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			Saying Goodbye
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			I shaved and showered, ironed my shirt, combed my hair, polished my shoes and got ready to head to the station. But I wasn’t heading in for a shift. I was going to a party. And I was miserable as sin.

			The party was for Caddie, the old-timer on the watch who had taken me under his wing, acted as my mentor, taught me so much and become my friend. Caddie, who had done it all and seen it all during a lifetime in the brigade. He was retiring, at the grand old age of fifty. We’d always known it was coming, of course. The rest of us had been planning his send-off for months. We had plenty of surprises up our sleeves for him that night. But I’d have done anything to turn the clock back and give him a few more years on Red Watch.

			Stanley, one of the grim-faced old-timers from Green Watch, was the first person I saw when I got to the station on the big night.

			‘It’s the end of an era,’ I said, the most serious I’d been in ages.

			‘It’s the end of an error, more like!’ he joked. The cleverest he’d been since I’d known him. But I didn’t laugh.

			The bar was so packed that Caddie was hard to spot when I got upstairs. It was testament to how well liked he was that so many people from other watches came along to his send-off – and that they’d come in so early. Mr and Mrs Thom, the retired couple who used to run the frozen-food shop at the end of the road and had always come in to give us broken biscuits and out-of-date food, had driven back into town to see him go. They’d brought a gift as well. Instead of the usual packaged food, Mrs Thom had baked something – a big tray of rich, crispy, lemon-infused Shrewsbury cakes.

			‘Well, all the best, old man,’ I said, forcing my way through the crowd and passing over a badly wrapped bottle of ginger wine.

			‘I’m retiring. I’m not going on a trek across the desert,’ he said. He was in his Sunday best, wearing smart formal trousers, a brown checked shirt and a tie. Everyone else had made an effort as well. Arfer, who wouldn’t have worn a suit to his own funeral, was the smartest I’d seen him in years. Woody looked to have ironed his shirt, or at least to have got his wife to do it for him.

			The ladies in our lives – and on this occasion I mean our work lives, so the cleaners and cook, not our girlfriends and wives – had made even more of an effort. Maggie was resplendent in a red-and-white polka-dot dress the size of a sail. And she had someone in her wake.

			‘Mabel!’ I exclaimed as I got closer. Mabel, who had been one of the two cooks to look after us when I first joined the watch, gave me a typically stern once-over.

			‘Good to see you’ve at least taken the time to shave,’ she declared after a worrying pause. ‘A haircut wouldn’t have gone amiss. But I know you’re a busy man.’

			‘You’ve certainly not changed,’ I told her. ‘You’re here to keep order, are you?’

			‘I’m here to try,’ she said firmly. Mabel must have been in her late seventies by then, but there were few roosts she wasn’t capable of ruling. I’d put my money on her in most situations.

			She’d just started to quiz me about my love life and my building work when Charlie pushed past and interrupted. He, of course, wanted to talk about food. Much hilarity ensued as he, Maggie and Mabel competed to dream up the stodgiest food combinations. Across the room, I could see some of our ever-changing roster of agency cleaners in for some free drinks and nibbles. And, of course, a number of our partners and girlfriends. I had my eye on the sister of a friend of mine at the time, a lovely girl called Karen. I’d not got as far as asking her out, at that point. And maybe taking a date to a leaving party like this wasn’t a great idea anyway. Because it was already pretty clear that we were going to spend most of the time talking shop – and taking the mickey out of each other.

			‘Caddie, you’re the biggest joker on the watch. What about that time your trousers fell down at the nurses’ home?’ I heard Pete yell out from the bar as Woody got some music playing on a stereo in the corner. Despite a blast of Level 42 almost drowning out the reply, practically the whole room fell about laughing. I’d not been on the watch back then. But I’d heard the story so often I felt as if I had. And I was more than happy to hear it all again.

			‘That never happened,’ Caddie bellowed.

			‘It did!’ we all shouted back like kids in a chorus. And then we got the cue that we wanted.

			‘Tell us what happened!’ one of the wives shouted. It was our signal to tell the tale yet again.

			‘It was a night shift,’ Pete began. ‘It was quiet. We’d all had a skinful. Old George had cooked the dinner.’

			‘Fish pie. Perfectly burned Cheddar on top of the potato. With greens – cabbage and leek. Both on the watery side. Badly cooked greens that let the rest of the plate down,’ added Charlie.

			‘Never mind what we ate. It’s what we drank that mattered,’ said Pete. ‘And Caddie drank too much.’

			‘I never drank too much in my life!’ he lied.

			‘Well, if you weren’t the worse for wear, how do you account for the trousers?’

			‘What about the trousers?’ Nicholas shouted above the din.

			Pete was shouting too – and furiously signalling Woody to turn Talking Heads down a notch or two. ‘Caddie went to bed about 3 a.m. Always was a wuss, our Caddie.’

			‘It was more like four.’

			‘It was more like two. You’re a lightweight. Always was, always will be. Anyway. To bed it was.’

			‘Oh God.’

			‘You’re snoring away as usual.’

			‘Enough!’

			‘And we got the call at half-past six. Us lot all grab our clobber, hit the pole, get on board the engine and head on out. It’s an automatic fire alarm at the nurses’ home over at Shrewsbury Hospital. It was full of pretty young ladies. Best place we ever went.’ Pete, taking a sharp look from his wife, carried on the story regardless. ‘It’s not far. But old man Caddie is driving and it takes him a good ten minutes to get us there.’

			‘That is not true!’ shouted an outraged Caddie. I felt his pain. Criticising our driving was the lowest of the low.

			‘And when we do arrive, what do we find?’ asked Pete.

			Everyone in the room was paying attention by then. Many of those present didn’t know the full story. ‘Beautiful women. That’s what we find. Half a dozen beautiful women, maybe more. Women in their nightdresses. Women we all want to impress. Women we want to admire us, to look up to us as firemen, and as heroes. And what does our Caddie go and do?’

			Everyone looked across at him and he stood up, took a bow and delivered his own punchline.

			‘I jumped out of the cab, I stood right there in front of everyone. And my blinkin’ trousers fell down!’

			‘He’d burst the top button of his trousers,’ Pete explained. ‘He was left standing there in nothing but his kegs. Hairy legs, knobbly knees and all. The girls fell about laughing. No wonder I never got a date.’

			‘Hey, you – we were married by then,’ his wife shouted out from her side of the room.

			‘They were boxer shorts,’ added Caddie, inconsequentially. ‘Blue ones, with white stripes on them. Rather natty, I thought.’

			‘And we were back in time for breakfast. Three poached eggs, I had. White toast. Real butter. Just a scraping of Marmite,’ said Charlie dreamily.

			With that tale told, the old-timers were soon talking about endless other ‘good old days’ when the bar had been open all hours and the beer had cost next to nothing. Which it still did, as far as I could tell. I watched our two latest cleaners cadge some cigarettes off a cluster of Green Watch guys in the corner. It was clear, even from a distance, that their conversation was more than a little fruity. One of the men was manoeuvring a plastic chair into place. He had a box of matches between his teeth. One of our favourite bar games looked set to begin.

			But before it did, I got distracted by another conversation on my side of the room. The talk there was all about our other favourite sport – ice hockey, at which Caddie had unaccountably excelled. ‘You’re not bad for an old feller,’ I’d never hesitated in telling him after each game.

			‘But how do you play ice hockey around here? Where do you actually go to play? Do you go to the ice rink in Telford or somewhere?’ Dodger’s new girlfriend, the rather talkative Cheryl Walton, asked as that strand of the conversation took root.

			‘Don’t be daft! We play right here in the station.’

			‘How?’

			‘We make our own ice,’ Caddie said with a wink.

			‘How do you make ice?’ she asked.

			‘By freezing water,’ everyone replied, including Dodger – which struck me as a bad move.

			‘You know what I mean. Where do you play? Tell me or I’m going home,’ she said, pretending to sulk. Quite convincing, she was too.

			So we told her. We played ice hockey most Saturdays when we were on day shifts. We got the vehicles out of the appliance room. We got the hose-reels out and got the concrete slick and lethal with water and liquid soap. A bar of soap was our puck. Brooms and mops were our sticks.

			‘We set up goals, we divide into teams and off we go,’ said Nicholas, who enjoyed the games as much as I did.

			‘It’s total war. It’s pure violence. And Caddie – he plays like a man possessed.’

			‘I play to win, perhaps.’

			‘You play to kill. Every week you’d swipe your stick so close to my head you nearly brained me,’ said Des.

			‘Well, ’appen every week you’d done something to deserve it.’

			‘So there’s no actual ice. And you don’t have skates. But you still play ice hockey and you nearly kill each other in the process. And you’re the ones we rely on to save us when things go wrong. Sometimes I wish I didn’t know all this,’ Dodger’s new girlfriend was saying as Caddie stood up, grabbed an umbrella and nearly took John’s head off as he began to demonstrate his goal-scoring prowess.

			I looked around as the noise in the room picked up and dozens of different conversations started up. Green Watch and their companions were having a raucous time with a soggy match box. Woody had turned the music back up. Amidst the throng, I could make out the occasional member of White and Blue Watch. The latter were the guys who were actually working that night. They were having as much fun as everyone else, but they’d disappear sharpish if the alert call sounded.

			‘To Caddie, and to all our friends round the Wrekin,’ Pete shouted suddenly. It was a classic local toast and he followed it up by draining the last of his pint and slamming his empty glass on the bar. Ben, manning the pumps for a change, passed over a foaming replacement in the blink of an eye. What a crazy group of guys we all are, I thought.

			At the end of the long, late night we all toasted Caddie properly and handed over a card and a present. But in my mind I had toasted him along with Pete. I knew I would miss him more than most. I’d learned more from him than from anyone else. And I hoped that one day I might make half as good a mentor to some other young buck as Caddie had been to me.
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			Carrying the Torch
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			A sharp and surprisingly cold Welsh wind caught me as I slammed my front door shut and headed down the pavement. Rain was in the air and it felt like the first fingers of autumn were stretching out towards me from the west. Summer was nearly over. A new season was about to begin. I opened my car door fast and jumped inside. Autumn was a busy time for us. There would be barn fires, bonfires and chimney fires – you name it, we’d get it. Drivers would skid and come a cropper on dark, wet nights. All manner of animals would get into trouble out on the farms on the Long Mynd and up on the glorious Shropshire Hills. We’d be worked hard. I’d love every minute, as usual. But I would miss Caddie.

			Red Watch wasn’t the same without him. John and the various junior officers had always led the watch, but Caddie had been central to it. His approval had mattered to me from my first day in the job. I’d sought it from the very start. I’d learned so much from his slow, steady explanations of what we did and why. I’d always known that some of the stories he told were cleverly designed to prepare me for some of the challenges I’d be facing. He’d been there at my first house fire, and on the day I saw my first dead body – a huge shock for a lanky eighteen-year-old who thought he would live for ever.

			He was a steady character and a true pal. Whatever shout we were on, I’d find myself looking up to see if I’d lived up to his expectations. I still did – till I remembered that he was no longer there.

			And was I somehow stepping into his shoes? I felt that one day, out of the blue, as I was working alongside Nicholas on a house fire over in Battlefield, the long-since swallowed-up village where, as you might have guessed, the Battle of Shrewsbury took place at the start of the fifteenth century. I can’t remember what they were fighting for, to be honest. Nor who won.

			The shout itself was one of those bread-and-butter jobs. It was mildly sad, but nothing particularly memorable. A small fire had broken out in an elderly lady’s home – a situation we encountered so often that the homes, and indeed the ladies, all seemed to blend into one. They were small, neat, well organised and ever so slightly creaky. They were never flashy and never loud. The women, not the houses, were almost always embarrassed about the fuss. They were almost always upset, though they would struggle to hide the fact.

			The birdlike Mrs Donaldson was the perfect example. When we arrived, she was darting around as if she herself was on fire. Somewhere in her early seventies, she was small and pale and sensibly dressed. She was wearing a housecoat, a garment not many people still went in for. It was well worn, but clean. And the lady was in constant motion.

			On that particular day Joe and Ben were working as numbers three and four, so they had their breathing apparatus sets on and were first off the engine and into the house. Once again Nicholas was number five, so once again he was in charge of the BA board outside – recording who had gone into the fire and when, so we’d know exactly when their air might run out and when they might need help. Charlie was number two. Having driven the engine to the scene, he was in charge of the pump that would supply high-pressure water to the hose-reel. He’d then monitor the gauges for the rest of the shout to make sure the flow stayed consistent.

			Out in the street, Mrs Donaldson looked from one of us to the other as we got on with our work. She was sensible enough to keep away from the house and the kit. But she was too twitchy to disappear into a neighbour’s house for a cup of tea as we’d suggested. She was certainly a nice old bird. If she apologised once for having called us out, she must have apologised a hundred times. If she asked if she could help once, she must have asked two hundred times. And in truth there was absolutely nothing she could do.

			The fire had sparked off in her kitchen, which was at the front of the house.

			‘A tea towel! Of all things, it was a cotton tea towel!’ she twittered as the job got underway. ‘It was too close to the gas rings. I’ve never, not in my whole life, done anything that foolish before. I set fire to a tea towel! And me, who’s raised three kids, seven grandchildren and does the Christmas lunch every year for the WI.’

			‘What were you cooking today, my love?’ asked Charlie, true to form.

			‘Egg and chips. I always have egg and chips on a Tuesday,’ she said.

			Charlie let out a long, low sigh. ‘I’ve not had egg and chips for weeks. Now you’ve got me all hungry,’ he said.

			‘It’s only half-past two. Did you lot not have lunch?’ asked the WPC who was waiting around with us. Her name was Jocelyn and she was a scary woman, most of the time. Tall and thin, in her mid-twenties and clearly determined to get on in life.

			‘Having lunch doesn’t stop our Charlie from being hungry,’ I told her.

			‘I would have had enough for two,’ Mrs Donaldson said. Then she let out a little cry of alarm and looked past us towards where Joe and Ben were coming out of her front door.

			‘Don’t worry. It’ll be all right,’ I told her.

			She tried to smile, then listened in as they gave their report. It was decent news, thankfully. We’d got there soon enough. ‘The tea towel had set the curtains and nets alight,’ Joe began.

			‘They were lace. Lace curtains. I can’t abide nets,’ she interrupted firmly.

			Joe corrected himself. ‘It set your curtains and lace curtains alight. It burnt the cupboards either side of them. But after that the fire was all bark and no bite. It probably looked a lot worse than it was.’

			And as Mrs Donaldson had shown the good sense to slam the kitchen door shut behind her when she ran to get help, it had been contained in that one small front room.

			‘The fire is out, ma’am, and the gas and the electrics are all off,’ Joe continued. ‘You can rest assured that we won’t be leaving here until we’ve checked every inch of your home to make sure that nothing is smouldering away anywhere out of sight. We’re ventilating the house now to get rid of what’s left of the smoke. My men will go back in to make their final checks in a while. Then we’ll do what we can to help you with the damage.’

			‘Is the kitchen ruined?’

			‘It’s not going to look good. We’ll have to pull some of your woodwork and cupboards apart when we check for embers. But as long as we don’t get called out on another job, we’re more than happy to help pull any damaged cabinets outside so you can dispose of them properly.’

			‘You don’t need to do that,’ she began.

			‘We don’t need to, but we’d like to.’

			Joe and Ben got to work, probably looking like blue-suited giants in the lady’s tiny, ship’s galley of a kitchen, while we wound the hose-reels back onto their drums and re-stowed the rest of the kit.

			‘With the kitchen gone, I can’t even offer you a cup of tea. All your work and I can’t even do that. I’ll just go and . . . I’ll just go and . . .’ she said, tailing off again, unsure of what exactly she might go and do. Suddenly she looked on the point of tears. It was as if the reality of what had happened had finally hit her – and hit her hard. She seemed smaller than ever in that moment, and very old.

			‘Why don’t you show me your garden, love?’ Jocelyn asked, before turning quickly to the other Joe for his approval. ‘It’s safe to go to the back of the house, isn’t it?’

			‘Be my guest.’

			The pair of them disappeared through the back gate. We stayed on and talked to a couple of neighbours who’d come by to see what all the fuss was about, but once they’d gone there wasn’t much for the rest of us to do. After a while Nicholas and I walked round the side of the house, intrigued to see how the tour of the garden could possibly be taking so long.

			When we got through the gate we saw Jocelyn, on her own, standing by the French windows to the back lounge. ‘She wanted to go in there. I told her it was OK as long as she stayed in the living room.’

			We took a look and then stepped inside. It was a neat, comfortable and entirely grandmotherly room. There were some straight-backed armchairs, a set of side tables, a small telly and a big, dark wooden dresser. Every inch of every shelf was covered in china figurines. And Mrs Donaldson was standing in front of it. She was wearing yellow washing-up gloves and had a bright orange duster in her hand.

			‘Got to keep these clean,’ she said when she saw us approach. ‘They get dusty every day. I’ve never known such dust as we get around here. I grew up in Cumberland, you know. We only got half the dust out there. Living here, you need to keep on top of dust every single day,’ she said. There was an odd intensity in her manner, and more than a hint of tears in her watery blue eyes.

			Nicholas stepped forward. There was a worried frown on his face. I sensed that he was about to swoop on her and usher her back outside. ‘Mrs Donaldson, you really don’t need to do this now,’ he began.

			I stepped forward myself. ‘It takes a while to clean each of these, doesn’t it?’ I said, picking up a pale-coloured and very delicate ballet dancer. ‘My mum collects those little dogs and the little china houses. Dust gets everywhere on those. Too many corners to clean on the little houses.’

			‘Indeed there are,’ the lady said, grasping at my interest the way a drowning man grasps at a plank of wood. ‘Look at this one,’ she said, taking the ballet dancer from me. ‘It captures the dust like nobody’s business. Now it’s got your dirty, sooty fingerprints on it as well, you naughty young man. That’s even more for me to do. The job never ends, I tell you. So, if you two gentlemen will leave me to it, I’ll get on much faster on my own.’

			‘We’ll call you if we need you,’ I said – and led a still-frowning Nicholas out of the room. ‘It’s shock,’ I told him when we were out of earshot in the garden. ‘Everyone reacts differently. It’s part of our job to spot it. Provided it’s not dangerous, we let people get on with it. Cleaning is obviously what this lady does best. She’s on edge, but it’s helping her get through this and it’s not harming anyone. She’s safe. She’s not exactly happy, but she’s OK. We need to leave her be. There’s no point in stopping her.’

			Nicholas nodded slowly and gave a rueful smile. Lesson learned, he seemed to be saying. And I smiled. It was Caddie and me, all those years ago. Only this time I was the experienced fireman passing on knowledge to a new recruit. This was such a simple, basic and very human lesson. But I hope Caddie would have approved.
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			That Doggy in the Window
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			The fire had been burning for some time – and it would continue to do so for some time yet. No one seemed too bothered by its cause. ‘They do say these things ’appen – and they do always seem to ’appen to me,’ seemed to be the farmer’s view of the matter. He introduced himself as Dale Jinman. He seemed tired and haggard behind his weather-beaten tan. He had a boxer’s broken nose, dark, deep-set eyes and an overwhelming air of proud exhaustion.

			We were at a smart-looking farm slap bang in the middle of nowhere. The farmer had reported a fire in an old machinery shed on his main yard. It had all manner of junk and combustible materials in it, we were told, the way most farm barns did. But it also had a huge amount of straw inside. The usual big, heavy bales were stacked one on top of the other and half a dozen deep. The barn had a metal girder frame with wooden cladding on top of the eight-foot sleepers that formed the sides and back wall. Next to it on one side was a brick-built cowshed. A similar but slightly smaller building full of cow pens was to the other side. The farmhouse itself was a few steps away, lost behind a thick mass of ivy, at the far end of the yard.

			When our appliances arrived it was only the barn in the middle that was ablaze. But the winds that autumn day were strong and changeable. They fanned the flames one moment, then let the flames burn down a little the next, then they moved everything in a different direction straight afterwards. The farmer, sensing the danger, had called us to make sure the situation didn’t get any worse. Losing the contents of the barn was bad enough. He certainly didn’t want to lose its structure as well – or any of his neighbouring buildings.

			We were happy to help him. The Fire Brigade has more rules that I care to count, but ‘Don’t get called back’ is one of the most important. You don’t ever want to leave the scene of a fire without being sure the danger has passed. You don’t want hidden embers to catch the minute your back is turned. But there’s another, equally important, rule: ‘Don’t let a fire spread’. You must try to contain everything. Wind is only one of your enemies there.

			‘Right, Windsor, get some water on the front of the barn. Dodger, you and Simon start to damp down the cowshed. You lot tackle the other building,’ John instructed as we all jumped down onto the dry dirt of the yard.

			We had two appliances on the site and got all the respective jets of water going fast, dousing the fire-facing sides of both brick buildings to help stop the fire from jumping. The farmhouse was upwind and looked to be far enough away from danger. But we all knew that could change fast. So we wanted our initial firebreaks to be in place as soon as possible.

			What we didn’t really tackle was the blaze itself. We could have given it a go, if required. We would certainly jump in if it looked set to do some real damage, or if the barn’s structure was in danger. But bales of straw are tougher than they look. They work like a thatched roof. Water only penetrates an inch or so into the bale while the rest of it burns away merrily. Anyway, putting the fire out wouldn’t help this farmer. The barn was where he stored his feeding straw and it was worthless now. Animals refuse to eat straw once it has been contaminated by even a whiff of smoke.

			The other reason we stood back and watched the blaze was equally practical. Farmers are OK about getting a pile of moderately useful ash to play with after a barn fire. They’re not so keen on being left to move a vast and unwieldy pile of half-burned, newly water-sodden and utterly worthless bales of straw. So our task that day was to provide our tired farmer with that big pile of moderately useful ash. Once the firebreak was up and all the danger had passed, we would be on a watching brief for the rest of the shout.

			Everything felt calm and controlled as the water made its icy arc towards the other buildings and splashed all over them. It was late afternoon and the sky was wide, clear and made up of the palest of blues. The colours seemed to be piled up on each other, an ever deeper set of shades and tones. There was something peaceful and timeless to it. I loved being so far out in the country. I liked the sense of freedom you get. I could understand why the farmers enjoyed their glorious isolation. And, of course, I liked the fact that we stood a fair chance of getting some tea and maybe some lovely home-made grub from the farmer’s wife as the waiting game got underway. It was incredible, sometimes, the food we were offered in the far reaches of the county. Farming families ate incredibly well. Charlie wasn’t on either of our appliances that day. I was looking forward to winding him up over what he’d missed.

			Lost in my daydream, and feeling my stomach start to rumble, I didn’t hear the two young children running up behind me. But I woke up fast. They seemed to have come out of nowhere. They were alongside me in a flash and got past me in an instant. And in some bizarre moment of madness they were making for the door of the burning barn.

			‘Oi! You two! Stop! Get back. Get away from there!’ I yelled.

			The pair stopped stock-still. They were within twelve feet of the barn. They hesitated, but only for a second. I could tell from the way they were standing that they were about to move forward again. Something was drawing them into danger. And whatever it was, I had to sort it out.

			‘Stay exactly where you are!’ I yelled, louder this time. I sensed the pair waver. I saw them look at each other. Then I saw their heads fall in defeat. I ran forward, scooping them up and pushing them back and away from the fire. Two dirty, pinched and panicking faces looked at me as I released them a safe distance away in the yard. The elder of the two, a girl called Olivia, was probably about ten, the other, a boy called Dan was a couple of years younger. I assumed they were the farmer’s children. Both were wearing faded jeans and thick check shirts, like their dad. It was clear they were two deeply worried children desperately trying to look strong and not to cry. But why? And what was in the barn?

			‘Sir, it’s our dog. Our dog is in there, sir,’ Olivia said, jabbing a finger towards the burning barn. Sympathy and understanding hit me as one.

			‘He sleeps there, sir. He’s not been well. He’s a sheepdog and he’s old. We’re just home from school and we don’t know where he is, sir,’ said Dan. He could barely breathe he was so upset. He looked as if he was going to run straight back to the burning barn and try to force his way in.

			‘We’re doing our best to stop this blaze from spreading. We’ve not seen your dog, but if he was inside the barn then he’ll have got out long before now. He’ll have taken to the hills. You can be sure he’s watching all this from somewhere safe. You should be too. Where’s your dad gone?’

			The kids looked around them. ‘Dad’s talking to your boss on the other side of the cowshed,’ Olivia said.

			I was on my own with the pair of them in the middle of the yard.

			‘What kind of dog is it?’ I asked, feeling sorry for the kids, trying to calm them down and keep them with me.

			‘He’s a border collie.’

			‘His name’s Bosun.’

			‘He’s old. I wanted him to live in the house with us, but Mum said no.’

			‘He’s always slept in the barn. But he’s hurt his leg. He got an infection.’

			‘I wanted to sleep in the barn with him till it got better, but Mum said no to that as well.’

			I sighed. Farm kids don’t normally get sentimental about their animals. Bosun must have been special. He must still be special, I thought, changing the tense. For there was no reason to think he was still in the barn – was there?

			‘When did you last see him?’ I asked, trying to sound as casual as possible.

			The kids looked at each other. ‘First thing before school. But Mum said they’ve not seen him since Dad spotted the fire. They should have told us sooner. No one’s seen him all the time you’ve been here.’ The young lad looked up at me again. ‘I can get a picture of him, if you want.’

			‘It’s OK, son,’ I said. ‘He’ll be here somewhere.’ We stayed silent for a few moments. And then I couldn’t help myself. ‘Is Bosun normally tied up, when he’s in the barn?’ I asked, not really wanting to hear the answer.

			The two of them lowered their heads and didn’t reply. I could see Olivia clench and unclench her fists. She was swaying on her feet, looking as if she might lurch towards the barn. Her brother meanwhile had squeezed his eyes tight. Tears were trickling out. It could have been the smoke. But it wasn’t. The message was clear. Their dog had been tied up.

			‘Look, there’s nothing we can do from here except watch the fire and let it burn itself out. That’s what all of us are doing now. We calm it down on the edges then check the way the winds blow. Stand behind me. Drag this hose-reel a bit to the left, so it doesn’t loop out so widely. You can help in loads of ways. The sooner we get things sorted here, the sooner we can get inside the barn and check that Bosun’s not there and everything is OK. And it will be OK, I’m sure of it.’

			I got the pair working with me for a while. I found them jobs they could do. They were unnecessary things. Distractions. And all the while I kept hoping that Bosun might come loping or limping around the corner to see what all the fuss was about. I’d told the kids he had almost certainly taken to the hills, but I didn’t believe it. And neither did they.

			‘Olivia, Dan, come back here now!’ A woman I took to be the children’s mum had come into our part of the yard. She was tall, slim and had straw-blonde hair tied up in some sort of sexy, possibly Scandinavian twist. She was wearing jeans and yet another checked shirt, this time in shades of pale, faded green. The whole family seemed to wear the same clothes, I thought. That had to mean they were close, right? It had to mean the kids would be looked after if bad news came.

			‘Go see your mum,’ I said, giving them a push. I smiled a greeting at her and got a quick, tired smile in reply. Behind her I could see John and Woody starting off on a walk-around. That probably meant we were bang on target with the firebreak. The fire itself was still burning hard in the main barn. Farm fires tend to give off a lot of smoke – from the straw and all the random kit that lies around and gets caught up in them. This one was no exception. It was billowing out of the few openings. On a clear, crisp day like this you’d be able to see it for miles around.

			I stepped towards John to ask for an update. In the corner of my eye I saw the two kids shuffle, and then run, towards their mum. They stood in front of her, both talking on top of each other. They started to shout and pointed towards the barn, to the fire. She stepped back. She shook her head angrily. She took a swipe at the young boy. She slapped him round the head. Then she pulled him close. She pulled Olivia close as well. She leaned in and down on them, wrapping her arms around them for a moment as if she’d never let go.

			‘We’re getting there, wind’s not moved and the worst’s over. Just a case of watching over it and be ready for the unexpected,’ said John, understandably relaxed about it all.

			‘You’ve not seen a dog? A border collie? An old one?’ I asked, hoping my voice wouldn’t carry.

			‘Yon farmer said the dog was inside the barn,’ John said, equally softly.

			‘Was he tied up?’

			John looked grim. ‘Worse than that. He was chained.’

			 

			John, Woody and the farmer carried on with their walk-round. The fire was as intense as ever and generating a lot of heat. When there’s nothing else to worry about, fires like this can be strangely enjoyable to watch. Seeing tall piles of straw eat themselves up, fold in on each other and slowly disappear can be mesmerising. It can be beautiful too. There are more colours in a fire than most people realise. There’s a rhythm to them as well. ‘They burn like a ballet,’ someone on the watch once said, years ago, in an uncharacteristically poetic mood. The flames certainly danced. But something told me I wasn’t going to feel any of the usual satisfaction today. I kept thinking about those kids’ grubby, desperate faces. I thought about the woman who’d taken a swing at them for something they’d said. Then held them close.

			Less than ten minutes later the flames were still ripping through their supply of fuel. The farmer’s wife had come back out, carrying a tray full of mugs of tea.

			‘My children are going spare,’ she told us. We all knew what she meant.

			‘We can take a look in a while, but there’s not much chance. It’s silent in there. Silent as the grave,’ said Dodger. Not the best man at choosing the right thing to say, our Dodger.

			The kids’ mum, grateful all the same, wandered back to her home on the other side of the yard, which was all mud, straw, soot and oil-stained puddles. And then, a few minutes later, when it was only us men in the farmyard, we found him. He had somehow managed to get out of the barn itself. But he’d not got far.

			‘He was underneath it at the back. God knows why he was there. Looks like he’d slipped his collar and was trying to dig a hole to get away. I saw him, suddenly, through the smoke,’ said Woody. ‘I saw the patch of white on his back.’

			‘Why didn’t he just run away?’ John mused. ‘Daft feller,’ he said, looking down at something we hoped the kids from the farm would never see.

			Parts of Bosun’s front legs had been burned. The fur and the flesh had gone. Bone showed through. On his rump a broad patch of fur had been burned away too. His skin there was badly flayed. Woody had run to the barn and dragged Bosun out by his hind legs. The dog was now covered in mud and dirt and soot. His head and face were filthy. His tongue was lolling out of the side of his mouth. One eye was open. The other was cut and caked with dirt.

			‘The poor thing. What a way to go,’ Woody repeated softly.

			Instinctively, we looked across the yard. The farmhouse door was on the far side of the yard, to the west. We seemed to be well shielded from most of the windows. No one was coming. At least not then.

			‘What are we going to do with him?’ Dodger asked. ‘And who’s going to tell the kids?’

			There was a long, difficult silence. Lots of the guys on the watch had kids themselves. And jokes apart, we all had hearts.

			‘Put him on the fire,’ John said in the end.

			‘What?’

			‘Put him on the fire. They won’t want to see him like this. We can’t hide him. There’s nowhere else for him to go. Put him on the fire and that can be the end to it.’

			‘You’re sure?’

			John sighed again. ‘What good would there be in letting those kids see what happened? Look at him. Their dog did not die a good or an easy death. Do we want them to know that? Look at his left eye. Look at the bones sticking through his legs. Do we want them to remember him like this? I say that we don’t.’

			‘What if they find his bones?’

			‘There’ll be no bones. Not if we do it now while the heat is still on. We can tell their dad, anyhow. He can be ready to hide anything that’s left.’ There was silence. ‘So what do we say?’ John asked.

			I looked him in the eye. It was clear that this was one of those rare moments when normal rules don’t apply. The Fire Brigade, back then at least, was not about consensus or committee decisions. It was about good old-fashioned hierarchies. The service still had deep military roots. It was about command structures. It was about one man at the top making a decision everyone else followed to the letter. In ordinary, operational situations that one man never, ever asked what the rest of us might think. But deciding what to do about two heartbroken little kids was not an ordinary, operational situation. John was right to ask us our thoughts. We were right to all take the same line.

			‘We should put him on the fire,’ we said, as one.

			And that, unfortunately, was when it all went wrong.

			The barn in front of us had a loophole in the gable end, about fifteen or twenty feet up in the air. Bales of hay or straw get pitched through there as the store fills up. The flames had nibbled away at parts of the structure. But the sides, and the main wall in front of us, were still very much intact. On the other side of this wall was where the flames had been the strongest and the embers were the hottest. That was where Bosun had to go, if he was to disappear forever.

			‘You want me to throw him through the loophole?’

			‘It’s the only way to get him in there.’

			‘It’s a long way up.’

			‘It’s no more than twenty feet.’

			‘It’s not going to be very dignified. None of them can see from the windows? The kids aren’t out? No one’s coming?’ Woody asked.

			‘It’s all clear. Do it now.’

			He did. But he didn’t do it well. He lobbed the old sheepdog’s body up high. Woody had always been one of the best players on our volleyball team. Over the past few weeks we’d had some quiet mornings so we’d had more games than usual. They’d been faster and wilder than normal as well. We had slammed the ball around ferociously. I did well, because I was so tall and because I was young. But Woody did well because he was strong. He was one of the lads who’d taken up some of Robin’s body-building techniques. He’d brought some new dumb-bells to add to the ones in the storeroom. He bragged about the weights he lifted in the leisure centre he’d joined in town. And he loved making sure the girls could see his biceps when we were having a few sneaky drinks down the pub. But the muscles, and all the training, let him down badly that day in the farmyard.

			‘Do it now,’ John repeated.

			Woody gave him a last, anguished look. Then he made the throw. Bosun’s lifeless body rose from his arms. Woody had aimed right at the opening. Everything seemed to do that slow-motion thing you see in films. Bosun’s body twisted in the air. It got right up to the gap. It was perfectly in line. Ultimately this was all about getting the aim, the trajectory and the timing right. It was like Daley Thompson doing the pole vault or the high jump at the Olympics. But pole vaulters and high jumpers sometimes ruin everything by touching the bar. Poor, dead Bosun touched his equivalent of the bar that day. He landed, with a soft thump, on the edge of the opening. His body seemed to rest there on the frame. It swayed for a moment as it settled. It looked as if it might topple forward into the flames. Or back into the yard.

			But it did neither. It wobbled one more time. Then it went still. Bosun was perched, face forward, on the wooden sill of the loophole, halfway in and halfway out of the barn. His rump, his two hind legs and his badly burned tail were sticking out. And there was something more. His tail seemed to move – to wag – when it was caught by a sudden gust of wind.

			‘Bugger,’ said Woody.

			‘Oh crap,’ said John.

			And the rest of us said something even worse.

			‘What the effing hell do we do now?’ Woody asked, panic in his voice. ‘We can’t let the kids see this.’

			‘It’s disrespectful,’ said Dodger unhelpfully. Woody looked as if he might go for him. Funny that this situation somehow meant so much to all of us.

			‘Woody, you’ll get a pole or a
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