crowding my right. It was never wise to stand in front of the door, but this landing offered few options. I shared a nervous glance with Pops, staged halfway up the steps, his sixty-eight-year-old hand on his pistol butt. The deadbolt clicked, and the door opened.
A lean man in a beige wife-beater stood in the doorway. His sandy hair hung long and greasy and he’d grown a beard, but I recognized his defeated face at a glance. “Hello, Bobby Lee. We’ve been looking for you.”






  
  a plea for help


Bobby Lee Kinsey rode in the backseat of our car, sulking in the driver’s side doorjamb. But he recovered by the time we turned south on Dale Mabry and leaned forward, his hands zip-tied behind his back.  
“How much you getting paid for this?” 
Kinsey’s Florida twang sounded foreign among the northern transplants and Latin immigrants.
Pops gave him a serene smile. “I’m gettin’ my fifty Gs back from the man, Bobby.”
Kinsey threw himself back into the corner, cursing and swearing, his grown man sobs filling the car. It was pathetic to behold, and I resented him for not taking his medicine with more grace. 
These tough guys, always the baddest of the bad until they got pinched. Then it was all crying to mother or God. 
I bit back a comment and banked onto 275 North. Traffic was sparse at 2:00 AM, leaving bright, empty lanes.
“I never shoulda gone back to them, but they were on the way back up.” Kinsey’s desperation filled the gloomy compartment. “I didn’t think they’d mind giving me a taste. You know?”
That was also a common theme. “I don’t care how they got you to run dope, Bobby Lee.”
He sat up, his wet face angry in my mirror. “Man! Fuck you! That dope wasn’t mine.”
Another golden oldie. All us guilty people running around the cities free while they lock the innocent lambs up on false charges. “I suppose someone planted that shit. Right, Bobby Lee?”
Pops shot me a warning glance and smiled at Kinsey.
“Look, son.” Kinsey was forty-two, but sixty-eight-year-olds could call almost anyone son. “That stuff is up to the jury.”
“Jury?” said Kinsey.
I glanced in the mirror. 
Wide eyes reflecting his terrified voice gazed back at me. “Jury? There’s no way they’re gonna let me live to see a jury. You gotta believe me. This ain’t about a couple keys of coke.”
“I put fifty thousand of my hard-earned dollars up for your bail,” said Pops. “I have to bring you back, even if you had the fifty grand to give me. We’re sworn court officers. They’d drag us into the same Falkenburg pod you’re headed to if we didn’t.”
“They’ll kill me, man. Don’t you hear?”
His feral, cornered screaming hurt my ears. “Who’s gonna kill you?”
Was he growing pale? It was hard to see in the mirror.
His voice grew graveyard quiet, and I wondered if he had psych history. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 
“Maybe I would.”
We passed downtown Tampa, merged east onto I-4, and took aim at Ybor City.
“That secret is my meal ticket, man. I can only punch that card once. I ain’t wasting it on you.”
I glanced at Pops. 
He shrugged. 
Kinsey couldn’t say anything to make a difference, but I couldn’t resist. “I’m sure your supplier isn’t happy about losing the coke, but busts happen.”
“I told you, man, that dope wasn’t mine. It took me years to get off the roxies … cost me my wife, my kids. You think I’d want that shit around me?”
“I see.” My voice was pure patronization. “It just fell out of the sky.”
Pops shot another warning glance.
“Fuck you, tough guy. You’re such a badass with these cuffs on my wrist. Why don’t you let me out of here and we’ll see who the badass is.”
He had an inch or two of reach, but I outweighed him by twenty-five muscular pounds. I tossed a dismissive glance into the mirror. “Thanks, but I value my license.”
He withdrew to the doorjamb, mumbling about how he should have been smarter and how no one cared about justice anymore.
I’d read his rap sheet preparing for this trace. It was clean, and forty-two was late in life for that kind of career move. Maybe he’d gotten desperate. Maybe he’d taken that one shot at Easy Street and gotten burned. It happened all the time.
I never once considered his babbling to be rooted in a deeper, darker secret that went back decades. Later, I would tell myself there was nothing I could have done to change things, even if I’d heard the truth in his panicked desperation. Those fanciful notions might even have been true, but they didn’t make me feel any better about myself.
We passed the Seminole Hard Rock and Casino and exited onto US 92 in tense silence. The two-lane highway was asleep at this hour. A pair of Hillsborough County sheriff’s deputies sat driver’s window to driver’s window in an empty parking lot. Their marker lights were the only sign anyone occupied the cruisers. I turned south on Falkenburg, drove through the MLK intersection, and cast a glance at the sleeping fire station at Broadway.
Station Nine housed our HIT, or Hazardous Incident Team, and was one of the busiest in our department. I had never cared for hazmat incidents and had no desire to run the fifteen or more calls they pulled down every twenty-four-hour shift. My easy half dozen in the country was plenty at this stage in my career.
I pulled into the Falkenburg Jail’s parking lot and found a spot close to intake.
“We’re here.” I glanced at Pops, but he glared a hole in me.
I helped Kinsey stand, his body limp and resigned under the weight of his future. “Man, I would’ve cut you in. You just walked away from a fortune. Now I’m gonna have to cut a deal with the State Attorney … If them bastards don’t kill me first.”
He spoke with the voice of a man who’d watched a winning lotto ticket burn before his eyes.
I guided him by the arm and closed the car door. “Yeah, you’re a regular victim of fate, aren’t you?”
Kinsey gave me a look of horrified fear.






  
  a long twenty-four hours


Pops didn’t even let me get my seatbelt on. “This is the thanks I get for slinging you some under-the-table cash in your time of need?” 
I glared across the dim cabin. “I didn’t want to hear his ‘I’m so innocent’ routine. It gets old.”
He chuckled in disgust. “Who are you talking to? These men are our prisoners. We have an obligation not to antagonize them, especially when you’re compensating for the disaster that is your personal life.”
Blazing anger burned my face. “What did you say?”
“Don’t ‘what did you say’ me. We both know you beat on that poor bastard because of shit that has nothing to do with him.”
“We haven’t decided on divorce.”
“No?” he said. “She’s going to a family lawyer on a day you’re at work and can’t possibly show up by accident because she’s so dedicated to working things out. Is that what you’re telling me?”
I balled my fist at his sarcasm and counterpunched. “Well, at least a divorce gives me the chance to keep some of my dignity.”
Pops’s face sagged with shame, and he turned from my angry glare.
Regret quenched my angry inferno. I extended a hand to his dry, liver-spotted arm. “Pops, I …”
He jerked his arm from mine and spoke in a husky voice. “No, you’re right. I’m no one to be lecturing you on marriage. I was trying to … give you the benefit of my experience, but it’s your life to live, your mistakes to make.”
“Pops …”
But he looked out the windshield with glittering eyes.
I fired up the car and drove him the two miles to the stand-alone metal-faced building at Orient south of MLK. The place bloomed with bright safety lights and the red neon proclaiming Pops’s Bail Bonds. It wasn’t a great location, but Pops did okay by word of mouth. He bragged about not wanting new clients, because his old ones went in and out of the joint enough for him to make a steady living.
The gravel crunched under the Corolla’s tires, but the night’s thundershower kept the dust tamped down.
“You wanna crash here?” Pops lived in a converted storage room behind the office. He’d been here for most of the last decade while my mother burned through his pension and business earnings in New Tampa.
I glanced at the clock on my dash: 3:17AM. “Nah, by the time I fall asleep, it’ll be time to get up and grab a shower. If I drive straight to Twenty-five now, I can get a good two-and-a-half or three hours before ‘B’ Shift starts moving around.”
Pops nodded and got out.
“Pops, I’m …”
He closed the door in my face.

      [image: image-placeholder]I entered the code into Station Twenty-five’s keypad and slipped into the dayroom. The room was still. The TV and lights lay dark. A soft yellow glow overflowed from the kitchen and the captain’s office beyond the partition wall dividing the station. The low, familiar chatter of a radio mumbled from the room. Devin Phillips, the ‘B’ Shift captain, enjoyed listening to that radio.
Rescue Twenty-five, our station ambulance, stood beyond the exit door’s slit window. Its big yellow-green form blocked my view of the engine and tanker beyond, but I guessed them to be there. I stretched out in a recliner and flirted with sleep, haunted by Pops’s wounded expression.
The light hit me in the face. “Beep! Rescue Twenty-five … respond to … traffic accident …” The female voice was both soothing and robotic. I supposed the department intended her to be kinder and gentler than the klaxon she replaced, but the alert still sent my heart from sixty to a hundred in the span of a beat.
I opened my eyes and sat up. The clock above the TV showed 4:50 AM. I’d slept forty, maybe forty-five minutes. I rubbed my face. The rustle of clothes and bump of flesh and bone on wood and drywall echoed from beyond the rear wall of the dining room. 
The door opened. A tall kid with lanky features and a wild shock of unbrushed hair rushed into the room. The youth focused on clumsy hands wrestling with a stubborn belt, but he noticed me and started. “Cap?”
I smiled. “Hey, Javi.” Javier Gomez was the ‘B’ Shift rookie assigned to the rescue.
“You’re early.”
“It was easier to come here than go home.”
He nodded and motioned to the kitchen. “The coffee machine’s full and the timer set, if you want some.”
Coffee sounded good. “I might do that, thanks.”
He smiled and walked the short corridor door through which I’d spied the rescue. The panic hardware thunked against his body weight.
Javier was out of sight and the door to the bay had closed when the dormitory door opened again. A short, compact man in a pale grey T-shirt stepped through.
“I wondered who Javi was talking to.”
I retracted the footrest and stood. “Just me.”
Horace Drake didn’t ask if the old lady had kicked me out. That joke had fallen flat the night it really happened, and he was too good-natured to twist the knife. Though that wasn’t true of many of our colleagues. He pulled a black ball cap with gold HILLSBOROUGH COUNTY FIRE RESCUE letters over his thinning carpet of hazelnut hair.
“Javi tell you about the coffee?”
I followed him to the sliding window next to the captain’s office. “He told me. Probably gonna get some.”
Horace reached through the window and picked the paper from the printer placed there for easy access. I’d heard dispatch call it a grab-and-go, but us old-timers still called them tear ’n’ goes. The name hailed from the days when the printer typed the dispatch info on one long ribbon of perforated paper and officers had to tear the sheet from the printer. 
He held the paper at arm’s length and read through bleary eyes. “Going to the interstate.”
I hated interstate calls. “Be safe.”
He nodded. “Get some coffee, Cap.”
The diesel motor thundered to life in the bay and the massive garage door rose on its rollers. It thunked to a stop in the quiet country morning. Red and white strobes flickered off the walls, the rescue eased out onto the apron, and the rumbling motor faded. The garage door dropped behind the big machine, and it was gone.
Nothing else moved. The timer shut off the lights, and I was alone again.
I flipped on a few lights and brewed the coffee. I was on my second cup when the first of ‘B’ Shift’s off-going crew staggered from the bunks, their eyes heavy with sleep and hair wild with bedhead. 
We exchanged greetings and did a rehash of how early I was. I smiled and sat at the foot of the dining table by the bunkroom door. Captain Devin Phillips stepped into the doorway leading to his office. He carried a shaving kit and wore a grin. “Glad to see you.”
I gave a tired smile. “Not so happy to be seen.”
“Looks like you had a longer night than we did.”
I nodded. “Ran down a skip by the airport.”
“Tampa International?”
“Not Plant City.” Plant City was a tiny town in east Hillsborough County. It had a small, local airport that played host to Cessnas and helicopters, but little else.
“No wonder you look like shit.”
Another call came through for the engine. A fall injury on a familiar grid page. We both walked to the printer and read the address at the same time. “Alice.”
Alice Kenmore pulled down better than three hundred pounds and called the fire department a minimum of once a week. She lived down a long, lonely country lane that only our 4x4 brush truck could reach. 
I took the tear ’n’ go from Devin’s hand. “I got it.”
He didn’t fight me. “You sure?”
“I’m sure.” I glanced at Tracy Batts, Gavin’s firefighter. She was tying her chestnut hair into a bun. “Alice Kenmore.”
“I’ll take the brush truck.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Tighten that stream.” My voice sounded tinny through the facepiece speaker, but it beat the garbled, muffled mess it was before we had the speakers. “Let the water do the work for you.”
I reached down and turned the tip of the nozzle counterclockwise with my gloved hand, tightening the thirty-degree fog to a straight stream. “Open that bale all the way.”
Probationary Firefighter Leo Darlington held the nozzle at his hip. The reaction torqued his body. I shut down the bale and took the hose. I snaked the hose up my inseam, held the nozzel high in front of my body, and reached for the bale with my fingertips. Then, I eased the valve open with a slow, steady motion that brought the hose down and into me. “Get it in front of you and let the nozzle reaction push it into your weight.”
The hose cradled against my chest, anchored by my two-hundred-plus pounds in full pack and gear. I played the stream back and forth over our heads, obliterating drywall. Chunks of ceiling and tufts of sodden insulation rained down in the streams of dirty runoff.
He took the hose I offered and repeated my actions. This time, the hose stayed put, and the stream was effective. “Flush it all out … anywhere the fire and heat might’ve touched the insulation. The fire’s already done worse than we can. The last thing we want is to come back for a rekindle.”
I looked over my shoulder, through the front room of charred furniture and blackened walls, and changed my mind. A familiar figure stood in station-wear, fire boots, and a helmet. “Investigator’s here. Let him have a poke around before we do any more damage.”
Leo nodded, his body sagging under the weight of his wet gear and bulky airpack. “Yes, sir.”
“Come on. Let’s get you out of that shit for a while.” I pointed at the holes in the front room’s floor. “Steer clear of those. I don’t want you breaking a leg on your first real fire.”
Most Florida homes built before the days of air conditioning stood off the ground to encourage airflow. But that meant their floors could give under your feet if attacked by age or fire. Finding the joists under the decking was an art for men in seventy-plus pounds of protective equipment. But we passed through the front door and past the alligator-charred front porch.
A man in a black HCFR collared pullover stood on the porch steps. He was an inch or two shorter than my six-one height, with skin and freckles like Morgan Freeman. He wore his unstrapped white helmet askew and a crooked smile that was equal parts joy and mischief. “Hey there, Lo.”
I slipped my hand from the bulky glove protecting it and twisted my regulator free. Practiced fingers shut it off in the same motion.
“Dan.” I gestured for Darlington to head off to rehab. “You lost? It’s not ‘B’ Shift.”
“Overtime. Jenson is on vacation. Me and Richie are splitting his shifts.”Fire Investigator Stuart Jenson was ‘C’ Shift’s normal investigator. Richie Whalen was ‘A’ Shift’s investigator. We only had three, with no one to cover when an investigator was out. This meant the other two had to pick up the slack if we were to have twenty-four-hour investigator coverage.
Dan let me unclip and remove my helmet before speaking. “Chief says you were first-in.”
I pulled the rubber mask over my head and wiped sweat from my face with a dirty hand, a habit I hadn’t kicked in two decades. “That’s right.”
He cast a discerning eye on the home. “Looks like the entire front of the house was rocking.”
“Pretty much. We blitzed it with the deck gun before pulling the inch-and-three-quarter.” The deck gun was the water cannon on the top of the engine. It could flow up to a thousand gallons a minute. The inch-and-three-quarter-diameter firehose was the standard attack line on most residential structure fires. It could do two hundred gallons a minute, but we rarely used over one-fifty.
“Was it poured?”
I redonned my helmet and led him back to the house. The caustic-sweet aroma of burned insulation hung heavy in the humid, early morning air. I pointed at the holes burned in the pine floor. “I’d say so.”
Dan nodded and followed. He leaned across the threshold and played the beam of his Maglite across the floor. It swept over the fire damage lingering on the exposed sub-roof, which offered a view of twinkling stars in the predawn sky.
He killed the beam. “No question it started here.”
“Yeah. I tried to keep most of the overhaul ops in the hallway and front bedroom, especially after seeing those holes.”
Dan’s light was back on the floor, hovering on one of the irregular holes burned into it. Pour patterns of accelerant.
“It was occupied. Right?”
“It was. The homeowner was at the end of the drive, waving us down in nothing but a sheet.”
“He say anything about how it started?”
I shook my head. “He kept yelling for us to hurry. We only stopped long enough to drop the supply line and lay-in from the hard road. I did get him calmed down enough to tell me all the occupants were out, but I haven’t talked to him since.”
“Didn’t see anyone else?”
I smiled. “All I saw was fire … lots of it.”
He smiled back. “You mind taking a little break while I talk to the homeowner and gather me some samples?”
“Don’t mind at all.” I left him at the front of the house studying the holes burned in the floor.






  
  death in the big house


I took an extra-long shower at the station, letting the hot water flow over my tired, aching body, weighed down by lack of sleep. The smell of burning house flowed from my pores, competing with the lathered Dial soap I’d brought from home. I thought about Bobby Lee Kinsey and his pleas to be spared. 
I’d heard it a thousand times, but Bobby Lee put a new twist on it. “Man, I would’ve cut you in. You just walked away from a fortune. Now, I’m gonna have to cut a deal with the State Attorney … If them motherfuckers don’t kill me first.”
Maybe it was the raw emotion. Maybe it was Bobby Lee’s secretive, close-to-the-vest demeanor that drew my attention. Or maybe, despite the common nature of his pleas, I heard a ring of truth in them. Whatever it was, I hoped he was doing well and cursed myself for being so confrontational in the car.
I turned off the water, dried and dressed myself, and put my sweaty, smoky uniform in a tiny plastic trash liner I’d taken from the janitorial closet. The clothes were gross and sweaty, but they were also full of carcinogens and other contaminates. I’d keep them bagged until washed.
I strode from the bathroom to the ten-by-twelve-foot captain’s office I called home. A built-in counter space ran the room’s perimeter. A pair of computers and our tear ’n’ go printer crowded the work space. The station radio took up more room. A TV tuned to Bay News 9 mumbled at low volume in the left corner of the picture window, looking out at the apparatus bay.
My bunkroom was the length and width of a walk-in closet. I tossed the bag of soiled clothes on the floor by the built-in desk and left my unmade bed for later. I walked back to the tear ’n’ go. The printed times for our fire said they dispatched us at 02:17:53. The face of the clock above the bay window read 05:35:02.
Dammit, I was tired. I tucked the paper into the logbook on the desktop under the clock, got a cup of coffee, and returned.
I sat in the chair, found the next line on the ruled page, and reached for a pen.
02:17 House Fire, 925 Rin Rd, LL8191, 
          #79854, E25,T25 (37-1285)
04:51 E25/T25 available. Working house fire.
I wrote the first entry in red ink and broke it into two lines. The first line noted the alarm time and type, address, and map grid number. The second line noted the incident number, the station units dispatched, and the calls for the station by month and year. I wrote the second entry in black, indicating the time the units were available for calls and a brief description of the type of incident found. The times went in the left margin of the page.
I’d hoped to turn this page over to ‘A’ Shift with no red ink on it, but even a country club like Station Twenty-five had its nights, and it chose a hell of a time to have one. I logged onto the computer and wrote my report from behind bleary, bloodshot eyes. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The station came to life, and I stripped my bed to make way for ‘A’ Shift. The clock read 6:10 am.
Gretchen Keigler, the lieutenant on the rescue, strode into the captain’s office, coffee mug in hand. She barely cleared five feet and her cherub face held fast to a smooth, youthful beauty this business had a habit of ruining. She’d cinched a HILLSBOROUGH COUNTY FIRE RESCUE ball cap over her blonde hair and blue eyes.
“Morning, Cap.”
“Hey, Gretch. You get any sleep after the fire?” The chief had released rescue more than an hour before the engine and tanker.
“Some.” Her tone said it hardly mattered.
“Better than us.”
She smirked. “I guess.”
Keigler sat at the workstation to my right and started filling out her own green canvas logbook. “It beats a transport to the VA.” 
We both shared a grin at that. The James A. Haley Veterans Hospital was forty miles away in Tampa’s University area. A Two O’clock transport there would cost as much sleep with twice the paperwork and encompass two hours of driving back-and-forth. The fire meant being up all night, but it was more exciting than fighting the hypnotic effect of streetlights on two hours’ sleep.
The story on the TV changed, and Kinsey’s mugshot appeared. A banner underneath read: Inmate killed in jailhouse fight. The smile dropped from my face. Anything Gretchen might be saying ceased to exist. Only the talking head had a voice. “… orities have no comment on what caused the fight or whether any kind of weapon was used. Stay tuned to Bay News 9 for more information as we get it.”






  
  professional courtesy


I left as soon as my relief arrived, my still-dirty gear hanging on the rack, smelling of burning insulation and cancer. It was always a good idea to wash bunker gear after a fire to remove the carcinogens and other dangerous contaminants, but I’d have to circle back. Too much was happening. 
I sped across the county and pulled into the gravel parking lot, and stormed into front of Pops’s shop. He sat behind the greeting counter, staring at the TV to his left.
“I thought you might show up this morning.” The speaker in the glass turned his voice tinny.
I glanced around the room. We were alone. “They killed him, Pops.”
He glanced up from his programming. “Someone did; that doesn’t mea …”
“He told us they would kill him. He said they’d never let him see a jury. Remember?”
His deadpan face soured. “I remember.”
“We should have listened. We should have …”
“What? Let him go? Taken a fifty-thousand-dollar hit on his word and no proof? Did he ask to go to some state or federal investigator? If so, I must’ve fallen asleep, because I don’t remember it that way. I remember you asking him what the hell he meant, but he said whatever he had was too valuable or dangerous to share. So, if whoever he crossed put paid his ticket, I don’t see how that involves us.”
He was right. I stepped over to the reinforced door, and Pops buzzed me back. The long, narrow vestibule of linoleum, vinyl walls, and metal-framed chairs became a wide office of shabby carpet and office furniture. 
Pops leaned back in his creaking office chair and returned to the Fox 13 coverage of the murder. He had muted the volume, but the scrolling, closed captioning kept us updated. A pretty, young spokeswoman from the Hillsborough County Sheriff’s Office, variously known as HCSO, HSO, or plain SO, stood at a podium. The Falkenburg Jail and its high chain-link fencing provided her backdrop, the summer breeze tugging at the few misplaced strands of dark hair. 
Spokeswoman: “We are still investigating possible motives and are not free to comment on that question.” 
She turned and pointed.
Reporter: “Can you comment on any weapons used in this attack?”
Spokeswoman: “We cannot, other than to say we did recover something from the scene we consider to be an instrument used in the attack.” 
She pointed again.
Reporter: “And what of the information that the assailant was a member of a local motorcycle club?”
I looked at Pops. “Motorcycle club?”
“You didn’t hear? Iron Pirates … at least that’s the scuttlebutt.”
I tried to recall Kinsey’s history. “He have any known Pirate affiliations?”
Pops looked at the open file I hadn’t seen from the customer side of the counter. “Nope. No priors, no affiliations with criminal organizations. I’d have never taken him otherwise.”
I nodded. Bonds who had the support of criminal organizations often had the means to skip town or hide in safe-houses, making them a poor investment.
“So, what’s with the murder?”
“You askin’ me? I know the same stuff you do. Kinsey ended up dead. Reporters say a Pirate did the deed. May or may not have been mutual, but ole Bobby Lee didn’t strike me as spoiling for a fight when we parted company.”
Wasn’t that the understatement of the year?
“I’d say a fight with a biker was the last thing he’d have wanted.” I remembered how I taunted him and the horrified look on his face. “You were right. I was such an asshole to that guy.”
Pops gave me a long, appraising look. “You had no way of knowing.”
“But I had an obligation not to abuse our catch.”
“Yeah, well. We all make mistakes. Don’t we?” Pops held up a finger. “And so did he. If this is more than a coincidence, and he mixed himself up in some gang bullshit, he needed to tell us. That’s a far graver mistake than a few mean words.”
“Maybe, but I still mocked him and made fun of his cry for help.”
He frowned. “Why do I think you’re going to stick your nose into something that doesn’t involve you?”
“Because you’re my pops, and you know me so well.”
He sagged in his chair and looked back at the TV. “Well, we can start calling in a few favors from the crews who ran the call. Maybe they’ll give us a little professional courtesy.”
My phone was already in my hand, and I was scrolling through my contacts. “Way ahead of you.”
I pushed send and called Station Nine, the same station we’d passed that morning and the closest station to the jail.
“Station Nine, Cramer.”
Joey Cramer was a longtime HIT tech and Driver Engineer. “Joey! It’s Lo Walsh. How the hell are you?”
“Oh, you know, just another day as the chief’s whipping boy. How you doing, Lo?”
Special Operations had once run HCFR, but our latest chief had a different vision for the flow of power. “Thanking my lucky stars I’m not in special ops.”
He laughed. “You should be. We’re going to the PSOC,” Public Safety Operations Center and HCFR headquarters, “to count Band-Aids at the warehouse.”
Hillsborough County’s PSOC was in Nine’s first-due area. Chief Reginald Price loved bringing them down to supplement our under-funded support staff. At least that was the excuse he gave. Most of us saw it as a way of establishing his dominance over the once mighty institution of alpha dogs.
“I’m sure you’re in a hurry to get down there. Anyone from ‘C’ Shift still hanging around?”
“Nah, they blew.”
“Can I get a number from you? The Falkenburg stabbing was one of my skips, and I wanted to ask them about it.”
“Oh, they didn’t run that.” He stretched out the words, and the rustle of paper passed through the phone. “They were on an overdose at the Rock.”
The Hard Rock Hotel and Casino was deep in Thirty-two’s area. “What the hell were they doing there? Thirty-two can’t run their own calls?”
“It was one of those nights. HIT was on a nosebleed.”
“A lot of that going around.”
“Says the guy from Twenty-five.”
“Is that jealousy in your voice?”
Joey laughed. “I only have myself to blame. I could’ve gotten out of here when Wiggins was still chief. Now …”
I knew what he meant. Another trend the new chief brought with him was punitive transfers. A person could get out of special ops. But decades of service to the county wouldn’t earn a quieter assignment in the country or a nice suburban station in your golden years. The new administration had a way of sticking those people in the busiest shit holes in the department. They’d transferred people from bad stations to accommodate those opting out of the off-duty commitment and errands of special ops.
“I’ll try Thirty-three. Don’t want to get you on Price’s bad side.”
“Yeah, as if.” His voice carried a note of resigned sadness. “Take care, Lo.”






  
  thirty-three


Station Thirty-three was an unremarkable concrete block house with a two-door apparatus bay and tall hip roof. The single-story building sat on Falkenburg and Palm River, south of State Road 60. It was as far south of the Falkenburg Jail Complex as Nine was north, so they were the natural second-due.  
I pulled into the tiny parking lot at the rear of the station. The back doors stood open, giving me a view of the big yellow-green engine’s tailboard.
The rescue bay stood empty. It was a common sight in fire stations around the county, probably the country. The apparatus floor wasn’t air-conditioned and smelled of diesel exhaust. Sometimes you could pick out the sweet tang of burned fiberglass or the caustic smell of burned plastic, but not today. Thirty-three hadn’t had a recent fire.
The door opened to living quarters that would fit into Twenty-five’s dayroom. A tiny water closet lay in front of me. A short hallway to the captain’s office, kitchen, and dayroom lay to the right. The door to the miniature bunkroom opened to the left. A giant map of Thirty-three’s first- and second-due looked out from the wall separating the tiny aisle from the bunkroom. Two computer workstations stood to my right. A familiar face in a blue HCFR T-shirt sat at the keyboard writing an incident report.
He stood and offered a hug. “Hey, Cap, what brings you here?”
“Hey, Ricky, good to see you. Congratulations on making Driver.”
Driver Engineers drove and operated the apparatus. They were noncommissioned officers and Ricky Baker could now work toward filling in for the captain when he was out.
Ricky nodded his appreciation and offered me a sly grin. “Thanks, Cap. Congratulations on Twenty-five.”
“It’s a lot nicer than this place.” I looked around the tiny cubicle/hallway. “In more ways than one.”
He laughed. “It’s not so bad. We have a good crew, and that makes all the difference.”
“Isn’t that the truth?” A common axiom in the fire service stated a good crew could take the sting out of a thirty-call shift. But a mutant crew? They’d poison the best assignment, and Hillsborough County Fire Rescue had its share of mutants. “I came by to find out who was on duty yesterday. I wanted to ask about a call they ran.”
“The stabbing?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, ‘C’ Shift is gone, but Brooker is here on overtime.”
Sam Brooker was always working overtime. “That whore.”
“Right? He must get some nice paychecks. He’s lying down right now. They had a tough night.”
Sam had just worked a busy twenty-four, and his prospects of getting any sleep at this place were slim at best.
“I’ll call later.”
“Okay, Cap. I’ll tell him you came by.”
“Thanks, Rick.” I stepped back into the apparatus bay and was halfway across when the ka-chunk of a panic bar echoed through the vaulted garage.
“Hey!”
A bald, muscular man in a grey captain’s T-shirt leaned out the door to the captain’s office. “Where the fuck you going?”
I broke into a grin and strode back to him. He met me halfway across the floor, and we embraced.
“Don’t you ever go home?”
Sam Brooker smiled. “Can’t. The wife’s still there.”
I grinned at the joke but knew there was a note of truth in his words.
“Tell me about it.” I gestured at his physique. “Still competing?”
He shrugged his bulky shoulders. “You know how it is.”
I knew. His wife demanded he stop his body-building competitions after his second affair. There were plenty of loyal, dedicated firefighters who remained faithful to their families, but those who gave our profession the often-deserved reputation as man-whores went the extra mile.
He moved his head. “Come in.”
We passed through his grey wood and plate glass outer door. The interior door to the rest of the station stood closed. The desk lamp from the office workstation added its meager amber light to the cramped office’s gloom. A flimsy particleboard partition blocked most of the bunkroom television’s flickering glow. 
Sam gestured me into the computer chair tucked under the desktop.
I accepted. “Is this a fire station or a submarine?”
He smirked at my joke. “Try to look at the bright side; I’m almost never here.”
I nodded at the truth in that statement. Thirty-three wasn’t ever what you would call slow, but all the growth combined with limited station building turned it into a madhouse.
Sam sat on his made but wrinkled bed. “So, what brings you by?”
I scratched an itch over my eyebrow. “I was hoping to talk to you about the stabbing last night.”
“The jail? What about it?”
“Did you see the guy who did it?”
He smiled. “Oh, no. He was long gone. We did see the knife, though.”
“Shiv?”
Sam shook his head. “Nah. Real knife … big fucker, maybe six inches.” There were implications in that. Sam continued before I could ask a follow-up. “The brass was already there. Heads are gonna roll over this.”
“Sounds like a real clusterfuck.”
“And then some.”
“So’d you see or hear anything about what went down?”
Sam narrowed his eyes and studied me.
I held up my hands. “Bobby Lee was a friend of sorts.”
“Sorry to hear that.”
“Thanks.”
“No idea on how or why. A deputy said the patie … Bobby Lee … was sitting by himself and the guy just walked up to him and started stabbing.”
“Was he a Pirate?”
“That’s what the detention deputy said, but he didn’t give a name or anything. Lou might give you one.”
Lou Ross was a captain on the other side of the county and an active member of the Iron Pirates Motorcycle Club. “I kinda doubt it.”
Sam nodded. “Me, too.”
“Kinsey say anything to you?”
“Nah. He still had a pulse, but the Pirate got him good in the neck. Half the blood going to his brain was on the floor, the other half was in his airway. We called the trauma alert right away, but he coded,” went into cardiac arrest, “by the time we got him packaged and through the gate. That’s when Erica diverted to Brandon.”
Erica Turner was the lieutenant on Rescue Thirty-three ‘C’ Shift.
“I went and picked up Bryan and helped rescue clean up. We broke away to take a fall injury at Central Park.”
Central Park Health and Rehab was one of many well-known and much-dreaded nursing facilities in the Brandon area. “Sounds like you need some sleep.”
He offered a weary smile. “Sleep sounds good.”
I thanked him for the info and left him to recline in his bed for as long as the Fates would allow. I stepped out of the air-conditioned station and into the humid bay. The left front door clattered upward on its track. Rescue had returned. Only Thirty-three’s north bay was a drive-through, and the bigger, less forgiving engine used that one. 
I left the rescue backing into the south bay, the beep-beep-beep of their backup alarm chasing me out of the station.
My phone rang. “Hello?”
“Logan Walsh?” The voice carried a note of formality.
“Yes?” I was one wrong word from hanging up.
“I’m Sergeant Jack Donner with the Hillsborough County Sheriff’s office. I’m investigating the death of Bobby Lee Kinsey. You’re the bondsman who brought him in.”
“I am.”
“I’d like to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.”
“Sure. When and where?”
“I have some time for lunch … somewhere close to the jail?”
I looked across the street. “How about the Hooter’s at 60 and Falkenburg?”
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