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To Gabriella

Little and fierce

I will raise you like you breathe fire

Never give up.

To Mike

For your enduring patience and bottomless cups of tea.

I love you both

Always.




Author’s Note

Throughout this book I primarily explore the perspective of an incident commander. However, no large or complicated incident can be commanded alone. There is always a group of additional officers. They form a command team and take responsibility for certain elements of the incident. Some are in charge of the activity in a specific area or sector; others are in charge of functions, such as logistics or crew welfare. The roles aren’t predetermined – they change at every incident – and so too do the people available to fill them.

Some additional material to clarify some of the fire service terms, including our ranks, different responsibilities and equipment, has been added to the back of this book (see p. 263). Please do check it out if you’re ever in doubt.




Foreword

Thick, black smoke spills from the roof of a house on the other side of the road; bursting from between the tiles. Flames lick at one side of the building, a medley of yellow and orange, and on the other side a man is leaning out of a window, waving his arms and shouting.

You know what to do. You know who to call. You know that help will come. You trust that when you need it – for your friends, or your family, or even for yourself – someone will come to rescue you.

My father always said that it takes a special kind of person to rush in when everyone else rushes out. I have worked as a firefighter, and more recently as a commander, for nearly twenty years, and I know that he was right. Firefighters are brave enough to face flames; to endure dark, dense smoke; to defy natural instinct and trust that there will be a way out. We are compassionate. We hate to watch people suffer, to witness the injustice of a life snatched away prematurely. We will run through fire to prevent that from happening and to save the life of someone we’ve never met. We are dedicated. We all want to quit sometimes. Yet we carry on. Because firefighting is such a huge part of our identity that it sometimes feels impossible to disentangle ourselves as people from ourselves as firefighters.

Behind every rescue is a rescuer; behind every rescuer is a team of people, making life-determining decisions and working to save others. Within that team, commanders such as myself are also in the fortunate position of being trusted by the firefighters to pull together the plan, making sure the right people are in the right place, at the right time, to save lives.

We love our work. It inspires and challenges us; it encourages us to be better people, to get fitter, to fight harder. We spend our days at devastating, life-changing incidents, and we are incredibly privileged to have vulnerable people put their faith in us in their darkest hours. We want to do our best work every day. We need to do our best work every day.

The perception of firefighters is ever changing – sometimes we are hailed as heroes, and sometimes people think we fall short of the mark – but, for most of my career, firefighters have been held in very high esteem. You only have to dial three digits and, like superheroes, we will appear exactly where we’re needed.

The reality, of course, is that firefighters are human beings. Our instincts drive us to push through the most unforgiving of environments but we have limitations. We have the same fears and flaws as anyone we rescue, but we rely on our skills, confidence and a certain amount of luck. Sometimes it can be too much and we suffer for it. We are just ordinary people, working together to achieve extraordinary things.

It might be the superhero myth that also contributes to the idea of a typical firefighter. Are you imagining a good-looking man; tall, dark and handsome, with a brooding stare? You won’t be alone. Contrary to popular belief our nation’s fire stations aren’t populated by underwear models, but whatever comes to mind when you think of a firefighter, I very much doubt that you’re envisaging someone who looks like me.

I’m five foot one and tip the scales at eight stone. I have long dark hair and like a manicure. I’m a mum. I have a PhD in neuroscience. I’m a nerd. I am not most people’s idea of a traditional firefighter but I became one at eighteen, and I’ve been working my way steadily through the ranks ever since. I now serve as a deputy assistant commissioner in one of the largest fire and rescue services in the world.

I wish there were more women in the fire and rescue service because, at the moment, I’m a bit of an anomaly.fn1 As a result, I’ve spent much of my career pushing back against stereotypes. I’ve lost count of the number of well-meaning but ill-informed people who blink at me in disbelief when I tell them what I do. I used to feel frustrated and irritated by their reaction. However, in a way, the freedom to be different – really different – has been incredibly empowering. I’ve had the opportunity to define my own boundaries.

Early in my career, I was called to attend what turned out to be a pivotal incident. I rode there in the back of a fire engine quite sure that someone I loved had been badly injured at the fire. It was the most miserable, terrifying journey of my life, and it gave me an insight into how our roles sit on the fringes of real people’s lives and real tragedy. A firefighter had been injured and, while I was relieved that it wasn’t my fiancé, I felt the most overwhelming sense of guilt.

The situation had been misinterpreted, which resulted in a serious injury to one of our own. As I later found out, he wasn’t the only firefighter to have been injured in the course of his duty. In fact, thousands of firefighters are injured at work each year and most of those accidents happen as a result of human error. These people are some of my best friends, and while the mistakes often aren’t their fault, they have the potential to cost them their lives. I found myself asking questions of my colleagues, of the service, and of myself. I needed to know how we could give firefighters the best chance of saving lives without risking their own.

I was determined to make a meaningful difference, and I found that the best way to reduce human error is by examining the way we respond during emergency incidents. So I studied psychology while I was a firefighter, just a few years into my service. I went on to research human instincts, our natural biases, the way that our brains function under stress. After I completed a PhD in Psychology – in behavioural neuroscience specifically – I worked alongside colleagues in the fire and rescue service and at Cardiff University to apply my findings to real-world situations. I wanted to be more effective as a firefighter – a better decision-maker, a better leader and a safer pair of boots on scene. And I wanted that for my colleagues too.

Over the last few years, my work has changed the way we operate on the front line and, in particular, the way we train. I’ve worked with firefighters all over the world, sharing our findings, and I’m delighted to now have the opportunity to share them with you. These are lessons that have benefited us in the fire and rescue service, but they are just as applicable to everyday life as they are to situations of life or death. Can you trust your gut? What should you decide when neither outcome is what you want? How can you work with others to make the best decisions collectively?

The Heat of the Moment is split into ten chapters. Each explores a different element of decision-making and, I hope, offers an insight into my world – from the scenes of devastation and crisis, through triumphs of bravery, to the quieter moments when these assumed heroes and heroines question themselves.

I will reference a great many real-life incidents and some training exercises throughout this book. Some of them are already a matter of public record, but I have also included a number of lesser-known incidents that, while important to me personally, are not widely recognizable. For some, I have changed everybody’s names – from firefighters to other emergency services personnel to the casualties – as well as their physical descriptions, sometimes their roles and the location of the incident. I have also, at times, amended or avoided mention of a particularly distinctive detail (a specific model of car, for example, or an unusual aspect of the response). Indeed, in a few instances, I have blended together my experiences from several incidents or exercises and presented them as one, and on the odd occasion offered my experiences at incidents as exercises and vice versa.

These changes are primarily to preserve anonymity, particularly in cases where there have been fatalities, but they have also been made because this really isn’t a book about specific incidents. This is a book about what it means to be human in the face of disaster: the way your brain works, the way you think, the impact of trauma. The incidents simply illustrate the human story.

I hope this book will show you the human side of firefighting, not just its super-human façade. I hope it will change your mind about what a firefighter might look like and encourage you to think instead about the requisite skills and mind-set. I hope too that it will inspire you to imagine yourself in those boots. When you make a decision in the heat of the moment, what will you choose?
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Trading Places

‘Empathy is about finding echoes of another person in yourself.’

Mohsin Hamid




All firefighters remember an incident when they thought they were about to come to harm while desperately trying to protect someone. Although we can never promise a way out, if one exists we are often willing to risk our own safety to find it. We are rescuers. We know that we are sometimes the only thing standing between a dying breath and another day.

For me, that incident was a house fire near Cardiff, fifteen years ago. I was in my fourth year of service. It’s a memory burned so vividly in my mind that when I recall it I can practically taste the soot.

I wake with a start to the station bells screaming and the dormitory lights flicking on. I sit upright and glance at the clock on the wall: 1.52 a.m. My arms prickle with goose bumps as I throw off the covers and pull on my trousers. It’s a warm summer night but the industrial air-conditioning system has been set to arctic and it’s freezing. I’m in a mixed-sex dorm, each bed separated by a screen. Most of the watch is out on another call. The remaining four of us rush to the pole, jostling for position. The mood is one of excitement, full of anticipation. I’m small so I slip to the front of the queue and slide down first.

‘Too slow, old men,’ I call.

There are twelve firefighters on my watch and they’re all like brothers to me. I hit the floor with a thud and tear the message from the tele-printer.

‘House fire,’ I shout. ‘Persons reported!’

The atmosphere sharpens. We know that someone needs help. I hand the printer ticket to Bert, the watch manager. He’s a seasoned veteran and remains one of my biggest inspirations. Even now, I often look at a raging fire and think, ‘What would Bert do?’

He scans the details. ‘Everyone on the truck – quickly,’ he barks.

Within seconds, we’re all in position. The engine is revving, filling the appliance bay with acrid exhaust fumes. The fire engine doors slam shut in quick succession and we pull out of the station. The sirens scream and the cars stand still as we plough across the road and through the junction.

I’m assigned to the breathing apparatus team with another firefighter, Jack. We are to go into the residence first and search for missing people. We get rigged, unclipping our seat belts and putting on our breathing apparatus ‘sets’.fn1 Strictly speaking, we’re not meant to do this while we’re still driving, but we’re not willing to sacrifice those extra seconds – seconds that could be the difference between life and death. I reach behind and turn on my set; the unmistakeable hiss of air entering the hose tells me it’s ready for use. This is my lifeline.

I look over at Jack.

‘Ready?’ I ask. I pull my straps tightly.

‘Yep,’ he replies. ‘All good.’

‘Don’t suck that air too quickly, will you, big man?’ I tease. ‘I don’t want you holding me back with a cylinder change when I’m still three-quarters full.’

‘Don’t make me do all the work and I won’t need to,’ he quips with a broad grin and a wink.

‘Fat chance of that,’ I say.

Pete – an experienced firefighter on our watch – is driving. Fast. I wind down my window slightly. Sometimes you can smell the fire before you see it. I look outside, scanning the night for signs of the blaze. I can feel my heart beating a little faster than I wish it would. We might all look calm on the outside, but on the inside we’re anxious – excited even – and eager to help. We know this will be physically demanding – all serious house fires are – but the sense of anticipation is fuelling us.

Bert looks over his shoulder.

‘Right,’ he says. ‘We might have people inside so I want you straight in when we pull up. The second crew are on their way, but we’ll be on our own for a while. Pete will be operating the pump as well as entry control, so make sure you have the same radio channel. And watch yourself,’ Bert continues. ‘I’ve been to this street before and the place was full of drugs. Watch out for needles. And if you find anything weird, like a machete, will you please leave it where it fucking well is this time, Sab.’

‘Point taken, boss,’ I say. ‘But it was a big machete.’

‘She’s right, Bert. It was a big machete,’ Jack adds.

‘Over there,’ I say. ‘Smoke on my right.’

Thick clouds billow over the ridges of the rooftops. The smoke glows a dirty shade of grey against the stark black sky, reflecting the angry blaze beneath. The rows of terraced houses sparkle like tinderbox decorations. I wonder who might be inside the bedrooms, sleeping, completely oblivious. These houses tend to have a common roof void where the attic spaces are connected and fire can spread very easily and very quickly. I shuffle impatiently in my seat.

We spin around a corner and the fire engine screeches to a halt. We’ve all been to this area before. Poverty is the norm and social problems are rife. Crime is high and hope is low. It’s a dramatic contrast to the newly regenerated areas of the city, full of designer shops and young professionals in expensive new apartments. Less than a mile apart but the gulf between them couldn’t be wider.

We’ve stopped a few doors down from the flaming house. If we park too close, we risk the fire engine being destroyed in a backdraft. The appliance is a lifeline for the firefighters inside. Without it, we wouldn’t stand a chance.

A small crowd has gathered. The police haven’t arrived yet so we’ll be dealing with onlookers as well as with the fire.

We leap off the truck. I rush to the rear locker and throw it open. I grab the hose-reel, turn, and run a few metres, dragging it off the barrel and laying it in a tight zigzag so that we can easily haul it through the door without getting stuck.

Jack and I pull on our masks and helmets. We check each other for gaps where the fire might burn us. I tug his sleeve over his glove to cover the exposed skin on his wrist. We give each other the universal thumbs-up and we’re off. Jack grabs the branchfn2 and I pull the hose behind us.

The front door is open and we’re in. It’s pitch black and the thick smoke is disorientating. I keep my left hand on the wall. It’s warm, but I think the fire is above us. Jack pulses water into the ceiling to cool the hot gases and I drag as much of the heavy hose into the house as I can – enough to reach the furthest point, and then a bit more. It’s a large terrace, I’d guess five by fifteen metres, so I pull in about thirty metres of hose using the couplings to help estimate the length.

We push through the corridor. It’s dark and hot. I feel the ripple of old flock wallpaper under my hand. I wonder who lives here. Perhaps it’s an elderly person. If so, their mobility might be an issue. I shuffle along and feel my foot scrape against something. We’re near the stairs; it feels like shoes. I reach forward with my right hand. I grip something cylindrical. It’s solid and narrow. A walking stick? No. A handlebar. A pram. Shit, it’s a pram.

I feel a surge of urgency knowing there could be a child in here. A child that might not be able to crawl, or even cry for help. I shout to alert Jack. He has our radio comms – our only connection with the outside world. He relays to Bert that there’s a pram, that there might be a child – or children.

‘Upstairs,’ I shout to Jack. ‘If there are kids, they’ll be upstairs.’

We stamp on each step before shifting our weight on to it. If it will take a stamp, it hasn’t yet burned through. The temperature increases significantly as we ascend. Hot air rises, after all. We’re getting closer to the fire. We reach the top and the heat begins to restrict my breathing, building in my chest. It’s like the moment you step into a sauna and it’s too hot to draw breath. But the sensation doesn’t ease. You don’t get used to it. It just gets hotter and hotter.

I can feel the heat of the metal buckles of my set through my fire kit. If they stay in one place for too long they’ll burn me, and I could do without that happening again. I keep my left hand on the wall. The old plaster disintegrates as I run my fingers along it. I reach a door frame and step inside.

The room is full of smoke. I have no idea what it is – a bedroom? A bathroom? – but it doesn’t matter. People can be found anywhere in a fire. Jack and I shuffle around, feeling everything, trying to paint a picture through touch. My hand falls on something solid and round. It’s a sink. I accidentally nudge open a tap and water gushes out, drenching my glove.

‘A tap,’ I call. ‘It’s a bathroom.’

‘Careful,’ shouts Jack. In such intense heat, the water can turn to steam. It’s like holding your hand above a boiling kettle. The scalds take weeks to heal. Receiving a burn in a fire – however minor – complicates the situation. You’d be expected to leave. However, no one ever does. We do everything we can to finish the job. Sometimes you don’t even notice until you get out and the adrenaline drains away.

‘I hope there aren’t needles,’ says Jack. ‘It gives me the creeps when Bert says something like that.’

‘I know, but be careful where you put your hands,’ I reply.

The bathroom is empty. We move on. The fire is in the room opposite. We think it’s a bedroom. The door has burned through and the flames lick the frame. They are roaring, vibrating over the hiss of my breathing apparatus. I peer inside. Tongues of red and orange are wrapped around the curtains and its rail. Pieces of fabric are dripping to the floor. No one in there will have survived. Jack puts a message back to Bert to find out how long our back-up crew will be. They are coming from the other side of the city, so a while.

‘I’ll keep the fire in check,’ Jack yells. ‘You search the other room.’

The fire hasn’t jumped the corridor, so there could still be someone alive inside.

I hesitate. Strictly speaking, we’re meant to stay together. But we need to stop the fire escalating, so at least one of us has to be putting water on it and trying to prevent the spread. If we both do that, then no one is searching for the people – possibly children – who we know are relying on us.

Jack is crouching, pulsing bursts of water towards the ceiling to cool the hot gases. He’s got this. I push on.

I go to the next room. I map my movements, noting every step I make. I need to know I can find my way back should Jack need me. I crawl into the room on my knees. I try to stand but it’s too hot. Knowing time is short, I edge quickly along the perimeter and feel a wardrobe. I’ve found children hiding in wardrobes before, but not today. It’s empty. Just a few toys. I move on. Beads of sweat trickle down my face, soaking the rubber inside my mask. It will be worse for Jack – he’s much closer to the fire.

I call out to him. He’s fine, so I move on again.

I continue to search the room, keeping my left hand on the wall or on a piece of furniture, mentally plotting where I am and where I’ve been. Touch is my only useful sense. It’s too dark to see. All I can hear is the roar of flames and the hiss of compressed air. All I can smell is the rubber of my mask.

My hand hits something hard and metal clinks against my buckles. A bed? It has legs, but they’re too narrow to be a bed. I reach up, translating the solid lines into an image. Narrow vertical bars. A mattress.

It’s not a bed, but a cot. I’m not looking for a child; I’m looking for a baby. I feel beneath the cot. Nothing. I try to stand up but it’s too hot at head height. The sting of heat prickles at my ears through my protective hood, like hot little needles being held against my skin. I grimace and push through. If I’m struggling, even with all of this protective gear, then I can’t imagine how a baby might be suffering.

I stand quickly and reach inside the cot. I manage a few seconds and then kneel back down to take a break from the heat. I couldn’t feel anything but I’m still not convinced. The baby must be here somewhere.

I leap to my feet and do a thorough sweep of the whole cot. A pram, a cot, toys – there must be a child. But there isn’t. At moments like this, you doubt your rational self. It’s like when you’ve lost your keys and keep returning to the place you think they are, even though you’ve checked that spot a dozen times already.

There’s nowhere left to look. A toddler might have climbed out of the cot.

Or a baby could be with its parents in their bed.

I head to another room.

Something doesn’t feel right. I can’t put my finger on it. It’s a gut instinct, and often gut instincts are based on experiences lodged in your subconscious; you just don’t know it at the time. My skin stings and my eyes widen as my senses sharpen, alert to any clues as to what it is that’s making me feel so uneasy. I can hear a rumbling noise; a muffled, throaty sound. I come to some tall wardrobes; I yank the doors open and rummage through the clothes. They are piled in and it’s difficult to feel behind them for any sign of a person. Nothing. I carry on. I can still hear that noise.

‘Sab, you’re gonna have to hurry,’ Jack shouts. ‘This is getting too hot.’

‘I’m not done,’ I reply.

‘We don’t have long,’ he says.

I push on, the noise persisting. I find a bed and nudge my boots underneath it as far as I can in case someone is hiding there. I don’t feel anything. I reach up to the mattress and pull off the covers and pillows. Still nothing. But that noise. It’s all I can focus on.

‘Sab – enough, mate. We gotta split.’

‘Just two seconds, Jack. Something’s not right.’

I reach over the bed and come into contact with a wall. I couldn’t feel it when I checked beneath with my feet – my legs were too short. That means there must be more space beneath to search. The sound is getting louder. I pull the bed away from the wall. It’s heavy and it drags on the carpet. I crawl on to the mattress and reach down the other side.

I feel something. No, not something. Someone. An adult. They must have been wedged between the bed frame and the wall.

‘Jack, I’ve found someone,’ I shout. I drag the person around the bed frame. I can’t yet tell if it’s a man or a woman, but they are big and they are heavy, like a dead weight. I’m wearing 15 kilograms of breathing apparatus and around 8 kilograms of fire gear, so technique will be everything if I’m going to move them. I slide my arms underneath theirs and lock my hands in a fist on top of their chest.fn3

‘It’s all right,’ I say. ‘We’ve got you. Where’s the child?’

The person’s only response is that same throaty gurgle. It’s animalistic. I’m afraid they might be choking. We have no time. I rush back around the bed, searching urgently for the child. This person could have been holding a baby, keeping their child tucked beneath a protective arm. But there’s no one here.

Jack comes in to help with the casualty.

‘There’s still no sign of the kid,’ I say, ‘but we need to get this one out. How are you for air?’

I want to keep searching, but I’m afraid this person is dying. The noise they are making could be a ‘death rattle’ – normally caused by a build-up of saliva in the throat and often a sign that someone is near death – but I’ve only heard it a few times before.

‘I’m down to seventy bars,’ Jack replies. ‘You?’

‘One-twenty,’ I say. Seventy bars of air isn’t much. He’s used two-thirds of his cylinder already. I have more left because my lungs are smaller. My air goes much further, and I’m keen that Jack – my friend as well as my colleague – doesn’t run out too soon. In this job we share the burden.

‘I’ll take the heavy end,’ I say. ‘You get the legs.’

We lift the casualty, descend the stairs as quickly as we can, and bring them out to the waiting paramedics.

We emerge to bright street lights that make me wince while my eyes adjust. I look down. Our casualty is a man with a thick mop of tangled brown hair. He’s young – around thirty. I realize, horrified, that the throaty rumbling – the same noise that tore me away from my desperate search to find a child – is this man’s snoring. I peel off my mask.

‘Sir,’ I shout at him. ‘The child? Where is the child?’

Nothing. I’m furious.

‘Sir!’

The paramedic looks at me. ‘You’ll be lucky,’ she says. ‘We’ve just pulled an empty bottle of methadone from his pocket. You’ve got no chance of a reply.’

We haven’t finished the search. I still have half of that room left to do and the entire third bedroom. And we haven’t searched downstairs. There might still be a child in there.

This is my moment. The moment when I would have sacrificed everything – my own life – to save that child.

I cannot promise a way out – I know that – but I can promise to do everything I can to find one. That is the vow I make when I walk into a fire. On that day, I didn’t keep my word. Standing there, beneath the harsh street lights, in the warm summer air, I felt that I’d failed at my job.

I was angry that this guy had got so out of his head that he had slept through a fire that might have killed his kid. I was angry, but then I was also so sad for him. I wondered what he would think when he learned that we had saved him but had failed to rescue his child. How he would feel to wake and discover that he’d never hold that little body again? Or read, or talk, or sing to his daughter or son? Or hear them giggle? He wouldn’t see them grow up. He wouldn’t witness their first day at school. He wouldn’t attend their wedding. He’d have none of that. Regardless of how much his current state of intoxication might have contributed to things, I felt as if I was the one who had failed. It wasn’t a rational response. It was emotional.

Most parents would sacrifice themselves to save their child. In that moment, I’d have sacrificed myself for his too.

‘Get fresh cylinders,’ I yell at Jack. ‘We need to get back in there. We are not done.’

Bert rushes over. ‘The second pump is here. Stand down. I’m putting them in.’

‘But we’re good, Bert.’ I know exactly where to go, exactly what to do. I can see the layout of the rooms so clearly in my mind. ‘It needs to be us.’

‘You’re not going back in.’ Bert is resolute. ‘You’re going to tell the other crew everything you know and then you’re going to drink this water, change your cylinders and re-test your sets. Then rest for a few minutes. Depending on their progress you might be in again shortly and I need you ready.’

Bert is right. I drop my set down beside Jack’s.

‘Stop it,’ Jack says to me.

‘Stop what?’ I frown.

‘Stop what you’re doing right now. Punishing yourself. We found one. We did good.’

‘Jack, there was a pram, a cot, toys. It’s a kid’s house. There’s a kid in there. That guy is out of his head. We don’t even know if it’s his house. But what I do know is that it’s the middle of the night, people are at home asleep in their beds and we haven’t found the kid that should be sleeping in that cot.’

‘I know, mate, I know.’

I have a sip of water and get ready to go back in. We stand at the entry control point, waiting eagerly for news.

Bert comes over. ‘All persons accounted for,’ he says.

I freeze.

‘The child?’ I ask.

‘The mother and baby weren’t in. There’d been an argument and she was staying with her parents. Brief’s changed from search and rescue to firefighting.’

I look up at the sky and exhale. My hunched, tight shoulders drop down and I relax. I blink back tears and swallow hard. I can’t explain that sense of relief. The baby that I had searched so desperately for wasn’t there.

The conditions inside had been punishing. Even I – with all my protective gear – had found them challenging. It would have been impossible for a child to survive.

I have lost count of the number of complete strangers whose pain has reverberated through me as if it were my own. The wife who lost her husband in a road traffic collision. The child who lost a parent in a fire. The siblings separated for ever by the accident that stole one of their lives. The list is long and that’s just my list. All of these people woke up one morning expecting another normal day and instead found their world irreversibly and eternally changed.

This pain – the pain I experience – is empathy. It’s what drives me to go that little bit further, push that little bit harder. As well as empathizing with those who rely on us, I also empathize with those I serve alongside and those I now command. It is vital that I understand not only the implications of what I’m asking my colleagues to do, but also how they might feel.

This might mean in a physical sense. I understand the conditions of fire – what it feels like to enter a burning building, carrying 23 kilograms of extra weight, and to work hard. I know the taste of sweat inside my mask. I know the feeling of part of my helmet melting just above my head. But I also understand how being a firefighter can have an emotional impact. I know how it feels to crawl on your belly to reach someone on the other side of the burning room only to put your hand straight through their ribcage and realize they’re nothing but charred remains. I know what it feels like to see the faces of loved ones fall when you come out empty-handed. I know how it feels to see the human face of hope ebb away. I know what it feels like to push on when you just want it to be over.

My appreciation of operational empathy was sharpened by one particular fire I attended. That incident would go on to drive one of the most significant pieces of psychological research for the British fire and rescue service and influence further studies into the psychology of incident command.

I was part of a crew called to a scene where a firefighter had been severely burned. The incident involved only one fire engine and I knew that my husband-to-be, Mike, was part of that crew. There was a one-in-four chance that he was the injured firefighter.

I remember hearing the bell ring and rushing into the appliance bay. A few crew members were already at the tele-printer and they were huddled around the slip of paper.

‘What have we got?’ I asked.

No one replied. I looked at Bill, the crew commander.

‘A firefighter injury,’ he said eventually. ‘Someone’s been burned. It sounds bad.’

I pulled on my boots and yanked my braces up over my shoulders. I reached for my jacket and, as I put my arm though the sleeve, Bill continued.

‘It’s bravo-two-one, Sab,’ he said. ‘It’s Mike’s crew.’

I stopped immediately, jacket half on. I heard his words, but I felt completely detached from the moment. It was as if I was in a film, the main character standing in the centre of the shot as the camera pans across the entire room. My breath caught in my chest. It felt as if I’d taken a killer uppercut to the gut and the wind had been knocked right out of me.

Was I about to become one of those people who wake up in the morning to cornflakes and normality only for their entire world to be ripped apart and changed for ever in the space of just one day?

‘Right,’ I said quietly. ‘Let’s go, then.’ With that I turned, grabbed my kit and we were flying out of the doors.

My heart was beating so fast. I tried to maintain a quiet, expressionless exterior, but on the inside I was burning. And it was the worst sort of fire; the one that turns everything to ash.

There were five of us on duty that day and I sat in the middle at the back of the truck. All I could think about was Mike. Was it him? Was he hurt? Was he alive? Was he in pain? Was he afraid? At the same time, I tried to focus on what we needed to do next. If I had been thinking straight, I would have been asking questions about the fire. I should have been considering the trauma care equipment we had with us and what we might need.

That journey to the incident ground was the longest four minutes and thirty-seven seconds of my life. I was somewhere between sick and numb the entire time.

We pulled up and I craned my neck to see over Bill and out of the window, desperate for a glimpse to confirm or deny my worst fears. Bill was blocking my view, though, and telling me not to look, to stay on the truck. I nodded but as soon as he got off I was right behind him. I reached for the trauma pack and told myself to get a grip.

I made my way towards the crowd of firefighters crouched down around the injured officer. I could see a pair of legs on the ground, patches of dirt adorning the old, battered blue fire kit, and a pair of boots sticking out from the huddle. They belonged to whoever had been burned, whoever was lying on the floor. I could hear groaning.
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