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Youve missed a bit, Jockey.

I had my head under the drivers side of the fire engine and I was trying to twist myself around so I could clean the last of the mud and horse manure off the wheel arch.

Where? I swear you could eat your blinkin dinner off this engine already. You find me one thing Ive missed and Ill give you twenty pence, I shouted up at my
old friend Caddie, who was looming over me the way he almost always did. Mike Cadwallader was a quiet, capable man in his late forties with a mop of wild greying hair and a tough, much-broken nose.
It hadnt been easy getting to know him when Id joined the Fire Brigade four years earlier. Earning his grudging respect had been one of the hardest things Id ever done. It was
also one of the best. Hed long since become a father figure to me, as well as a friend. I didnt even mind that to him, Id always be the new boy on the watch  the
jockey.

Right there. Theres a bloomin great thumb print on the door panel, Caddie said, licking his thumb and planting it just below the shiny silver handle. You owe
me twenty pence, Jockey. But the bars open upstairs  you can buy me a pint instead.

I considered throwing a wet sponge at the back of Caddies head as he left the appliance room but thought better of it. Instead I finished off the wheel arch and wiped away his big fat
thumb print. I emptied my water bucket, cleaned it out and lined it up with the rest of the cleaning kit in the boot-wash next door. Then I came back and gazed at the two fire engines. Both of them
were loaded up with different types of kit and technically speaking the first was called the water tender and the second was the water-tender ladder. To most people, though, they were fire engines.
I walked round them and couldnt stop myself from smiling. I was a fireman. I was being paid to live out every boys fantasy. And that night I was in an even better mood than normal.
Because three hours ago Id been given some terrific news.

Our Station Officer, John, had called me over shortly before wed begun our evenings drills on the parade ground.

You all right? You enjoying your job, Windsor? hed asked me. Windsor was the nickname the watch had given me when theyd found out my surname was Castle.

Yes, sir, I love it, Id said, nervous all of a sudden. John was a gruff, fierce-looking man of my dads age. He didnt exactly go in for pep talks or
heart-to-heart chats. No one did in the Fire Brigade. I dont think anyone had asked me if I was all right before. You could probably turn up for work with the bubonic plague and no one would
say a word. The basic routine was to get on with things and keep your mouth shut. Feelings were for girls. Firemen didnt need them. So what was all this about? The whole country was on
strike in the early eighties. People were losing their jobs left right and centre over at Rolls-Royce and everywhere else in Shropshire. Was I being sacked as well? I could hear a horrible ringing
in my ears. Id never felt as sick.

John didnt rush to put me out of my misery. He looked right at me for what felt like for ever. Youre young, he said at last, in his low, slow south-Shropshire drawl.
I waited in front of him in silence. I didnt know what my age could have to do with anything. I wasnt sure if he was stating a fact or asking a question. Either way I kept my mouth
shut and waited for the boss to continue. I want you to keep this under your hat for now, but an opportunity is coming up. You might be interested, John said at last. Hed been
given the nod about a vacancy on a driver training course. The courses were normally filled every November for the following year. When November came and went without me being allocated a place,
Id resigned myself to another year in the back of the wagons.

It will be two weeks of full-time training. Its tough and theres no guarantee youll get offered the place. Do you want me to put your name on the list? John
asked. Did I want my name on the list? Did I breathe air? Did bears sort themselves out in the woods? Id just turned twenty-two. I was being offered the chance to drive a fire engine.
Id never wanted anything that badly in my entire life.

After a final check for sticky fingerprints I clicked out the lights and plunged the appliance room into darkness. It was just after ten oclock on a fresh, dry night in
late June. I wanted to run up to the phone box on the top floor to tell my parents and my girlfriend about the driver training. But the boss wanted me to keep quiet. That was going to be
murder.

Up in the mess room a typical night shift was well under way. The station bar had long since filled up with noise and a whole lot of cigarette smoke. Over in the corner by the dartboard John was
lighting one cigarette from the stub of another. Beside him by the pool table his deputy, our Sub-O, Joe was drawing on his pipe. As well as smoking almost everyone in the room had a pint in their
hand. The exceptions were George and Howard. They were two of the real old-timers on the watch who had both been firemen for longer than Id been alive. They were already on the whisky.

I took the liberty of ordering myself that drink, Jockey. Its been chalked up on your tab, Caddie called out from the bar in the corner. He held up his pint as he spoke. He
could barely have got upstairs more than a few minutes ahead of me but hed already sunk almost all of it.

Heres a pint for you as well, son. If you managed to get all that muck off the engine wheels then you deserve it, said Pete from behind the bar as I approached. Pete was a
lean, sharp-faced, sharp-eyed whippet of a man who ran the bar and managed the money for all our food. To our left my other best pals on the watch, Charlie and Woody, were coming out of the station
kitchen. They were closer to my age than anyone else on the watch, and they liked a joke almost as much as I did. We always had a great firemans dinner on night shifts. That nights
feast had been liver and bacon, creamy mash, fried onions and boiled veg. All of it cooked that night by a fierce, burly fireman called Ben, who was ex-army, had armfuls of tattoos, a huge
handlebar moustache and ran a plumbing company on his days off. He was probably the best, and least likely, master chef you would ever expect to meet.

Heres to a quiet night. I really dont want a call-out. Im cream crackered and I could use a good nights kip, I said as I settled on a bar stool
alongside Caddie and tried to grab the Daily Mirror from in front of him.

If were quiet then Ill be needing that paper for the crossword, laddie, so hands off. And I dont know why youd be needing sleep at your age. I could go days
without sleep when I was a youngster. Your new lady friend tiring you out, is she?

Was it my imagination or was everyone suddenly paying attention? I couldnt stop myself from smiling. Alice and I had been going out for about a month; she was a student at Nottingham
University. She had perfect skin, soft, sexy brown eyes, long, chestnut hair and a figure that could  and probably did  stop traffic. Shed popped by to see me in the station a
few times and the entire watch fancied her. I knew Id earned a lot of useful brownie points for being the one to take her home.

Shes visiting friends over in Stafford for the rest of the week, mores the pity. But Ill be seeing her next weekend when we finish our day shifts.

Youll be wanting to keep your strength up then, son, said Pete, lining me up a second pint. Thatll be thirty-two pence when youre ready.

We started talking about anything and nothing for a while. Woody and Charlie joined us at the bar and jokily accused Pete of putting pesetas in everyones change. Then Arfer turned up. He
was a spare-looking, wolf-like cockney in his forties with greased-back hair and a tough smokers face who had become another great pal of mine. He piled in and accused Pete of watering down
the beer, selling out-of-date crisps and fiddling the books. Pete fought back by taking the mickey out of one of the drives Arfer had done on our last set of day shifts. I thought you were
going to take off when you hit that mini-roundabout. I swear all four wheels left the road. We could have been the first firemen in space.

Backin cheek. That roundabout was only painted on last time I went round it. No one told me theyd concreted it over and built it up into some kind of backin mountain.
At least I kept us on the road, though. Theres no driving down the pavements knocking off pub signs when Im behind the wheel.

Charlie let out a few choice swear words. Ive said it a million times. Going on the pavement was the only way I could get us through the traffic. Anyway, its the worst pub
in Shrewsbury, so it doesnt deserve a fancy sign. Their pints cost more than yours, Pete. Their bitter is even worse.

Pete shrugged off the latest attacks. You reckon getting on the pavement was the only way to get through the gap in the traffic? he asked. I could have got a bus through
that gap.

Well, I couldve got a bus through that gap sideways, boasted Arfer.

The insults carried on flying for a while and the conversation moved back to the state of Petes bar and the quality of his beer. I joined in but I was distracted. I wanted to drag the
conversation back to driving fire engines. That had become my new favourite subject.

Youve gone quiet, Jockey. Dreaming of the lovely Alice? Caddie asked.

A little bit, I admitted, but Im also thinking about that old guy Arfer yelled at the other week. It turned out to be the perfect bait.

He had it backin coming! Arfer protested.

What, yelling: I hope its not your backin house thats on fire! out of the window because some poor old codger cant get his car out of the way
quick enough for you? Charlie asked. You nearly made an old man cry. The poor sod was doing his best.

Well, he should have been doing better. If you cant get your car over to the side of the road without stalling half a dozen times then you shouldnt be driving in the first
backin place.

The whole group laughed and Caddie slapped Arfer on the back so hard he almost came off his stool. And Arfers fightback continued. Anyway, its a backin sight better
to yell at some crap driver than to flatten his car altogether, he said. Remember that time George killed the Mini?

I didnt, to be honest. But the others were happy to fill me in. It seemed that the latches hadnt been shut on all the equipment before leaving the station. The light portable pump,
which was neither light nor particularly portable, had swung out of its moorings as the engine left the station yard and turned on to the main road. It had fallen off the back of the engine
altogether as George had accelerated up St Michaels Street. Worse still, it had landed on the roof of a brand-new Mini. The Mini had not come out of the situation particularly well 
so thank God thered not been anyone in it at the time. We dragged George over from the dartboard to try and explain why none of it had been his fault. As expected the jokes and insults kept
on coming for the rest of the night.

Thirsty work all this conversation, Jockey, Caddie said as the mood calmed down and our little group finally broke up. He was holding up another empty glass. I gave Pete the nod
and had it filled on my tab. I spotted something else as I passed the drink down the bar. Caddie caught my eye for a fraction of a second as he tackled his latest pint. Was that a hint of a
twinkle? It was. I realised that I might have fooled all the others by dragging the conversation back to the way everyone drove the fire engines. But Id not fooled old Caddie. I might have
known hed cotton on that something was up.

I headed into the dormitory shortly after midnight. That was a good three or four hours earlier than the old-timers and the hard-core canasta players back in the bar would
probably manage. Id long since grown out of my belief that I had to stay up later than everyone else to try and prove myself. Plus those jokes about needing extra rest now I had a new
girlfriend gave me all the cover I needed for an early night. The main dorm was on the first floor, separated from the noise of the bar by a set of flimsy folding doors we opened out for the
occasional party.

Sorry, mate, I mumbled after tripping over Bens boots as I made my way to bed.

Put em right back where they were, he growled, more asleep than awake. I did so. Back then, if we had a shout in the middle of the night we had precisely fifty-three seconds
to get dressed, down the pole and on to the fire engines. Nowadays weve got a bit longer because we have seat belts in the fire engines and were supposed to use them. It means
todays firefighters have to pull on their full kit before climbing aboard and strapping in. In my day we just leapt on board and got rigged and ready while we were thundering down the road.
Either way, you still need to move fast when the call-out comes in. Thats why everyone leaves their clothes and boots in a slightly different position, but in a position thats somehow
imprinted on their own subconscious. We need to be able to reach for everything before our eyes have fully woken up, so we need to know exactly where it will be. I returned Bens kit to its
former state and continued to weave my way through the maze of twelve metal-framed beds. Sleep didnt come easily when I reached my own berth, and not just because only a thin piece of
plywood separated it from the pool table next door where Joe and George had interrupted their game with a ridiculously long and loud discussion about the relative merits of Ron Greenwood and Bobby
Robson as England manager. Less than four feet from them I lay awake and thought about the fire engine in the appliance room below us. I tried to imagine what it would feel like to be up front,
behind the wheel and in charge of it. When I did finally nod off I was dead to the world. I might be wrong, but I bet I had the biggest, most stupid grin on my face all night. Id never
expected to drive one of our fire engines so soon. Even though John had only said there was a possibility Id get a place on a course, I was convinced it was going to come up. This summer was
going to be the best ever. That night I dont think there could have been a happier man in all of Shropshire.

It stayed all quiet on the western front that night. I was up brushing my teeth in the row of sinks near the lockers on the ground floor just before seven. We rarely showered
on duty, not least because you dont want to be wet, and naked as the day you were born if theres an emergency call. Caddie had been up for twenty minutes or so and had already made a
pot of tea so I got a stewed brew out of that and sat by an open window upstairs. Our morning papers had arrived. They were delivered by a surprisingly mouthy fourteen-year-old lad called Kevin who
always stopped for a while to tell us some tall story about his latest get-rich-quick idea. The couple who ran the frozen-food store opposite us on the main road were also up early. Mr Thom was
having a chat with Caddie after dropping off a box of broken biscuits he and his wife hadnt been able to sell. Kevin, the Thoms and a few others were all part of the tapestry that made fire
station life feel less like a job and more like a bunch of mates or even a family. I looked at my watch. The others would all be up in twenty minutes or so. Wed be having our usual full
English at around seven thirty  with the offer of toast and cereal for any lightweights. Ben was still on kitchen duty so I knew it would be a good spread. With him in charge we
wouldnt have a repeat of the morning George threw his bacon against the mess-room wall, roared that it was as hard as shrapnel and told the fireman whod cooked it to start all over
again.

We didnt get a call-out over breakfast, or while we had the usual water fight in the kitchen doing the dishes before our early morning cleaners arrived. Babs and Maggie were hilarious.
Babs was skinny as a rake, always smoking and loved making suggestive jokes. Maggie, whod only joined a few months earlier, was twice Babs size and about twice as much fun.
Hows the firemans pole this morning? was the first question she asked us every day. Every day she all but collapsed in a fit of giggles as we came up with increasingly
lewd replies.

All told we had a good hour of backchat and banter with the girls as we got our other chores done, got in their way and drank a lot more tea. Shortly before nine the car park began to fill up as
Blue Watch arrived to take over the station. We headed downstairs to get into our dress uniform, formal black trousers, pale blue shirts, black ties and epaulettes. Then we headed into the muster
bay next to the appliance room. The two watches lined up facing each other. We stood at attention. The bosses said their stuff. Then it was over. Off-going watch  dismiss! John
barked.

I quick-changed into jeans and a T-shirt, shut my locker door on my dress uniform and ran over to my car on the edge of the parade ground. I drove a yellow-and-black Ford Cortina GXL, but I was
hoping to have enough cash to upgrade pretty soon. Learning to drive a fire engine wasnt going to be my only challenge that year. I was going to defy the recession, follow everyone
elses example and get what we called a spiv job  a second job to make some extra money in my time off. And Id picked one that I had no qualifications for whatsoever.
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My dad had set it all in motion at the start of the year. One of his fellow teachers was a builder on the side and despite the grim economy he had
too much work to do all on his own.

Does your lad know anything about building? hed asked.

Hes a bit handy, is Malcolm, my dad had said.

So off I went.

You ever done any slate repair work? my new boss Paul Rogers asked me when I first met him. I didnt have a clue what he was on about.

Yes I have, I lied.

So off I went. I dashed into W H Smiths on Shrewsbury High Street and bought a copy of the Readers Digest Concise Repair Manual. I read it like a maniac. A few days later it
turned out that not only could I do slate repair work but I could actually do it pretty well.

Mal, you ever pointed a wall? Paul asked the following week. Of course I hadnt.

Yeah, loads of them, I said. Flick, flick, flick through my new manual, and I got the gist of it. Six parts sand to one part cement, mix in water and plasticiser, and Bobs
your uncle.

Mal, I need you to sort out the flashing on this roof. Youve done it before, right?

Course I have.

And so it went on. By the end of spring I was earning money hand over fist. The newspapers were full of doom and gloom but I was twenty-two. I was cocky enough to think I could branch out on my
own. Paul had given me a weekends work on his holiday cottage just over the Welsh border. Instead of paying me cash he gave me a load of his old building equipment. As he was giving up the
building work to concentrate on his teaching career, I decided to put the kit to use and set up my own business. Id put the word out with the men on the watch to see if theyd
recommend me for anything. Between us we had fingers in a lot of useful pies. Charlie and Woody were painters and decorators in their time off. Arfer and George, his fellow cockney, ran a furniture
removals business. We had plumbers, mechanics, electricians and furniture restorers among us. Even the Station Officer was a busy man. John had his own building firm and occasionally used to do
some of his invoices, send out quotes and order any materials he needed from the station office on the ground floor. Like all the others he was always ready to shake his head disapprovingly and
criticise when I told any building stories round the mess-room table. But once Id been put straight I was regularly offered jobs helping one or other of them out. Everyone was always looking
for extra help so I got a lot of experience fast. I got a lot of recommendations from satisfied customers as well.

On this particular day I was due at a house in Upton Magna to give a quote for building a greenhouse and repairing a garden wall that looked to be several miles long. As if that wasnt
good enough, summer had arrived. Id be working my usual two days, two nights, and four days off as a fireman. Then Id be spending the rest of my time out in the open air getting a tan
in some rich familys garden. There was only one way life could get better  if I got a definite spot on the driver training course. But would I?

John was the first person I saw when I clocked on for my next tour of duty at the fire station the following Tuesday. We were back on days and I was twenty minutes early as
usual.

Is there any news on the driving? I asked quickly.

Funny you should ask, Jockey. Im expecting to get a call from them later on in the morning. But dont get your hopes up too high, son. They give priority to the watches that
are short of drivers  that means someone on Blue Watch and probably even White Watch will get it before you do. But well find out soon enough. Patience, Castle. Its a virtue,
remember.

It was also a blinkin pain in the neck. Id never been good at waiting for things to happen. I was always the one tearing off the corner of Christmas presents under the tree at
midnight because I wanted to know what I was getting the next morning. I tried to think of other things as the rest of Red Watch ambled in and we got on with our day. We drank tea straight after
parading and munched our way through a mountain of hot, buttery toast. Ten minutes later we hit the yard in our overalls and trainers for our usual mornings game of volleyball. We were doing
well in a local league and the following week we had a game in a sports centre over in Sundorne. So we were even more psychotic and competitive than usual.

Got ants in your pants? Caddie said to me later on as we loitered waiting for the call to lunch. Its only ten seconds past the last time you looked at your watch,
Jockey. What you waiting for?

I couldnt tell him I was trying to gauge exactly what John might have meant by later in the morning. I couldnt say I was desperate to know exactly when he might be
making the phone call.

Its nothing, I said unconvincingly. Im just

To be honest I had no idea what I planned to say next. Fortunately, I didnt have to say anything at all, because at that exact moment we got our first emergency call of the week. The
single word: Attention! boomed out of the stations tannoy system. It was followed by the three warning tones that got us all ready to listen. Every one of us started moving
quickly but quietly as the sounds played out. Every other noise was stilled. Whatever you were doing you stopped when those sounds came on. You had to be paying attention when the bare bones of the
shout were read out. You needed to know what was ahead of you. Joes voice from our control room was next on the PA system: Both appliances to fire in the open, on the Lyth road out of
Stapleton, one mile past village. That was all we needed to hear. The moment the last word had been uttered more than a dozen men started shouting where we were going and what we were going
to, as if to make sure we were all clear what the message had said. We zipped down the pole, we slammed through the doors and we blasted into the appliance room from all directions.

Where we went next depended on where we were listed on the board each day. Each position on each fire engine has a number. Each number has a different, specific and important responsibility.
Number one is the officer in charge and number two is the appliance driver, for example. That day the board had me down as number five. I was the general dogsbody on the first of our fire engines,
the water tender. To my left was Woody at number three while Charlie was on my right as number four. Simon was driving and John was up front next to him as our Officer in charge. Caddie, Arfer and
a couple of the others were in the second appliance that would be right on our tail for the journey out. Wed all got into position in a matter of seconds. The appliance-room doors were
pulled up. We were ready for action.

Simon swung the big beast out of the station and took a hard right on to St Michaels Street. The camber was tough at that point; we all held on to the cab roof to stop
us shifting off our slippery plastic seats. Bugger, I heard Simon mutter as we approached the first tall, red-brick buildings on the outskirts of Shrewsbury. I didnt need to
look round. We must have hit traffic already.

Im going to get us through this, John yelled. It was our signal that the sirens and the lights were going on. You cant protect yourself from the ear-splitting
two-tone nee-naw of the siren. But it does help to know when its coming.

John clicked the siren off as we hit a nice clear patch of road going under the railway bridge and past Shrewsbury station. From my perch at the back I could see us shoot past Shrewsbury Castle
and then approach the town library, which at one time had been the school that Charles Darwin attended. We were going at a cracking pace for a built-up area. Or at least we had been.

Get out of the buggering way! Simon swore as he slammed on the brakes. I looked to see what was going on. A delivery van had parked in a bus stop  and a bus seemed to have
got stuck trying to edge on to the other side of the road and pull around it. Simon let out a near continuous stream of wildly imaginative swear words till the various drivers got their acts
together and we could finally sweep by and head on through town.

The good news was that we didnt have that far to go. The village of Stapleton was less than six miles out to the south of Shrewsbury itself. The bad news for me was that we still had to
go through a fair few windy country roads to get there. I would never admit it to the lads, but I was crippled by travel sickness  a bit of a disaster for a working fireman. That day I felt
my usual wave of nausea wash over me as Simon pulled us roughly round the first of many sharp bends. Would I ever grow out of this? At least in these new Renault fire engines the back seats faced
forward  not that it seemed to make much difference. Would it be any better if I was driving the engine rather than bouncing around on the middle seat at the back? I had to hope that it
would, not least because Id never live it down if the others found out how close I came to being sick in my helmet on almost every shout.

Just breathe properly, look out to the distance and focus on the job, I told myself, the way I always did. And for all the urgency of our departure this job did sound like it
should be fun. It was a field fire. So as we werent heading into a house, shop, factory or other building, Woody and Charlie didnt need to get kitted up in their breathing apparatus
sets as we lurched through the countryside. I didnt need to get a tabard on or to man the BA board when we arrived. Instead we pulled on our plastic gloves and leggings and got ready for
some fun in the great outdoors.

That looks like the smoke. Im guessing thats where were headed, Simon said as we approached Stapleton. He took us through the village and out to the other
side. The fire itself was easy to find. A huge pile of straw bales were alight in the corner of a field. It was like the biggest and best bonfire night in the county  but at the wrong time
of year and the wrong time of day. The flames were intense, darting a dozen or more feet into the air and throwing out sparks in all directions. A sizeable crowd was already gathered on the edge of
the field and a good half-dozen cars were parked up on the roadside. As the officer in charge, John was first off the engine as soon as Simon had found us somewhere to park. A tall, angry-looking
man with small, sharp eyes and a bald head as brown as a nut marched right up to him.

This is my farm. It was a pack of kids. Stupid, idiot kids without a brain cell between them. They come over from the houses down the hill when they should be in school. They smoke and
play their cassette tapes and leave crisp packets all over the shop. Today they decided that wasnt enough, the little weasels. God only knows why, but they thought it was a good idea to roll
about ten bales of my best straw right down the field to that bottom corner. Then they decided to set them alight.

Theyre right up against one of the telegraph poles, said a younger man with an equally brown, well-weathered face. If you dont get the fire put out soon
itll come down. Thats the electricity line the pole is carrying. If that goes down, the whole village will lose power. You need to do something straight away.

All of us were off the engine and taking in the surroundings by then. The heat from the fire was intense, even from a distance. And it looked as if the telegraph pole wasnt the only
hazard. The fire was right up against a hedgerow. This was already burning merrily on each side of the straw bales. There was dry vegetation all over the place. The flames looked set to spread in
every direction.

How long has the fire been burning? John asked.

About half an hour. I called you fifteen minutes ago when my wife saw it from the farmhouse windows. Itd probably been burning a while before that. The buggers who did it were
nowhere to be seen. Cowardly, rat-faced little buggers. If I find out who they are, I swear Ill have em. And the police would thank me for it, Ill tell you that for
free.

John cut him short. He was looking worried. Telegraph poles are designed to last, but half an hour of intense fire was still going to be a problem. We looked up and followed the direction of the
electricity cable. It passed right over the heads of the rent-a-crowd on the edge of the field.

OK, this is what were going to do. As usual John came up with a decisive plan in the shortest possible time. First, I want all those people moved to the other side of
the field. I dont want anyone within thirty yards of the power line  and if they dont want to move then tell them to look above their heads and grow themselves a brain. Castle
and Woody, grab a drag hook each then get two hose-reels out to the fire. Well hit it at full pressure till the flames are knocked right back. Then I want you to run in, drag as much of the
straw as you can away from the edge of the fire. Get back in position then hit the whole thing with another burst of water. Then get in there and pull more of the bales apart. Well keep
going till its under control. Got it?

Yes, sir! I said. I didnt just get it, I loved it! Storming the fire with the hoses then doing a commando raid on it with drag hooks sounded the best fun Id had in
months. I was over the moon at the prospect. It would be a bit like being Rambo.

Woody and I got the kit we needed and lugged the hose-reels across the field while our audience was shepherded into a new position over to our left. Simon had got the pump ready so the water was
set to flow.

On the count of three! commanded John.

When the word came, Woody and I leapt into action. We doused as much of the flames as possible, dropped the hose-reels then did our first commando raid. We ran headlong towards the fire, roaring
like Royal Marines in the process. When we reached it, we slammed the hooks into the straw and pulled back hard. It wasnt easy. Straws heavier than it looks, even when its not
been drenched in water. Then there was something else. By hacking into it and dragging the bales apart we were allowing precious oxygen to get to the rest of the fire. We had only the briefest
window of opportunity before the flames burst up again even more furious than before. The fire was shockingly hot, even before the second wave of water hit. This would not be a good time to
stumble.

Hit it, now! John gave the command again and Woody and I took aim with the hoses. Then it was back in with the drag hooks. We roared like lions every time we ran at the fire
 and in the distance I could hear the crowd roar along in unison. They cheered every time the water hit the flames. They cheered every time we ran towards the bales. They cheered even louder
as we attacked the straw with the hooks. What we were doing must have looked like a mix of boys own, gung-ho bravery and utter stupidity. We were turning one single fire into a mass of
mini-fireballs. And we were trying to extinguish each and every one of them. The longer we worked, the more smoke there was in the air and the harder it became to breathe. I was boiling hot,
sweating, filthy, and physically exhausted by the time John yelled out for us to stop. But I could have carried on for hours. I loved this job!

We doused the remaining flashes of fire with water and turned our attention to the telegraph pole, dousing it with one more hit of water. Steam and smoke poured off it from top to bottom. It was
heavily charred and black as night, but it looked to be in pretty good shape. The flames had barely eaten away more than the very outer layer. The electricity board would have to come and look at
it properly. But for now Stapletons power supply looked to be secure.

John had a chat with the farmer while Arfer, Charlie, Des and I set off to patrol the far side of the field. We were all carrying beaters, basic but effective tools that hadnt changed
much in decades. They were like broom handles, around three foot long, with another three foot of rough-cut, flattened-out hose bolted on to the end. We used them to bash out flames and dying
embers on heath fires as well as field fires. Out near Stapleton the trick was to make sure the hedgerow wasnt going to catch light again and to stamp out any lively-looking piles of ash. We
were doing just that when a black vole shot out of a pile of straw. It ran right past us, straight towards the embers of the main fire. Blimey, hes got a death wish, that
critter, Charlie said. But the vole spotted the new danger almost immediately. He skidded to a halt, turned tail and zipped past us again, heading towards pastures safe and new.

At least hes going in the right direction now. He wont end up toasted or roasted on the fire, I said as we watched him disappear.

Charlie and Arfer both let out a loud guffaw of laughter. I practically kicked myself for mentioning the animals lucky escape. For I had a horrible feeling I knew what was coming.

Castles good at being a hero when it comes to small animals, Arfer said to Des with a huge smile on his face. Bet you never knew you had a mixture of James Herriot
and Doctor backin Doolittle working next to you on the watch.

Des was one of the most recent recruits to Red Watch. He and another lad, Dodger, had joined almost a year ago, so they were still on probation. They were both wiry, tough local lads. The good
news was that their arrival meant I was no longer the absolute new boy  though Id long since realised that the jokers on my watch referred to newcomers as Jockey and
treated them like six-year-olds for at least twenty years. The bad news was that Des and Dodger were a ready-made audience for any tales the others wanted to tell about my early days in the
brigade. Every mistake Id ever made and every stupid thing Id ever done would be offered up for general amusement. And Id walked right into this one.

Tell Des what a hero you were last summer, Charlie giggled.

I dont know what you mean.

Dont try and get out of it. Tell him about your big, brave moment. The day you risked everything to save a life.

Who did you save? asked Des with interest.

Its not who, its what! Charlie exploded. The big man here went to a house fire out in Bayston Hill and he came running out the front door having saved 
a hamster!

I didnt run out the front door, I protested.

You saved a hamster? Des laughed.

It nearly died! The poor little sod needed help! Someone had to save it.

So what happened?

I decided that as the story was going to be told anyway I might as well get my side out there first. A tumble drier had caught alight. The woman had never emptied the fluff out of it. It
was the middle of the morning, over on Lythwood Road, I was number three, Woody was number four. We had our sets on and went in there. It was acrid. There was a hell of a lot of smoke, you
couldnt see the hand in front of your face at first. Anyway we got the job done. We put the fire out, got the electrics off and started to ventilate the property. Woody got the drier out the
back door and into the garden to make sure it wouldnt cause any more problems and I went back inside to check wed not missed anything and to start on the clean-up. That was when I
spotted him.

Spotted who?

The hamster.

Hogan, the hamster, if memory serves. Windsor even asked his name.

I wanted to know his name! It was an excuse to talk to the housewife. She looked a bit like Debbie Harry. So, yeah, Hogan had been on top of the drier. Woody had carried the cage over to
the other side of the room and put it on a worktop where hed forgotten all about it. When I spotted him a bit later he was like no other hamster Id ever seen. One of my mates at
school had owned one years ago. All it ever seemed to do was sleep, suck water from its drinking thing or run around in its wheel. This one thought he was Michael Jackson. He was doing this crazy
dance. And he was looking at me.

Looking at you?

I swear that he was. He had beady black eyes. They were locked on mine from the moment I got into the kitchen. It was like he was trying to tell me something. And he was doing a dance
routine like he was in the video.

Hallucinating, you were. You should take more water with it, Windsor, Arfer chipped in.

It was real, I protested. And I remembered a TV show Id seen from years ago. It was about lizards in the deserts of Mexico. Theyd hopped from one foot to
another, lifting each one up for as long as they could to cool it before putting it back down on the hot sand and repeating the process with another one. That was what the hamster was
doing.

Hogan the hamster, Charlie added helpfully.

Yes, Hogan the blinkin hamster! Anyway, I got my gloves off and checked the bottom of his cage. It was made of metal and it was hot as heck. So no wonder the poor little sod was
dancing. His feet had been burning up from underneath him. And he didnt have anywhere to go.

So what did you do?

I got an old ice-cream carton out of one of the kitchen cupboards. I put an inch of cold water in it. I needed a cloth to open the fiddly door to the things cage  it was
still burning hot. Then I grabbed him, held him over the water in the ice-cream container, dipped his feet into it and held him there.

We were still laughing as we returned to the main field and headed over towards John and the others. Thinking back, I was still pretty glad Id looked after Hogan the hamster. If it had
been a Tom and Jerry cartoon youd have seen steam rise up from the pads of the little fellows feet when he went into the water. As it was, I swear you really could have seen a happy
hamster smile break out on his sooty face.

So thats the kind of bravery youve got to live up to if youre going to survive on this watch, Arfer told our newcomer. You need to join Windsor and talk
to the backin animals. Thats how you get a commendation from the Chief Fire Officer.

Which seems to have got lost in the post, to be honest.

I was unsuccessfully trying to think of some way to embarrass Arfer or Charlie when the farmer called the three of us over to his Land Rover. Hed got few cans of drink in there for us
 and that turned out to be only the start. The locals were over the moon that wed saved their electricity supply and were doing their best to show it. About six young mums trekked
over from the houses on the edge of the village bringing trays of tea, coffee, biscuits and even booze. It was the start of the school holidays so there were loads of kids around and they were
having a high old time. They loved having jobs to do. We were soon sending them off to the village to refill the teapots, collect family-sized bags of crisps and as many cans of Coke as they could
carry. One lad even asked us all to sign his autograph book, like we were famous. The whole thing was great. The sun was shining and someone opened up their car doors so we could all listen to
Radio One as we kicked back and enjoyed the hospitality. It was a bit like the Queens jubilee all over again. It was as if we were having a giant street party in the middle of a straw
field.

In a perfect world I reckon we could happily have stayed there all day. But after forty-five minutes and a few final patrols of the field it was clear that the fire was well and truly out.

Right, lads. Thats enough lazing around  theres work to be done back at the station, John said after downing his last drink.

A variety of mugs and glasses had been brought out by the neighbours and it took a while to make sure theyd all been returned to their rightful owners. The cheekiest of us crammed a few
more crisps and biscuits into our mouths, then we waved everyone goodbye and climbed back on board the fire trucks. It was almost exactly half past twelve. Wed had plenty of excitement and
fresh air. Wed played at being commandos and chatted to loads of pretty women. Oh, and we were going to be back at the station bang on time for lunch. Days didnt get much better than
that.

If we werent out on a shout then lunch was served in the mess room every weekday at one oclock on the nose. While we took turns cooking the evening meal on night
shifts, we had two wonderful old ladies who came in every morning to cook the food when we were on days. Mabel and Betty had long since become Shrewsbury institutions. They were around twenty years
older than Babs and Maggie  and as I was about to discover yet again, they gave every impression of ruling the roost.

Mabel locked eyes with me the moment I turned the corner at the top of the station stairs and walked through the mess room to the serving hatch. She was a stout, grey-haired lady in her late
sixties. She was wearing a crisp green-and-white apron, standing by the kitchen door, hands on her hips, looking up at me through fierce blue eyes. Young man, I want a word with you,
she began. I stepped towards her, standing aside from all the others and feeling like a ten-year-old. Mabel had a big thing about us all washing our hands before we came up for lunch. She almost
always asked if wed remembered, and we almost always lied and said we had. Today, as usual, I hadnt. Did she know? Was I going to be made an example of yet again by someone old enough
to be my gran?

A little birdie has told us youre going to be the next one of my boys to drive the fire engine, Mabel pronounced. About time too, if you ask me. Though no one does
ever ask me, mores the pity.

I took a couple of steps back. Part of me was pleased I wasnt in trouble. No one on the watch ever wanted to be on the wrong end of Mabels temper. But most of me was in shock.
How do you know about the driving? Its supposed to be a secret. And Ive not been given a course for certain. Im still waiting to find out, I mumbled.

A big smile broke over Mabels face and she clasped her hands together in delight. You should know by now that there are no secrets in this station. At
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