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Dedication

 


To the memory
of the late, great Captain Ralph ‘Scoop’ Hansch of the Edmonton
Fire Rescue Service. A wonderful mentor and Olympic gold
medalist.

Special thanks
to my writer’s group — Edna Gerrie, Tim Padleki, Savanna Harvey,
and Ray Suchow. Robert Bull; Sam Markham loves you.


“You inherit
the sins; you inherit the flames.”

—Bruce Springsteen,
‘Adam Raised A Cain.’


Chapter 1

Saturday

 


 


Early morning
light leaked through the bathroom window as Gerry Ormond wiped
shaving foam from his face and ear lobes. He glanced at yesterday’s
newspaper item that Joni, his seventeen-year-old daughter, taped
beside the bathroom mirror.

LOCAL HERO KEYNOTE
SPEAKER AT FUNDRAISER GALA

Gerry still
wasn’t sure how it felt to be called a hero. It was the first
question everyone asked. Firefighting was his job. Immediately
following the sensational rescue of a small child, before the
adrenaline dump trickled out of him, he’d felt like Superman. These
days his celebrity status was merely a means to an end, which was
raising money for the Burn Fund. Gerry toweled off his face and put
on his dark blue uniform shirt with the double stripe of captain’s
bars on the epaulets. He thought it odd how, since all the
interviews and appearances, his fire district inexplicably became
number one on the hit parade in arson fires. No such thing as an
accidental fire in his district these days. Odds on, sometime today
he’d probably be responding to a set fire.

He just hoped
no one would die this time.

 


* * *

 


Smoke, the
color of dirt, leaked from the eaves of the house and curled low
across the Vancouver neighborhood, spoiling a perfect blue sky. The
kitchen window was already baked black and brown with blotchy
yellow patches. Extremely hot inside.

Not a happy day
for someone.

Neighbors
crowded the sidewalk across the street, staring, speaking quietly
to each other. A few women occasionally moved their hands over
their mouths. They likely knew the homeowners and were horrified to
see the devastation. Men tightly folded their arms across their
chests. A dozen kids rode their bikes in circles in the middle of
the street, thrilled to see a fire truck on their block.

At the curb,
the red fire truck marked its territory with blinking white strobes
and red rotators. Its centrifugal pump whined at high revs as the
operator stood at the panel, a steady hand on the controls, keeping
his eyes on the fire attack crew, the pressure gauges, and ears
attuned to the radio. A 44mm Combat Hose snaked up the driveway
from the fire truck to three firefighters beside the house.

The
firefighters shifted from one foot to the other in an attempt to
contain the adrenaline rippling through them. Their bulky yellow
duty gear shone in the reflected light of the nearby unit.

Captain Gerry
Ormond, in his red helmet, stood out from the other men wearing
yellow helmets. Ormond was a veteran with years of hard-won
knowledge under his belt. His was the responsibility to strategize
the attack on the fire, but given the clever firebug loose in the
district, strategy might not be worth a pinch of salt.

The moment his
rig pulled up to the curb, Captain Ormond sized up the bungalow,
analyzed the situation, and formed a basic attack plan. The front
and basement windows hadn’t yet blackened, and smoke only emanated
from the rear half of the home where the kitchen was normally
located. He suspected the occupant might have left something on the
stove or in the oven. That would be a real change. Lately, he’d had
no such luck.

Ormond cursed
under his breath; odds on, sensing this was the work of the firebug
again.

Rolling halfway
to the residence, dispatch reported no occupants home. When they’d
pulled up, the neighbor woman who’d called 911 confirmed she’d seen
both occupants leave an hour ago. Every firefighter took that
information with a grain of salt. Start believing second-hand
information and you’d be sure to have more fire deaths. A search
was always carried out.

The captain
gestured to the door, where smoke leaked from around its frame. The
portable radio in his chest pocket chirped with chatter from
dispatch and incoming units. Sirens wailed urgently in the distance
as incoming support units neared. He gestured with his gloved hand,
giving a quick-fire attack plan, speaking to his men through the
opening in his clear facemask. The men performed a rapid visual
check on their colleagues’ equipment and duty coats from top to
bottom. One of the men reached across to another and tucked his
flash hood in further down his collar. Each man nodded to the
captain; ready to roll.

Captain Ormond
angled his head down to his shoulder and spoke into the portable
radio mike attached to his shoulder strap. “Dispatch, Pump 13
Captain Ormond and two going on rapid fire attack. Next arriving
unit take command. We will need immediate ventilation.” He’d heard
on the radio as they were halfway to the scene that Capt. Fred
Hurley would be commanding that support unit.

The crew
secured their helmets, twisted regulators onto the opening of their
facemasks, clicked on the voice amps, and reached behind to crank
open the valve on their thirty-pound tanks. Air pushed into their
facemasks, the regulators shrieking against the pressure
regulators.

One of the men
quickly went around the corner of the house and smashed a window
with an axe. Smoke rolled out through the opening curling around
the corner, allowing some heat to escape. In a moment, he
returned.

The captain
pointed to the door and made a fist. It was a signal for
Firefighter Bruno Martella. The big man took three steps back from
the door, then surged forward, lifting his leg waist-high at the
last second for a mighty kick. His steel-shanked boot landed
squarely beside the doorknob. The wood gave with a resounding
crack, punching in the door, its top hinge ripped from the frame.
The door leaned inside at a broken angle. It was Bruno’s patented
‘Karate King’ maneuver.

The men dropped
to one knee and bent their heads as if genuflecting. Hot smoke,
dirty from melting plastics and burning wood, shot from the opening
like a cannon, rolling over them.

Sammy, at the
pump panel, cranked up the engine and gave more pressure to the
hose. Firefighter Eric Mathers picked up the nozzle.

In the corner
of his eye, Captain Ormond spotted the boxy rescue unit as it
stopped with a hiss of air brakes near their rig.

Squatting low,
Captain Ormond positioned behind his men while they stomped the
door flat and cautiously entered the burning home, staying low.
They disappeared into the doorway, immediately swallowed by an
alien atmosphere of smoke and hot, toxic gases.

Breaths pushed
through their facemasks, a sound Gerry thought of like a chorus of
air through gritted teeth. A dragon’s tongue of flame licked at the
ceiling above them, halting their progress for a moment on the
short set of stairs. As a group, they ducked involuntarily,
fighting the primordial ‘fight or flee’ instinct. For a rookie,
this response was based on fear; for an experienced firefighter, it
was respect.

To Captain
Ormond, the sight lent an extra jolt. His heart spiked as an image
of terror, a silhouette, flashed against his brain. He squeezed his
eyes shut for a moment, ridding his mind of the old deadly image.
Could one image of terror be classed as PTSD? In the afterlife, he
feared being cast into flames with no attack crew, no water, no
protective gear; naked and alone, burning in hell with guilt and
remorse for a brief lapse many years ago. That fear burned like
acid in his core. Eric, the nozzle man tugged the hose line,
pushing that memory away.

Flames crackled
as sharp as snapping sticks as the men cautiously moved up the
stairs. Heat and fire and gases audibly expanded with tortured
destructive breaths like a living beast behind the pall of dense
smoke.

At the top of
the stairs, Eric pushed the nozzle lever, blasting the room with
finely diffused water, called fog, transforming the kitchen into a
boiling explosion of steam. The men kept low, knowing too well how
steam could burn. Advancing into the kitchen, Eric swept the room
with water, forcing steam through the window they’d broken.

Another window
smashed nearby. Steam and smoke shifted suddenly toward the opening
as if a giant hand shifted a dirty gray picture to one side. A
faint glow of gray daylight cut the smoke. A yellow blur of a duty
coat at the window cleared glass from the window frame with an axe.
The support crew was doing their job. Often the roles were reversed
with Gerry’s crew arriving late and having to perform various other
ops.

Captain Ormond
pushed on the hose line, forcing his men in further as the nozzle
man doused the room a few more times with a cooling spray killing
the last of the flames. The fire hadn’t had time to become deep
seated. Captain Ormond tapped Eric’s shoulder indicating the man
should shut down the line. The crew stood and paused for a brief
before checking the immediate area for fire extension as support
units set up smoke fans at the doorway ventilating the house.

With the smoke
nearly gone, Captain Ormond took off his helmet, closed his tank
valve, and stripped off his facemask. His men followed suit. He set
his helmet on the charred kitchen counter enjoying the cool rush of
air. He stepped to the broken window and turned to his crew. “Good
job guys.” He liked working with this group. They seldom needed to
be told what to do, operating as though it was instinctive. He
leaned his head to the radio mike at his shoulder. “Thirteen to
Dispatch. Fire is under control. Checking for fire extension.” He
flashed a thumbs-up to the two firefighters outside for their
timely ventilation on the other kitchen window, giving the scalding
steam an escape route.

Command
responded in the familiar deep voice of Captain Fred Hurley, who
had assumed incoming command on Captain Ormond’s orders, running
the operation from his own rig that arrived along with a rescue
truck.

Captain Ormond
carefully scanned the charred room. Water ran down walls in black
veined streaks. He grabbed Bruno’s shoulder. “Wait,” he said. “You
didn’t open that sliding window, did you?”

Bruno shook his
head. “No. It was already open.”

“Keep away from
this area,” said Captain Ormond, and leaned toward it. A screen lay
outside on the lawn. He stood guard in the kitchen, ensuring
incoming crews didn’t trample the immediate area by the slider.

Incident
Commander Captain Hurley issued orders to his crews. In short
order, a crew entered the kitchen with a TIC, thermal-imaging
camera, and disappeared down a hallway. Two more firefighters came
in and slowly scanned the room with their own TIC looking for hot
spots behind walls or in the ceiling.

Captain Ormond
dropped to one knee and carefully examined the immediate area
around the slider. He noticed an uneven trail of black charring, an
area more heavily burned—alligatored. The marking zigzagged up from
the linoleum in a haphazard pattern, looping several times across
the countertop and onto the cupboards. No pots were on the stove.
He opened and closed the oven. Nothing there either.

Looked like the
snaking patterns were the point of origin.

The arsonist
had left his mark.

He’d
occasionally worked relief duty as a Gator, an investigator, and
learned a lot on how to protect a scene and evidence.

This fire
looked like a no-brainer for the Gators, he thought and cursed the
arsonist as well as his own lousy luck. Fingers from his own
investigators were pointing at him for all the other fires,
figuring it was someone close to him, his crew, or their circle of
friends, possibly lighting up his district. Even the arson squad
dicks, guys he’d never met, were pressuring him. They turned over
every stone and brainstormed whacked-out theories. Captain Ormond,
at the center of it, got a phone call every time as they ran it by
him.

So did some of
his friends. A few were pissed off having investigators at their
door, thinking Gerry personally loosed the hounds on them.

“What the hell
is going on, Gerry?”

“What did I
ever do to you, man?”

It was how
Gerry discovered one friend, a pillar of the community type,
possessed a criminal record going back ten years.

He studied the
area around the window above the sink, its vinyl horizontal slats
now just drippings as if a large animal drooled. Linoleum had
frazzled and curled. All of it a mess which would require an
extensive reno.

Captain Ormond
met the secondary search crew on his way out the door. He spoke
with their sector officer. “Looks like another one. Keep everyone
away from there until the Gators get here.” He beckoned his men to
follow him out with a wave of his gloved hand.

With his crew
in tow, he walked down the driveway to the rescue truck,
angle-parked on the residential street. External speakers on the
vehicles crackled with radio chatter, voices carrying over the
thrumming diesel engines. The rescue truck driver tossed them
bottles of water as they exchanged their used air tanks for full
ones, already preparing for the next incident. Their padded duty
gear reeked of burnt plastic and charred wood.

The incident
commander, Captain Hurley, wandered over. “You knocked her down
pretty quick, Gerry. I hardly had a chance to catch my breath.” He
gripped a clipboard holding a personnel accountability sheet. His
gaze flitted between the parked rigs and the crews he’d assigned to
various duties.

“Yeah, this one
looked like a gimme so I figured we’d go for it. Let your boys roll
up the hose,” said Gerry, winking. He glanced around
surreptitiously and leaned into the smaller man. “Anyhow, I figured
you’d appreciate the simplicity,” he said in a quiet voice.

Gerry recalled
the last fire they worked together, a bigger incident where Fred
Hurley arrived on scene first and rightly took command. He was a
newly promoted officer, and his orders seemed hesitant, lacking
confidence, scrambling the standard operating procedures and the
benchmarks—the order of things. Nothing serious, just nerves and
inexperience. The fire boys got the job done, though. Always
did.

Emergency work
held an intense immediacy; no do-overs, no cutting another piece or
holding a meeting. Every step or action burned a bridge you
couldn’t cross back on. A rescue operation is an odd do-or-die
beast. Hesitation, as well as hastiness, to unapprised conditions
could have grave repercussions. Rescue work walks that fine line
between the two.

“These little
incidents never hurt,” said Hurley.

Gerry nodded.
“It gets easier and smoother. Experience, my man, experience. Say,
when the Gators show up, tell ‘em to check around the slider window
on the east wall,” said Gerry. “We need a man to tape off the area
outside the window, might be a flower bed there, soft soil. The
window screen was torn off and tossed.”

The Gators knew
by now if Gerry arrived first on a working fire scene, arson was a
definite possibility. Vulcan, the department firedog, a black
Labrador, would be brought in to zero in on the affected area. Much
like a drug detection dog, Vulcan was trained not to be distracted
by any other odors except those from hydrocarbons. When Vulcan got
especially excited, so did the Gators. And it only cost them a
doggie treat.

Electronic
sniffers, initially used, were unable to discriminate accelerants
from the mixed odors commonly found at a fire scene. Dog noses,
having thousands of receptors, were better than any machine.

“Another one,
you think?” asked Captain Hurley, his brow lifting.

Gerry nodded
grimly. “I think so. No one got hurt—or died—this time.”

The dispatcher
radioed Hurley, ending their conversation. He headed back to his
rig.

The portable
radio crackled to life in Gerry’s pocket.

“Primary search
complete,” radioed the crew.

Knowing no
occupants were inside, adrenaline trickled from him in a series of
shivers before washing out in a wave of relief. Primary searches
were expedient actions, often undertaken while the fire still
raged. Incident Commander Hurley immediately initiated a secondary
search sector for the ‘fine tuning’ a more methodical search of the
structure. A secondary search, performed by a different crew with
different eyes, was a fine-toothed comb, probing deeper into spaces
which a frightened child might slip into.

Gerry returned
to his rig and the familiar comfort of the loud purr of the fire
truck. He told his driver operator, Sammy, to cut back the
pressure. In a moment, the hose became flaccid. Gerry shed his air
tank harness on the diamond plate tailboard and drank deeply from
the water bottle before splashing some over his head. He glanced
around admiring the beautiful afternoon.

Early June. A
heavy scent of lilacs or lavender cut through the diesel fumes. Big
salmon runs would soon be warming up in the Pacific ready to come
up the Fraser River, a few miles to the south. Grouse Mountain
loomed sharp and clear in the north. There was nothing like
Vancouver in the late spring; when she was good, she was very,
very, good; when she was bad…it rained and rained.

The usual
suspects made up the crowd across the street—joggers, cyclists,
kids, and seniors. A firefighter from the rescue unit handed out
fire safety coloring books to a couple of wide-eyed little kids
straddling their bikes. Elegant, lush maples hung over a street of
manicured lawns and blooming flowerbeds. Two mongrels barked at the
aerial truck driver as he opened an outside compartment and pulled
out lath and plastic to seal up the broken windows and door of the
damaged house.

Gerry’s mind
ran to nearby locations of the other arsons; a garage three blocks
north, fence twenty blocks south, an arson victim’s house way over
east, almost in Captain Hurley’s district. At first glance, it
appeared to be a normal, everyday neighborhood. Unfortunately, the
community had big trouble and was rightly worried. They were
treating a plague of arsons very seriously, going as far as setting
up nightly citizen patrols. Gerry’s thoughts ran to his own home
only five blocks away and a shiver ran through him.

He lifted his
head to an egg yolk yellow sun, squinting, basking for a moment. He
stepped around the back of the rig and out to the center of the
street and scanned the bystanders. One by one, he made sure they
felt the intensity of his blue-gray eyes, letting them know he was
looking. Looking for a ‘tell’ like in poker; a lowering of a hat
shading the eyes, someone nervously shuffling out of direct sight,
or a sudden turn of the head breaking from his gaze and swiftly
slinking away.

“Where are you,
you sneaky shit?” he murmured to himself. Normally, if the same
person showed up at a few fires it would be cause for
suspicion.

But not here.
These faces lived here. They were also his neighbors; concerned
community members at risk, many afraid to sleep at night.

The guy was
probably gone already. Gerry sighed at the futility. Maybe he’d get
extremely lucky and nail the bastard—and that bastard better pray a
firefighter didn’t catch him. He’d suggested to management about
installing video cameras on the rigs somewhat like the ones on
police patrol cars. But there was little money for frills in fire
and rescue.

“Any pocket
gophers out there, Cap?”

Gerry laughed
and turned to face a firefighter from Captain Hurley’s crew. Years
ago, one of the Gators told Gerry’s crew to watch for anyone who
appeared to have a squirrel in his pants pocket. One of Gerry’s men
suggested questioning the squirrel population. Five to seven
percent of arsonists got their sexual jollies watching a blaze.
There was a small possibility he could still be on scene.

Why go randomly
through neighborhood lighting up garbage cans, fences, garages, and
homes? Targets of opportunity for a wacko? Or a method to the
madness? Gerry culled through all possible motives and determined
his district fires covered up no crimes. Investigations so far
ruled out common factors found in insurance fraud. Forget the
vandal angle—vandals were sloppy, hit and run types. This guy was a
planner. No evidence remained beyond hydrocarbon traces. The
incidents had also escalated, culminating in death.

There was no
apparent connection between the property owners. Gerry and the
Gators constantly examined the list, whittling it down to revenge.
But revenge for what? Against whom? Answering one of them would see
the pieces begin to fit. Revenge seemed like the best bet.

He turned back
to the house where crews milled about. As it was, the kitchen would
be a write-off. Still, a good save. Having inadequate manpower and
equipment commonly resulted in no saves; a destroyed house and
occasionally a few in a row ravaged by heat and flames.

In the time he
spent as a relief fire investigator, he learned to disregard
assumptions because sometimes they whipped around and bit you hard
in the ass. Obviously, this house fire was arson, as sure as shit.
He couldn’t help but jump to conclusions that this one paralleled
the others which were all on his watch, in his neighborhood.

Two weeks ago,
and a dozen blocks from here, the firebug cranked it to the highest
level. A young mother, Jane Babbit, died in the fire—a call he
should have caught.

“Hey there,
handsome.”

Gerry swung
around.

Valerie
Thurmon, a reporter from the Vancouver Sun stood in her clunky
hiking boots, long legs wrapped in tight blue jeans. She had on a
satiny turquoise blouse. A three-quarter-length brown suede jacket
draped over one arm. Cherry painted lips complemented her
Crest-white smile. Turquoise hoop earrings swayed as she stepped up
to him.

Gerry liked
her. Her disarming smile made men go weak at the knees, at least
until she asked, “Do you still beat your wife?” In her mid-thirties
and only recently assigned to investigative reporting, she’d become
better at sorting bullshit from facts. And she did weave readable
copy. Her assignment was a refreshing rarity. The Canadian media
abandoned investigative reporting years ago, leaving it to
axe-grinding columnists or replacing it with safer, sappy, columns
about lifestyle, health, and celebrity crap. “…the explosion caught
everyone by surprise” was an example which made a person wonder if
journalists forged their degrees.

“Good afternoon
Miss Thurmon,” he said and downed the last of the water.

“Funny, I knew
before I got here it’d be Captain Gerry Ormond on scene.” She
smiled as she opened her notepad and flipped her long auburn hair
to one side.

“It seems the
world still loves Gerry Ormond,” he said with disdain.

“Got anything
for me?” she asked, her brow raised expectantly.

“See fire. Put
out.”

Valerie frowned
at him. Her father, now retired, spent thirty-five years with
Montreal fire rescue. Her background warranted the assignment to
cover the arson beat.

“Okay. The
brave, fearless men from Station Thirteen responded to the inferno
in a timely fashion. The fire was discovered in the kitchen and
extinguished rapidly. No occupants. We’re not sure how it started,
but if you speak to the investigators—”

“Come on,
Gerry. You’re the biggest story in this town. Give me something
new, anything.”

“Well, Val,
‘new’ would be responding to a run-of-the-mill accidental fire.” He
wouldn’t allow himself the liberty to say this one was a set fire.
That would be pissing on a lot of corn flakes. Assumptions were for
fools. He did his job and expected everyone else to do theirs.

“So, you’re
saying this could be a set fire, then?”

She stood close
enough for him to detect her lime-scented perfume and made him
aware of his own smoked, sweaty shirt under his heavy, yellow duty
coat and a dull ache in his shoulder. “You do know how to read
between the lines.”

He watched the
men pack up equipment and roll hose. Fred, now ensconced in the cab
of his rig, worked on a command sheet clipboard visible just above
the dash. He blew Gerry a kiss and batted his eyes.

Gerry frowned
at him and quickly looked back at Valerie hoping she hadn’t
noticed. To many guys, she was an A-number one, primo female. A few
tried to hook up with her, but for the most part, she was distant.
However, she did seem to like Gerry. Could be the stripes on an
officer—or the opportunity to get an exclusive. Asking her to
dinner might satisfy his curiosity as to how far up those legs
really went.

With the
firebug driving everyone to distraction, he was a shoo-in not to be
turned down. He didn’t think he’d be quite comfortable with her
over a dinner date; given her prying manner and his department’s
restrictions regarding the press. It might be a tough balancing
act. If he got lucky, pillow talk might find him under fire in the
chief’s office.

“Okay, Val. I
hope this wasn’t his work. I hope it was carelessness, an accident.
I pray this asshole spills some gasoline on his pants and immolates
himself. And I would not piss on him to save him.” Gerry shook his
head

“Why do you
believe it’s a male?”

“Okay, it’s a
feminist trying for equal rights.” He chuckled a bit. “That’s might
be considered something new.”

She narrowed
her gaze. “You mentioned a grudge? Maybe skeletons in a closet
somewhere?

Gerry winced
inside at that reference. Somewhere, yeah. He knew the exact closet
his King Kong-sized skeleton hid in. That door was welded shut a
long time ago and far away; sounding almost like a fairy tale
except for the tragic ending. “Maybe I’m some kind’a
psycho-sleepwalking arsonist. But honestly, Val, I’m just tired of
it all. It’s been going on for months. The only ‘something new’
here is that the world is now looking hard at me and my crew. Our
friends, neighbors…whatever.”

She looked into
his eyes, sharing the gravity of his words. Her pen tapped the
notepad with finality. “Still too vague.”

“Well Valerie,
it’s really all I got for you. Oh, yeah, my words about ‘pissing’?
Dare you to print that. Or is it too harsh for the paper? Here’s a
quote—I hate the prick. Is it still okay to actually hate someone
these days? Publicly?”

“Come on now,
Gerry. It’s not quite that bad.” She cast him a speculative look,
that unsettled him.

“I think it is,
and so do the courts. We’ll catch him and he’ll pull the ‘society’s
to blame’ shit. Judges are getting softer and softer.” He stood, at
once sorry for treating her so shabbily. To hell with it, she was a
reporter and should be used to it by now. He sighed and drew up his
sleeve, glancing at his watch. “Gotta go. Nearly shift change.
Sorry Val, catch you later.” He turned from her, tossed the plastic
water bottle into the cab, and rounded up his crew. “All set,
Sammy?”

Sammy nodded
and slammed the side compartment door. “Except for Bruno.” He
thumbed over his shoulder toward the crowd.

Bruno stood
across the street clad in his yellow duty pants and red suspenders
over a white t-shirt, his back to Gerry, chatting up two women he
cut from the crowd. Everyone loves a big, happy, Italian boy. His
hands moved when he spoke, as though painting a masterpiece.

Gerry walked
over to Bruno while shedding his bulky duty coat. Sweat stained his
blue shirt in oblong patches. Halfway there, the brunette’s
attention focused on Gerry. She gave her friend a nudge. Her
redheaded friend did a double take. Both wore shorts and t-shirts.
They were athletic looking, classy, mature women—Bruno’s
specialty.

Love these
sunny days and the creatures beneath them, thought Gerry, as he
smiled at them. They smiled back. Bruno turned to him, his smile
dropping from his face.

Gerry placed a
hand on Bruno’s shoulder. “Okay, big boy, we got to roll,” he said,
noticing the red head twirl her hair with her fingers. Preening.
“Ladies,” he greeted, with a polite nod.

They smiled
invitingly. The brunette spoke first. “You’re him, that captain
guy, in the papers and all, aren’t you?”

Gerry, tired
and shoulder aching from banging it against a car door at an MVA
earlier, sighed loudly. “I’m Captain Guy’s evil twin.”

The women
laughed. Bruno didn’t.

Gerry followed
him back to the rig thinking about how often he was recognized.
Being in the spotlight did that. He was used to it by now, not
minding the hype, occasionally wallowing in it. Lately, it took
over his life so much he had no time to get out on the water and
wet a fishing line. Hero worship was something Canadians weren’t
altogether comfortable with in large doses. They appreciated their
heroes but didn’t elevate them to demi-God status as Americans
did.

Before climbing
into the rig, he glanced back at the women and returned their
waves. Women, women, everywhere. In the last few months since his
launch to fame, he’d never met more women or been propositioned so
often. They were always there, appearing on the fringes of a fog.
Reaching out was tempting. Starting a harem wouldn’t be a problem.
He enjoyed the fawning, but it went no further. Women just didn’t
feel quite right yet.

Then there was
Linda, the woman he was seeing. She’d become oppressive; doting on
him at times as if he was a child.

Bruno, on the
other hand, thrived on it, showing up at every department social
function with a gorgeous woman on his arm, and rarely the same one
twice. More often than not they were married. Very few guys could
pull that off regularly.

Gerry had given
it all up after marrying Helen and raising a daughter. When he slid
a wedding band on Helen’s finger, he planned to be beside her for
the rest of his life; retire somewhere on the Sunshine Coast. He’d
dated plenty of women before her, thought he was in love a few
times, too, but when he stood at the altar, he knew Helen was the
pick of the crop—his for life.

The car
accident changed everything; turned his world dark.


Chapter 2

 


 


A buddy of
Gerry’s from the local Richmond RCMP detachment arrived at his home
one afternoon. He’d never forget Constable Scott Byrd’s tortured
face standing beside his car at the curb, hesitant to walk into the
yard. Gerry figured it a bit odd as he still wore his uniform.

“Hey there,
Birdie. Don’t be bashful. Got a cold brewski for you,” Gerry had
said, sitting on a lawn chair in the side yard of his home, coals
firing up on the barbecue.

“I’m still on
duty, Gerry.” He flipped his hat through the car window before
walking up the driveway in halting steps.

Gerry grinned.
“Don’t let that goofy uniform stop you from having a drink here,”
he added with a chuckle. But his cheery mood died when he saw
Byrd’s tears welling up. “You don’t look so good, buddy. You—”

“I had a bad
day, Gerry. Worst ever,” he said, his blue eyes disintegrating,
tears running down his cheeks. “Damn hell.”

Right then, in
a moment as clear and crisp as alpine air, Gerry knew.

He’d seen a
similar look on his men and EMTs as they summoned up their courage
at med calls, about to tell people their loved one in the next room
wasn’t doing too well. “We’re doing all we can, ma’am.” He watched
blood drain from their faces, the adjoining room crammed with
paramedics, EMTs, and firefighters; sweat and prayers unable to
kick start a damaged heart. The floor littered with detritus of
cellophane packaging, used IV bags, tubes, and latex gloves.

Always the
worst were the children, some in twisted car wrecks, shaking like
terrified rabbits about to be devoured while trying to assure them
mom or dad would be okay; the biggest lies he'd ever told.
Absolutely heart wrenching.

Scott’s
consoling words were spoken to a deaf man. Gerry’s legs grew heavy,
the weight creeping up his legs, crushing his chest.

She’d be here
anytime.

“If we need
anything, Gerry, I’ll get it on my way home…”

“Yeah, Helen,
pick up a couple of steaks from that butcher. I feel a deep hunger
comin’ on.”

The beer bottle
dropped from Gerry’s hand, smashing onto the patio bricks. The
smell of briquettes wafting from the barbecue surrounded him,
closing tightly like a cocoon, cloying…

Two years
ago.

Since then,
Gerry retched at the stench of briquettes, an immediate and violent
reaction as if something in his guts was dying, trying to claw its
way out. His reaction sure concerned people during a community
barbecue. Thank God for propane grills.

“You okay,
Captain?” asked Sammy as he slowed to turn.

“Uh, yeah.”

The rig turned
off and onto the small ramp of Station 13 and did a partial 180,
nosing a bit into the street.

Gerry waved to
a woman waiting near the front door.

Linda.

“Looks like
your gal has something for you, sir,” said Eric, flicking on the
light bar switches, preparing to back into the station.

“More praise
for our hee-ro,” added Bruno, an edge to his voice.

Gerry felt his
ears burn but ignored the comment—again—and smiled weakly at the
expectant woman. Bruno jumped down from the rig and walked toward
the station doors, raking a hand through his black wavy hair, and
nodding to Linda.

“Looks like a
cake,” added Eric, opening the side cab door and alighting onto the
concrete pad. He ogled Linda for a moment before looking back.
“Woman that good lookin’ bakes me a cake, I’d marry the bitch.”

“O-kay, I can
see why you’ve had two divorces,” said Sammy, flatly.

Gerry sighed.
Linda would not, could not, go away and leave him on his own for
one damn hour. Was it just him, still being vulnerable, needing her
for the crutch she’d been? They met about a year after Helen died
while he was still an obscure officer. At least she wasn’t part of
the hero worship. She was the first woman he’d shown any interest
in since Helen’s passing.

They met at a
grief support group, referred to him by the department chaplain.
Linda also suffered, losing Harold, her husband, in a helicopter
crash in the Coast Mountains. He left her with a sizeable insurance
payout and two teenage children, who at first appeared decent and
normal. However, as he got to know them the facade deteriorated to
near dysfunction. Her son was a borderline psychotic. Heavy baggage
for a relationship.

Gerry jumped
down spryly from the rig and walked over to her. “Hi, Linda.”

Afternoon sun
caught her short black hair giving it a sheen like wet coal. With
her white summer skirt and pale green low-cut V-neck cotton
sweater, she could have just stepped out of a fashion magazine. She
was a buxom woman, healthy and fit. Quite different than Helen.

The backup
alarm on the rig squealed loudly, making her wince. She stood on
her toes, craning her long neck to peck him on the cheek. “This is
for you, honey,” she said, holding up the box, flipping up the
lid.

Gerry peeked in
the box. A cake all right. “And this is in celebration of…what?” He
slid the red suspenders from his shoulder with his thumbs.

“Our
anniversary, of course.” She smiled broadly but her simmering dark
eyes read his face easily. “You don’t like it?”

“Our
anniversary,” he muttered, in a deadpan tone.

“Six months
ago, you mentioned about getting engaged.” Her smile faded.

He knew she’d
thought about this all day. The E word. How the hell did he ever
let that slip? She'd been putting subtle pressure on him for some
time already, wanting to take the relationship further, give it
more meaning. He was not confident going forward, realizing the
relationship had stalled. He had no idea what to do. Maybe he
wasn’t ready.

Months ago,
he’d taken her to North Vancouver for a provincial Burn Fund dinner
where he was the keynote speaker. It turned out to be an enormously
successful affair. Euphoric at the amount raised, Gerry couldn’t
tell if it was the raffle to Maui or his mere presence causing
everyone to dig deeper at the event.

On the way
home, they parked under the Lion’s Gate Bridge. Gerry told her how,
as a teenager, he used to take girls down by the Fern River to
watch the ‘submarine races.’ Their talking and sitting close led to
cuddling and soon they moved into the truck camper. If this truck’s
rockin’, don’t be knockin’ as the bumper sticker read. Their
frenzied lovemaking left him in a funk, feeling he had somehow
betrayed Helen. It was just too weird to handle. He hadn’t slept
with Linda since. Little by little, her persistence was whittling
him down.

“I’m beat,” he
said and took her elbow, leading her into the station, past the
fire truck, and into the small, spartan office. Sweat darkened his
blue shirt in patches. His sweaty stench rose noticeably up his
nose. He sat behind his desk and sorted out some paperwork.

He did not want
to deal with her now. There were run reports to file and get
himself cleaned up. With any luck, she’d get a good whiff of him
and skedaddle. He stepped to the far wall where he ripped the run
report from the printer. His gaze shifted past her to the large
window beside the door overlooking the apparatus floor. The men
busily cleaned, replaced and checked equipment used at the fire
scene.

Late afternoon
sunlight streamed into the station through the glass-paneled,
overhead doors, reflecting off the red, cement floor in a bright
gloss. It was a sight he’d grown to love, the men working well
together, achieving camaraderie from taking risks and facing
danger; the brotherhood. The certain comfort of the station was
akin to the feeling one gets when visiting an old friend’s
home.

“What’s the
matter, dear?” she asked, gentleness in her tone.

“I’m not sure,”
he said, looking up at her. “I think…it’s too early for this future
planning stuff. Too early since—”

“It’s been two
years,” she said, the air around her changing like ions in an
electrical storm.

He regretted
ever mentioning the E word that night. “I haven’t made any
promises.” He cleared his throat. “I merely suggested sometime, we
might—”

“Damn you,
Gerald Ormond! When will it be right? Another year? Ten more
years?” Her voice rose with every word. “Is it because you’re
famous now? I see the women around you all the time, whispering and
pointing and wishing.” She sighed, like air rushing from a balloon.
“But I knew you before all this. I knew Gerry, the man, Gerry the
broken-hearted.” Her voice died.

She had so many
questions he couldn’t even attempt to answer them. Worst of all,
she was right. When they met, he was a wreck. Now, part of him
wanted to rush over and take her in his arms, wipe away the tears
pooling in her eyes, comfort her. The other part wanted to turn his
back, cut her loose, be alone.

Captain Ormond,
a national hero, action figure, did nothing.

The men on the
apparatus floor stopped loading hose, their attention on the drama
playing out through the large window of the captain’s office.

Linda’s words
evaporated leaving an echo of smothering silence. She lifted the
cake and smashed it down on his desk.

The sides of
the box blew out and the cake flattened, splaying over his
desk.

She stared at
it for a moment, surprised at the result.

“Jesus, Linda!
What the hell are you doing?”

She turned and
gripped the doorknob, turning her knuckles white. “I’m wasting my
time, aren’t I? Anyhow, you reek.” She flung open the door, bumping
into Sammy passing by.

The guys craned
their necks toward the office. Gerry looked at them, his face red,
angry. They immediately scattered. Bruno smirked as he pulled a dry
hose roll from the rack, watching Linda stalk away.

Gerry stared at
the white icing and the blue script. ‘My Hero’ and below it a red
heart. He ran his finger through it in a quick scribble and went
out of the office into the supply room. He heard the guys laughter
echo around the apparatus floor. Damn woman, he thought, how could
she do this, especially in front of his men and in his office? So
embarrassing. He dumped the mushed cake into a trashcan and used
paper towels and a damp cloth to clean the desk, his anger rising
and falling as he scraped icing from his paperwork.

He went into
his officer’s dorm and shed his clothing for a shower, wondering
how he could restrain Linda from pressuring him so much. Since
meeting her, she’d slowly mutated to a spider woman, attaching webs
to his life, calling him at bars, accidentally-on-purpose bumping
into him at supermarkets. Hell, she even used the same dry cleaner,
picking up his stuff for him. She gassed up at the Shell near his
place even though she lived some distance away, over in Surrey. It
was getting close to stalking.

He enjoyed the
attention at first. Lord knows he’d needed it. Some guys who split
from their wives took to drinking, while others explored new
lifestyles complete with ear piercings, Harleys, bleached hair, or
convertibles and BMWs.

Helen’s funeral
and the months after were a blur. Thank God, his daughter Joni put
aside her own grief to save him, dragging him from indifference and
apathy. The fire boys turned him on to exercise and pumping iron.
He’d lost fifteen pounds of fat, turning it into eight pounds of
muscle, keeping the scales at an even two hundred. With every curl
and squat and rep, Helen appeared in his mind. He focused on
gaining strength and power, imagining himself as Superman, crushing
the oncoming vehicle before it T-boned her car.

He stepped from
the shower and took a long look at himself in the mirror. Not bad
for a 42-year-old man, he thought, no belly, good overall tone. His
firm jaw displayed a small cleft on his chin, lending his face a
ruggedness. His short cropped, dark brown hair was slightly
peppered with gray. Only his face belied his forty-three years.
Lines under his eyes emphasized his tiredness. Erratic sleeping
schedules on night shifts took their toll and over the years
affected his sleep at home where he needed it the most. A lot of it
was due to stress, compounded by being in command.

He saw in many
officers how stress manifested itself and found it interesting how
some coped. Others didn’t or couldn’t. Gerry wasn’t naive enough to
believe he was above it all and not affected. He often wondered if
it would creep up slowly on him, too, building like lava in a
volcano. He hoped one day he wouldn’t find himself catatonic on
scene with crews demanding his attention, unable to function. “With
your dick in your hand,” as some guys said.

He often
thought of his semi-famous photo; how it hit the wire services to
grace every newspaper in Canada and the U.S. Sometimes he barely
recognized that firefighter. The photo made his nose look blunter
and his chin wider. Certainly, no pretty boy, but it didn’t seem to
matter. The Americans would probably make a Monday Night Movie on
his courageous act. Sometimes as he shaved, he imagined a Harrison
Ford-like actor or Dennis Quaid playing his part, their younger
versions anyhow.

His gaze rested
on the jagged white line above his right eye—the scar—a harsh
reminder of growing up in Fernly, Ontario. A night to haunt him
forever. And a place he’d have to return to.

He toweled off,
put on a fresh shirt, and buttoned it in front of the mirror. He
liked the fit of a crisp issue shirt. When he donned one the very
first time at the fire academy, he knew he was meant to wear it.
Later, at home, he stood in front of the mirror admiring it,
striking various poses, wondering if he really looked like a
firefighter. You could put a fancy shirt on anyone, right?

Back then he
wasn’t able to feel its true weight. Now, with two white stripes on
each epaulet, the feeling was even better. There was the respect
and authority he garnered when pulling up to a rescue or even
performing inspections; my turf and I own it. He’d always been a
take-charge guy with his motto lead, follow or get the hell out of
the way.

His crew
finished with preparing the rig for the next call, and sat around
the table enjoying fresh coffee, chuckling. Gerry caught a few
whispered comments about his relationship with Linda as he poured
himself a cup but pretended not to hear. He glanced at the clock
above the table and said. “No sense having a critique now, shift’s
almost done. Anyhow, you boys are giggling like schoolgirls.”

A post-incident
critique was a useful tool where the men discussed the incident and
methods to improve the operation. Sometimes it deteriorated into a
bitching session about management, paramedics, and occasionally the
cops. Gerry’s job was to keep it on the rails and focus on their
own operations.

“Why would we
need one today, Captain?” asked Bruno, his big hands covering the
mug. “Everything went great, no screw-ups.” He looked at the other
guys around the room. “What did you expect from the hee-ro, our
very own Mr. Perfect?”

The kitchen
rang in a hollow silence.

Gerry felt heat
crawl up his neck. “That’s enough, Bruno,” he said, dumping the
remains of his coffee into the stainless-steel sink. “In my
office—now!” Gerry stalked out of the room across the apparatus
floor.

Bruno stepped
into the captain’s office and closed the door behind him, giving it
an emphasis that made Gerry turn quickly before sitting behind the
green, steel desk.

“You like
working here, Bruno?”

Bruno sat
across from him folding his hands on his lap. “At this station,
yeah. It’s close to home, I can bike here and we’re fairly busy.”
He tried hard to keep his comment casual.

Gerry nodded,
catching the drift. “At this station, but not with me,” he
responded flatly.

Bruno sat back
making the tilt chair squeak loudly. “Yeah. Not anymore.”

“We used to get
along, Bruno. You’re a good firefighter. We’ve discussed all this
before. It got us nowhere. I’ve tried to tell them all what really
happened, and I still do. They don’t give a rat’s ass about you and
Eric being with me.”

Back in
February Gerry aborted a fire attack, retreating, pulling back his
fire attack crew. The interior of the house was a pressure cooker
of heat, an almost audible expansion or swelling, creeping through
his flash hood and along the rubber seal of his facemask. He could
deal with the heat most times, but it was his unfailing intuition,
a grave uneasiness that cinched it. They followed their hose line
back through the blackness, up the stairs and out.

Out in the
yard, they prepared for rapid ventilation, readied to break a
window to remove some heat from the house. As Gerry chose which
windows to smash, he saw it.

A child’s hand
weakly clawing at a basement window.

Time froze as
the image pulsed at his consciousness, like a sledgehammer. For the
very first time in his career and in his life, he faced a moment of
truth; the cold, stark reality of what his job boiled down to
do.

When they
pulled up on scene, a distraught female day-home worker told them
she’d taken all the children out. In the panic of evacuating the
home, one of her charges forgot to tell her there was a friend over
from across the street. Some of the kids bawled loudly as they
huddled around the worker.

Thick bars
gridding the window were lag-bolted solidly to the frame. The
rescue crew hadn’t yet arrived with its forcible entry tools. No
time to weigh odds—theirs or the kids.

He ordered his
men back in.

During their
retreat, they’d abandoned the hose line at the bottom of the
stairs, just outside the only door they hadn’t yet opened—exactly
where the child was.

They rushed in,
Bruno first, then Eric, followed by himself, stumbling through the
heavy smoke. The rescue went against his better judgment; aware the
superheated atmosphere inside was rapidly escalating into a powder
keg. Fresh air would be the detonator.

Gerry had never
ever been so terrified they might lose a child so close. He
couldn’t recall anything hotter, felt like he would instantaneously
combust. In the brutal atmosphere of the basement, Bruno handed off
the child to Eric who ran her halfway up the stairs where he’d
bumped into Gerry who fed in more hose. Eric thrust the child at
Gerry, causing him to pause momentarily in surprise, having a limp
body appear magically in his arms.

Damn, but they
found her. A little girl looking like a plastic doll.

Like guardian
angels, the firefighters carried her out. Nothing and no one could
have taken the child from Gerry’s arms at that moment.

“Out! Out!”
hollered Gerry, his words muffled from behind his facemask.

The men
scrambled up behind him and Gerry hit the door running, peeling off
his facemask, intending to give the unconscious child a few rescue
breaths.

Windows blew
out like a howitzer going off.

Surrounded by
rushing clouds of dirty smoke and the startling blast from a window
only a few feet from his head, Gerry was immortalized when a
neighbor snapped off a few photographs.

In the dramatic
black and white, Gerry’s face was streaked with soot, perspiration,
and a grimace frozen for eternity. Only the tops of his men’s
helmets were visible as they dove onto the landing and rolled out
onto the driveway. Gerry handed the child over to EMS.

His crew,
super-juiced, burst with joy and satisfaction. Their fire-resistant
yellow coats were streaked with red, the threads at their limit,
the fire resistance totally compromised.

It was the
school’s fire safety program that kept her alive long enough to be
rescued. She stayed inside with the door shut and kept low to the
floor when the smoke became too dense. In her final desperation,
she’d seen the red fire truck lights flashing on the wall and
climbed onto a dresser below the window.

Later, at the
station, he found Eric, an all-round tough guy, in the dorm,
sitting on the bed, his head in his hands, washing out the fear,
courage, and adrenaline in a flood of tears. Gerry bought his crew
a few rounds of beer that night. If it wasn’t the greatest day of
their lives, it certainly became the greatest of their careers.

It was also a
little over a week later when the fire district began to
ignite.

The neighbor
sold the picture to the Vancouver Sun for fifty bucks and a ‘News
Hound’ ball cap. In no time, it went national, then international.
The amateur photographer had no idea his opportune moment would
create an overnight hero.

Bruno sat
silently, studying his hands for a time. “It would be nice to
include us on your Ottawa trip.”

Gerry threw his
hands up. “So that’s it. Well, if you can get a ticket, I’ll make
sure you’re in the spotlight with me. Fact is, they are only
awarding one Order of Canada for Meritorious Service to a
firefighter.” He leaned forward placing his elbows on the desk and
sighed. “Bruno, if they start giving career firefighters medals the
line-up would never end. It’s our goddamn job.”

“Then don’t
accept it,” replied Bruno, looking away.

Gerry pulled a
face. “I don’t think so. I’m proud of what I do. This is rare—a
great honor.” He sat back in his chair thinking a medal was the
last thing Bruno’s ego needed. “And anyway, Hurley would skin
me.”

“Sot, he’s your
agent now?” asked Bruno, lifting his shoulders.

“Yeah,
something like that. We agreed to milk this hero stuff for every
penny. You been to the Burn Unit at the hospital?”

“No,” said
Bruno flatly, his dark eyes looking away.

“You go. You’ll
see why. I’m damn glad I’m doing the fundraising and I will keep
milking that cow.” His index finger pounded the desktop. He
examined Bruno’s face for a reaction.

Bruno rolled a
stapler around in his hands.

“You’re one of
my best men, Bruno. But I am not going to have this animosity
between us any longer. I’m tired of the psycho-babble.”

Gerry turned in
his swivel chair and took a clipboard from the wall hook. He
removed a sheet of paper and handed it to Bruno. “Fill it out. I’ll
call the chief.”

Bruno took it
and pulled a pen from his pocket. “Must’ve had it ready,” he
muttered and signed.

“You’re right.”
He’d mulled over the transfer sheet all morning. “I did.” Every
aspect of their job was teamwork. No one ever took credit for doing
a little bit more. With the range of skills the men possessed and
the wide variations of emergencies, the little bit more got around
to everyone sooner or later.

Bruno Martella
rose from his chair and left the office solemnly without looking at
his captain. Gerry watched Bruno’s broad back depart across the
floor and let out a sigh knowing he would miss the big man. He
turned in his swivel chair and eyed the district map on the far
wall with its red pushpins. He stared at it for a long moment. A
lot of action in his district in a few months. He reached into the
desk, took another pin and jabbed it in the map to mark the new
location.

There was one
lone black pin. It represented the arson victim, Jane Babbit.

Station 17,
Fred Hurley’s crew, caught that call. Gerry’s crew would have been
first in, but they were out of service, getting the rig’s light bar
repaired. It proved the firebug screwed up, hadn’t been precise
enough on monitoring the workday of Gerry’s crew; not quite as
clever as he thought he was. Gerry came to believe the fires
weren’t as random as they appeared, and there was sure to be a
plausible motive for them, something beyond psychosis. The
possibility one of his crew might be a target led him to Bruno, a
real ladies’ man. It was likely an estranged husband lurked itching
to get some vengeance against the Italian stallion.

The arsonist’s
modus operandi was squirting gasoline into homes, using some type
of applicator like a ketchup squeeze bottle. Partially open
windows, or doggie-doors, and any other openings were vulnerable
spots, unguarded, with easy access for penetration into any house.
The dryer vent fact, thankfully, was still a well-kept secret. But
it wouldn’t last much longer as the department was going to issue
warnings to button up those spots. The district, an older area,
consisted of many wood and stucco-sided homes with single garages
backing onto lonely dark alleys.

The worst case
was the external dryer vent where gasoline splashed down into the
laundry room, igniting the pilot light of a water heater. Jane
Babbit, a young mother, asleep in the adjacent rec room never woke
up. The explosion blew a few doors from hinges and burst all the
windows on one floor. The only saving grace was her child played at
Grandma’s that afternoon.

The crime was a
major leap from his usual mischief of garages, fences, and
sheds—right up to the top, murder, taking the investigation to a
new level. As the arsons seemed to be moving uncomfortably closer
to his home, he was beginning to lose sleep. Three weeks and three
fires ago, he installed floodlights on the back of his house and
garage. A good section of the back alley looked like a landing
strip.

As if that
mattered now.

Today’s blaze
was set in broad daylight, another bold first. All platoons at his
station organized neighborhood patrols, setting out an hour after
sunset and random times throughout the night.

Sammy stepped
into the office. “Cap?”

Gerry turned to
him.

“Hurley’s crew
is heading over to Buddy’s for a couple of brews after work.”

“Thanks, that
sounds good. Everyone going?”

“Yeah, except
maybe for Bruno.”

Gerry nodded
and sat before the computer to begin typing his run reports for the
day. Captain Jim Nolan stepped into the office as Gerry logged
off.

Nolan was a
red-faced beefy man with a broad slash of a moustache. His
after-shave filled the office. He also pulled relief duty in the
investigators’ unit, filling in for holidays and sick time, as
Gerry did. He kept in touch with ongoing investigations.

“Go home,
Ormond,” he said, going to the file drawer.

Gerry brought
him up to speed on the day’s events and they moved into the kitchen
for a coffee. The men of the oncoming night shift moved briskly
around the kitchen, chopping veggies and readying pots and pans for
the evening meal. The aroma of frying mushrooms and garlic made
Gerry’s mouth water. The countertop was littered with
industrial-sized tins of tomato sauce. Nolan’s shift had a
reputation for elaborate, tasty meals.

“You know what
I think, Gerry?” mused Nolan, glancing surreptitiously at the
preoccupied men. He leaned across the table to whisper. “Don’t
discount your big Italian stallion out there. He’s gotta be looking
over his shoulder for vengeful husbands. Or, maybe he likes to
impress the ladies, putting out all these fires.”

Gerry shook his
head. “I really doubt it. We’ll know in a week or two. I
transferred Bruno out. He’ll be gone next shift.”

Nolan raised
his brow in surprise. Bruno was well regarded in the station and
the department. “I’m sure the arson dicks are working on that, too.
It’s always your shift, this district.”

“Yeah,” said
Gerry. “I don’t get it. I’m tired of talking to detectives. My crew
is getting more than their fair share of action.”

“And we’d like
to keep it that way.” Nolan grinned, his moustache tips rising.
“Tonight should be easy duty, no fires, knowing you caught the
odds. We plan to put our feet up and watch the football game,” he
said. “Lions and Roughriders.”

Gerry gave him
a look. “Don’t forget about the—”

“Yeah, yeah,
we’ll do the patrol thing. Inspire the citizens.”

Sammy breezed
past Gerry on his way out with a reminder to change out of his blue
uniform shirt if he was going for a brew. Gerry returned to his
locker and put on a blue t-shirt with the department logo across
the chest. The department did not approve of its personnel wearing
the uniform shirt in bars.

Anyhow, Hurley
would be at the bar and they had some issues to discuss.


Chapter 3

 


 


Buddy’s Den sat
five blocks south of Station 13 hard on the corner of two busy
streets. Buddy’s was a darts-and-pool table kind of watering hole
that kept the crews coming with happy hour prices. They tolerated
the odd late night drunk, making sure he, and occasionally she,
took a cab home. The owners’ encouragement led to department
paraphernalia inexorably filtering in and the stuff ended up on the
walls. Cops were beginning to show up, too, and they weren’t to be
outdone. The competition was on. Buddy was glad for the clientele
as his place became a center for the groups after whatever sports
teams and activities needed a place to party. The bar might be
sponsoring a big charity hockey tourney next year.

Gerry walked
in, made his way alongside the long bar and nodded to Ralph, a
hard-core department rugby player. He straddled a bar stool and
ordered a pint. Gerry raised his palm. “Hey, Ralph.”

“Going to miss
you tomorrow, Gerry,” said Ralph, slapping his palm against
Gerry’s. Ralph was referring to the annual rugby game versus the
police.

“I got a good
excuse. Fly to Toronto, have a leisurely drive to Ottawa, pick up
my medal, have some of that gourmet government food, then drive
down to see me old pappy. You’ll miss me, Ralph, but I won’t miss
it. Those cops play dirty. I sat in my hot tub for three days after
the last game,” said Gerry.

Ralph grinned,
revealing an almost comical mouthful of missing teeth. “Your boys
are out that-a-way,” said Ralph, indicating the outdoor patio with
his beer mug.

Gerry glanced
at the open door that led out to the patio and turned back to
Ralph. “Shit, Ralph. Doesn’t the department have a dental plan?”
Gerry took his pint and walked out to the patio.

A good number
of the day shift in the district turned out, every man wearing a
department t-shirt. The small tables on the expansive patio were
crowded with pitchers of draft beer sweating in the warm evening
air. Traffic noise was somewhat muted by the acrylic barrier
separating them from the busy street.

Gerry pulled up
a chair beside Fred Hurley at a table, gripping Fred’s shoulder as
he sat.

“Good job
today, Gerry,” said Fred, raising a glass to him. “And good luck on
the trip.”

The men around
the table echoed his congratulations. Someone pushed a frothy mug
in front of Gerry.

“Everything
went textbook,” said Gerry, clinking his mug against Fred's. “Got
to have some luck, Fred.” He let out a long breath and drank
deeply. “M-m-m-m! That is one cold brewski.” He looked around,
noting his crew scattered among the tables, minus Bruno, who
usually was the first to pour and stake out a pretty barmaid. At
least the few females here would get a break from being
harassed.

“Bullshit, you
made a good call to knock it down fast. But a better officer would
have personally introduced Valerie to me.” He grinned and lolled
out his tongue to one side. “I could build a cabin with the wood
she gives me.”

“One hot mama,
that woman. I don’t think she’s into married men, Fred.”

“Sure, only
movie stars like you, eh?”

They laughed
and made small talk for a time. Gerry filled another glass with
beer and burped aloud.

Sammy toasted
its volume. “That’s a seven-point-one on the Richter, Cap.”

A blast of
approaching air horns and sirens cut the chatter.

Chairs and
tables squealed against the patio concrete as some of the men stood
on the chairs. Others sidled up beside the transparent acrylic
barrier. The fire boys hoisted their mugs high as the fire truck
from Station 13 roared toward them. Captain Nolan pulled on the air
horn and flashed a middle finger response. The men hooted and
hollered, watching it swing around a corner and disappear. Gerry
wondered if it was on a fire call—without him.

“So, Captain
Ormond, my money machine,” said Fred. “This big gala is a real
bucket of cash for us. Please be in front of that microphone. The
guys have worked their asses off putting this event together. The
tickets cost an arm and a leg. You’ll have to do the
mingling-schmoozing thing most of the night.”

“Relax, Fred,
my return flight’s booked.”

As the
president of the BC Professional Burn Fund, Fred was a man on a
mission, organizing most of the events in the metro area. Gerry
would be the star attraction, the leadoff hitter, at what was
billed as Vancouver’s biggest and best social event of the year,
the Local Heroes, a $200 a plate blowout at the Pan Pacific Hotel
in the Crystal Pavilion.

The hotel image
graced many a postcard and tourist brochure with splendid views of
the Lion’s Gate Bridge, Burrard Inlet, and Stanley Park. Its roof,
designed to look like a series of sail-like peaks, became a fitting
spot for the Alaskan cruise ship dock.

The gala was
Fred’s baby with the backing of the entire department and a
volunteer committee of firefighters. Tickets were sold out for
weeks; a who’s who of politicians, professional athletes, and
scores of industrialists and academics eager to be seen there.
Gerry had a room booked there, planning on his own blowout with the
organizers. He hadn’t officially asked Linda to go along with
him—yet—although she probably took it for granted her invitation
was a given. If he didn’t ask her, she’d do more than drop a cake
on his desk. He’d likely give in.

Gerry’s image
would be projected on the walls, a fabulous photograph frozen in
time, as he emerged from the burning home carrying the child, his
face displaying a range of emotions—courage, danger, confidence,
even fear—a classic portrait of a firefighter.

Had the child
died, it would have been a real
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