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Dedication

 


To firefighters everywhere who do what others
can’t, or won’t, and often under very trying conditions.

To the officers and men who fought the good
fight against a management team and city hall who tried very hard
to dismantle the Edmonton Fire Rescue branch and change the culture
of firefighters. The good guys won.

Special thanks to my Beaumont writers
group—Edna Gerrie, David Dostaler, and Bonnie Johnson.

A tip of the hat to Firefighter Robert B. for
Samantha and the Beaumont Library for their support.

 


This book is a work of fiction. Certain
locations and public figures are mentioned, but all other
characters and events are totally imaginary. Any similarities and
circumstances are coincidental. I’ve used the public
entity/institution of the Niagara Falls Fire Rescue branch as a
name only. Several years ago, my son and I were given an impromptu
tour of one of their stations. Thanks, guys.


 


 


“The ultimate measure of a man is not where he
stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands
at times of challenge and controversy.”

Martin Luther King 1963


Chapter 1





Gerry Ormond eased back in his leather swivel
chair pondering what a lucky man he was. Extremely fortunate,
because he sat in an office gazing at his computer screen wearing
the uniform of the newly appointed Niagara Falls Fire Chief, and
not staring through prison bars in a federal lockup. Fire Chief
wasn’t a position he’d ever aspired to, as it entailed a lot of PR
and budget and administrative duties. But when the offer came up,
he figured he’d give it a go and grabbed it.

After a 20-year career with Vancouver Fire
Rescue, he’d left as a captain; eased out on a full pension due to
deadly circumstances that spiraled out of control on a visit to his
hometown of Fernly, not far from Niagara Falls. A cloud remained on
his reputation, at least concerning his colleagues. Not the best
way to be remembered.

He’d handled over twenty years of emergencies
in Vancouver where Command and Control had served him well. Being a
total bureaucrat, a desk jockey was a new and foreign experience.
The part where the luck began to thin was when he began to analyze
the strengths and weaknesses of the department. He assumed the city
fire chief position two weeks ago and hadn’t seen few strengths.
Weakness? Oh yeah, plenty of those and chaos; a crippled,
dysfunctional branch headed toward critical mass. Up to now his
official duties were spent at luncheons and schmoozing around city
hall; events carefully designed to shield him from realities. His
management ‘team’ were a guarded bunch with their strict ideas of
how the department should function. Firefighters and the officers
treated him with suspicion and cold indifference on his initial
tour of the six fire stations.

Chief Gerry Ormond wasn’t too concerned—yet.
But this ship was badly rusted and taking on water. It was easy to
get comfy basking in the perks of a chief; fancy uniform with five
gold bars on the tunic sleeves, his own office, a personal
secretary, a department Crown Victoria, and a decent expense
account. From that perspective, a good gig.

Over and above everything, he couldn’t
understand why they chose him for the job. Four years as a captain
with some fill-in investigation duty didn’t count for much
administrative-wise. In Vancouver, he’d directed an outlook
panel/business plan determining future needs of their fire rescue
department. That was it for any administration or business
qualifications.

Fame paved his future. Over a year ago, the
national media transformed him into a modern-day hero after a
daring rescue of a child. Subsequently, he received a Governor
General heroism award which made him a certified, official hero,
with the papers to go with it. He became the west coast star at
Burn Fund galas; a golden goose for the charity.

Niagara Falls and its mayor tried hard to
keep the city relevant, always attempting to create a buzz and draw
tourists away from Vegas or Atlantic City and hiring a national
hero didn’t hurt. He’d heard the city snagged some large
conventions because the new chief—him—would be made available for
speeches. It was the only reason he could figure as to why they
hired him.

It all meant little now. His inbox spelled it
out loud and clear; bad news from every angle. Thank God, the
screaming and bitching email messages didn’t have sound. As soon as
he touched the mouse to open the least offensive looking one, the
phone rang with the call display reading Niagara Falls Fire Service
Dispatch.

“Chief Ormond here.”

“We’re about to dispatch Fire Pump One as a
support unit to a car dealership fire,” said the female fire
dispatcher. “First response rigs are already on scene.”

“On my way,” said Chief Ormond, and hung
up.

He’d previously informed dispatch he wanted
to be apprised of any incidents that rated above garden variety. He
felt he was duty-bound to get a read on how the operational
capabilities of his department were holding up amidst all the
issues. At any rate, getting out from behind the desk into some
action would provide a badly needed distraction, he thought,
shedding his double-breasted tunic, and racing from his office past
the cubicles and secretaries, sheets of paper lifting in his wake.
He hit the stairwell flying, the alarms sounding from inside
Station One directly below headquarters.

“Pump One, heavy smoke at Border Chrysler,
Drummond Road South,” announced the dispatcher over the speakers,
her voice echoing around the cavernous structure.

Chief Ormond pushed open the green door and
ran onto the red-painted apparatus floor where the fire engine,
Pump 1 waited. Excitement began to perk along with the familiar
kick of adrenaline jacking into his veins. Back in the saddle
again. It had been a while. The jacked feeling was always tempered
by an officer’s responsibility; an analysis that weighed risk
versus caution.

The firefighters were already scrambling into
their boots and bulky yellow duty gear while the big diesel fired
up like a roaring beast. The overhead door clattered up, drawing in
cooler air.

“Hey!” Chief Ormond held up his hand,
signaling the tall pump driver to wait, as he grabbed his duty gear
off the wall hook. “I’m comin’ on this run!”

His spotless Nomex duty gear, bright like
sunshine, might be confused with a rookie on the fire ground. Then
again, this department hadn’t taken on a rookie for so long they’d
shit a brick if they saw one, thinking they were seeing a ghost. At
least his helmet was white; a chief’s designation on the fire
ground.

Chief Ormond pulled himself up into the cab
of Pump 1 and slammed the door, sitting in the captain’s seat.
There wouldn’t be officers aboard any rigs today because of some
labor problems. “Let’s roll,” said Gerry, clicking in his
seatbelt.

The tall driver’s brow rose in disbelief for
a moment before punching the gas. His smooth-shaven head inches
from the cab’s ceiling turned to the chief. “I thought you were
kidding, sir,” said the driver. “Hang on, Chief.”

The rig shot out of the station and turned
sharply.

“What’s your name?” asked Gerry, slipping on
a headset, glancing around the cab in a quick familiarization.

“Melfort...uh, sir,” replied the young man,
his eyes focused on the traffic as they hurtled toward Drummond
Road. He yanked on the air horn chain, blasting the intersection
ahead as the traffic light turned red.

As the newly-appointed fire chief, Gerry was
more familiar with the men at Station 1 as it was situated
downstairs. “Know where this dealership is?” asked Gerry, scanning
the cab for the zone map box.

Melfort chuckled. “I think so, Chief. Unless
the Indians are sending smoke signals....” He cocked his chin
toward his window.

Gerry looked up from fastening his seat belt.
Dirty smoke rolled over rooftops to the south. Not a lot of smoke,
but serious enough. Turning a corner, the smoke thickened,
swirling.

There was an awful lot of on-air chatter,
much of it garbled as the on-scene crews spoke through the voice
amps of their facemasks. Gerry wondered how they’d sort it all out
with no officers aboard. At the very least, the day will be
interesting, thought Gerry. He scanned the run sheet, scrambling to
sort out what rigs were there and gauging available manpower.

“You’re sure you want to get your white
helmet smudged?” asked Melfort, cranking the wheel to avoid a car
and bouncing the chief against the door car turning left in front
of them.

“Yeah, smudged would be okay.” Gerry hammered
on the air horn, shaking his head. As if a screaming siren and a
carnival of red rotators, flashers, and strobes in a rearview
weren’t enough to get some drivers’ attention, thought Gerry. He
reined himself in and concentrated on the burning dealership, its
lot jammed with new and used vehicles festooned with balloons on
their antennas. A large banner draped across the front of the
showroom trumpeting a ‘fire sale’. Truth in advertising.

As his Pump 1 passed on the adjacent street
on the west side, Gerry could see the two rigs, a pump and a rescue
unit positioned on the B-side of the building. Scene commanders
identified building sides that ran clockwise ABCD so all members
could get their bearings, especially during night operations.
A-side was always street side.

Some small attack lines, 44 mms, were laid
out to a crew working beside one of the overhead doors. One of them
rolled open, releasing smoke shooting out like a cannon toward the
rigs which were parked too close. No hydrant supply line. Two
firefighters appeared to be fumbling around beside a pump truck
marred with rust stains around the wheel wells and a duct-taped X
securing a broken cab window. With the modern technology in fire
pumps, the rig almost appeared antique.

“What unit is that, Melfort?” asked
Gerry.

“Pump 2, sir. It’s an old POS, always
breaking down.”

“Grab that hydrant,” said Gerry, pointing as
they approached the entrance. He made sure he was on the fire
channel and keyed the mike. “Pump 1 here, on scene, catching a
hydrant.”

Dispatch acknowledged. Melfort cranked the
rig onto Drummond Road. Smoke rolled out from a partially opened
overhead door on the east or B-side of the rectangular building.
Glowing orange flames flashed behind the smoke like a dragon in its
cave, waiting to pounce. The other overhead doors were closed.

Gerry waited for a radio response, spotting a
Quint idling on the far west or D-side with its crew watching the
smoke, awaiting orders. Its aerial water tower should already be
deployed and firefighters up there ventilating the roof. He was
aware of the challenges a department had with using the Quints, a
large, heavy multi-use rig; a combined aerial, fire pump, and
rescue unit; great for small departments who couldn’t afford three
separate units. It could do everything—unfortunately, not all at
once. City administrators lauded its capabilities to save
money.

Manning three units required ten men; a Quint
needed five. The biggest fire truck in the world couldn’t put out
the smallest fire—manpower did. More thought was required before
deploying multi-use rigs because incidents often changed requiring
fire crews to adapt.

Melfort stopped at the hydrant in a hiss of
brakes and a firefighter from the rig and went to the rear to pull
off a hose line and wrap it around a hydrant. “What’s his name?”
asked Gerry.

“Stimms, sir,” replied Melfort.

Watch out for dog shit, Stimms, thought
Gerry.

When Melfort saw Stimms in the side mirror’s
reflection give a thumbs-up, he goosed the rig and roared into the
lot.

Gerry keyed the mike, his patience dwindling.
“Chief Ormond on Pump One to all units. This is a working fire.
Anyone on scene assume command?”

His transmission was met with silence for a
moment before a voice finally replied.

“Pump Two here, sir. Negative, we have no
officers aboard, sir. Rescue One is beside us.”

“Understood,” responded Gerry. He looked over
at Melfort and said, “Guess someone’s going to have to take this
bull by the horns.”

“Might be a good plan, sir,” said Melfort,
his eyes on the side mirror watching the Hi-Vol yellow supply line
peel off the rear of the rig. Supply lines were 6-inch diameter
100-foot lengths—very heavy.

Gerry keyed the mike. “All responding units
at Border Chrysler; Chief Ormond will assume Command on Pump One on
the A-side. Senior men on responding units will assume officer
status.”

Clerks, salesmen, secretaries, and mechanics
stood outside in small groups. A few employees waved their arms in
the air trying to attract some attention.

“Command to Quint crew. Get that water tower
up on the CD corner. My Pump One will bring you a supply line.”
Gerry leaned forward and squinted through the windshield. Some
smoke partially clouded the showroom. Too late to risk civilians,
asking them to drive out the cars. There definitely wouldn’t be
enough firefighters to do it either.

“Rescue One driver to Command. We’re getting
water on this but it’s not enough, sir. We don’t have a supply
line.”

Not nearly enough rigs or men here, thought
Gerry, and cursed the union and its tactic of encouraging officers
to stay at home, booking off sick. Rifts between the officers and
men were escalating, encouraged by upper management in the
department. Classic divide and conquer.

Gerry keyed the mike. “Dispatch, this is a
working fire and I’m putting in a second alarm; contact the police
for traffic and crowd control.” Gerry turned to the last man in the
cab. “We’ll supply the Quint with a Hi-Vol. That’s your job.”

“What’s your name? Okay, Trufel.”

The pump braked close to the Quint, dropping
Trufel to peel off a few lengths of supply line. The pump quickly
moved back to the A corner.

Stimms, at the hydrant, was lost until he
made his way back. Trufel shouldn’t be too long. The driver would
become a pump operator. Melfort went out to assist with connecting
the two High-Vol lines.

This event would get busy in a hurry.

Smoke obscured the windows on the three large
overhead doors. The Quint driver flashed him a thumbs-up and
Melfort stopped the pump close to a man door marked SERVICE. They
set up there and in short order had a good water supply from the
hydrant. As soon as the men connected the other Hi-Vol line, the
pump supplied water to the Quint for its aerial water tower.

Gerry took off his headset, grabbed a
portable radio, and jumped down from the rig. A bald man in gray
coveralls dashed over from the showroom.

“The fire’s in the body shop,” he said.

Gerry immediately thought of all the paint
and chemicals in body shops. Tires from vehicles inside the
building exploded like shotguns firing. “Listen, I need the layout
for the building,” said Gerry.

“Can do. Offices are behind the showroom;
then the uh, drive-in appraisal bay, then the two service bays and
then the body shop with one overhead door,” said the man, pulling
at his shoulder straps. “Far end is the paint bay.”

“Good, great. Are there man doors in the
walls separating the bays?”

The man nodded. “But the walls don’t go all
the way to the ceiling.”

Gerry nodded. Five bays, five overhead doors,
and four partial walls between them Gerry drew a mental picture of
the interior. “All staff accounted for?” asked Gerry.

“Except for one, yeah.” A pained look crossed
his face. “I think the new guy went out for lunch. He didn’t want
to stick around for our appreciation awards.”

Firefighter Trufel came up to Gerry. “Stimms
is cracking open the hydrant.”

Gerry helped Trufel pull off two lengths of
small 44 mm diameter attack lines and stretched them out
perpendicular to the pump in a line to the overhead doors.

“Okay, Trufel,” said Gerry. “Get the incident
sheet from under my seat—you scribe.” He gripped the portable
radio. “Command to Quint crew. Water coming to you right away. Cool
the roof, then get someone to bust open this service door.”

Someone acknowledged him, but the hesitation
was evident in the voice.

The outriggers on the Quint were finally
deployed making Gerry feel more confident. The Fire 101 textbook
would say this should be a simple evolution of simultaneously
opening the overhead doors moments before the crews went on fire
attack. The crew on the B-side had already opened the doors and
pushed it inside the building, but there might still be time to
change tactics.

Gerry was aware how each decision can cause a
reaction that changed the dynamic in the scene. Second guessing can
chew a man up. Lead, follow or get the hell out of the way.
Decisions made are absolutely final. No such thing as another staff
meeting or cutting a second piece—you lived with it for better or
for worse.

“Pump Two to Command. Our rig has broken
down. We are out of service.”

“Shit,” cursed Gerry. “Can you at least pump
water?”

Pumper trucks were fitted with a 400-gallon
water tank. Small attack lines go through 100 gallons per minute so
a nozzleman has to use water judiciously until connected to a
supply line from the hydrant.

“No sir, the diesel is dead,” replied the
firefighter. “The engine had white smoke coming out.”

Gerry cursed. Another wheel dropped off the
wagon. Now there was no water on the fire at that end.

An explosion pounded the interior of the
dealership, blowing out the glass from the body shop doors,
chugging out smoke. Acrid fumes drifted around Gerry’s crew. The
overhead doors weren’t open yet, but air from the partially opened
one fed into a churning mass of smoke and heat.

The fire had everything it needed; fuel,
oxygen, and heat. One of those elements had to be removed—and fast.
Plan and attack. If the fire moved one way, you moved ahead of it;
cooled it, vented the heat, or removed fuel—akin to taking away the
dragon’s food.

Firefighting was akin to war, where a battle
plan was essential before committing resources. Along with the
military and some quick response police units, firefighters must
enter dangerous and unknown situations with speed. But firefighters
cannot wait until the situation stabilizes. The only choice is
offense or defense.

Sharp popping sounds and clattering inside
the building began as solvents, fuels, paint, and chemicals
ignited. Gerry walked up to the cab and took the initial run sheet
from his seat. He scanned over it noting all dispatched rigs were
on scene. He watched two men from the Quint crew enter the man door
to look for the overhead door switch.

The radio crackled with a vaguely familiar
raspy voice. “Pump Three on scene. What’s your pleasure?” prompted
the firefighter’s voice.

There is a God, thought Gerry. His anxiety
eased a notch. “Pump Three, you are the cavalry riding in to save
the fort,” radioed Gerry. That would save his ass and the building.
He turned to Trufel, who thrust him a thumbs-up.

“I hope so, because I’m your only
second alarm unit,” replied Pump 3.

“I get one pump for a second?”

“Yeah, but it’s the best pump in the
city.”

“Whoopee-freakin’-ding.” He drew in a deep
breath and looked at Trufel who drummed a pen against the
clipboard. “Initial response to a large commercial structure should
be at least another unit. If Pump Two wasn’t out of service,
we might get through this. I need a crew on these forty-four
millimeter attack lines we got laid out.”

“All you get is one here, sir,” said Trufel,
biting his lower lip, looking down at his chief from the partially
open cab door, pausing from scribing Gerry’s orders and rig
assignments.

Trufel knew they were on the cusp of losing
this building, the inventory, and all the jobs going down the
toilet with it. Gerry realized he had screwed up taking command
while not knowing response protocols in this city. This wasn’t
Vancouver with scores of available units and men to overwhelm an
incident.

But he loved a challenge, especially after
being desk-bound the last few weeks.

The Quint had its outriggers down.
Firefighter Melfort was revving up the pump.

“Pump three. Get in there and replace Pump
Two on the B-side. You and Rescue One will be Fire Attack One. My
crew will try to push the fire back into the body shop from
here.”

The radio voice acknowledged.

Gerry looked out to the street and saw Pump 3
leave in a roar of diesel exhaust around to the west or B-side.

“Rescue One to Command. She’s gone through
the roof on our corner above the body shop.”

Roof tar ignited causing a large plume of
dirty smoke to roll across the roof and sweep down over the
showroom to the street. Going to be a bitch to put out now, thought
Gerry.

“Command to all units. All sectors, do
not enter the building until we get some water on this.
Command to Dispatch, I am striking a third alarm at this location.
And get a mechanic out here for Pump Two A-sap.”

A third alarm would bring in some
volunteers—the fire auxiliary branch—and more rigs from stations
four, five and six. That would take time. Two firefighters walked
toward his rig, their tanks on and facemasks swinging from their
regulator lines, a fury of smoke and heat in their wake.

“Ready for re-assignment from Quint crew,”
said the short firefighter. “We got the service door open and
noticed it getting really hot in there, sir.”

More explosions resonated inside the
building. A blast of colored smoke puffed through the door.

“How many men on the Quint?” asked Gerry,
assuming there should be five.

“Four, sir.”

Only two were required to operate the Quint
once it was set up while the others attempt to ventilate the
roof.

“I’m ready, sir,” said Stimms, returned from
the hydrant.

“Stimms,” said Gerry, thinking aloud. He
turned to the Quint men, “…plus you two. Good enough for a fire
attack crew. Mask up, Stimms.”

Stimms went into the rear of the cab to don
his air tank and mask.

“Pump Three here, Chief. That hydrant Pump
Two was connected to earlier is percolating up through the ground.
Water line’s cracked. We’ll catch another one, further down the
street.”

Gerry acknowledged the message. Another wheel
fell off. A white-faced clock appeared in his mind, its minute hand
whipping round and round as the time envelope squeezed them.

“Rescue One...er...Fire Attack One, what’s
our orders?”

That one message demonstrated why officers
were so important. “Stand by,” said Gerry, gathering his thoughts,
knowing the crew champed at the bit for some action.

“Dispatch to Chief Ormond. We are unable to
strike a third alarm response.”

“Repeat, please,” said Gerry. “I did not
copy.”

The dispatcher repeated herself, louder and
slower.

“That’s what I thought you said. I do not
understand. I called a third, now push your buttons and get me some
backup please.” He was starting not to like this woman.

“Sorry, Chief, I was just told Deputy
Williams is taking Command, sir.”

“The deputy? He’s not even here. Why
would—”

His words were stifled by a white Crown Vic
that flew around the showroom corner, almost on two wheels.


Chapter 2





The Crown Vic stopped a short distance from
Gerry’s rig. Deputy Chief Brendan Williams got out and marched over
wearing a thick-knitted brow and a yellow day-glow Incident Command
vest. When he saw Gerry, he began to shake his head in disgust as
though he’d stepped in dog shit.

“What’s this all about?” asked Gerry, his
eyebrows forming a single angry line. “I’m in command! I am the
only officer here—”

“Get the hell back to your office and pretend
you’re a chief!” Williams scanned the building and sized up the
situation. He swept a hand back over his wavy black hair and
pressed on his gold-leafed cap.

Gerry’s mouth dropped. He’d always obeyed his
superiors; District Chiefs, Battalion Chiefs, Assistant Chiefs, or
Platoon Chiefs. The fire service operated on a chain-of-command, a
pseudo-military structure. As a firefighter and a fire officer, he
respected higher ranks; experienced men who gained hard-won
knowledge. The vast majority of them deserved respect.

But he’d learned to respect the man first,
then the uniform.

“You can’t waltz in here and yank this baby
away. The situation is being handled.”

“You should have been in there already!” spat
Williams.

Gerry frowned. “Did you just get out of bed?
We got a first response rig out of service, the Quint only now set
up, a bad hydrant, and no officers on-scene.”

Deputy Williams flashed the throat-cut signal
to the Quint crew. “Do not to charge the water tower. We will be
repositioning you.”

The Quint’s aerial extension ladder with its
water pipe was ready to go. The Quint crew stopped their activities
and glanced at each other in plain confusion.

“What are you doing?” asked Gerry, heat
beginning to rise in him. “It’s gone through the roof into the tar.
We need water on it.” He turned to the men at the Quint. “Get that
thing up!” He made a frantic lifting motion with his arm. He turned
to Deputy Williams. “My rig has water. We’ve got a hydrant and will
have the only water on this fire.”

Williams ignored Gerry and barked at the men
again.

“Command to Dispatch, this is Chief Ormond. I
have not transferred command. I am in command. All units ignore any
further orders from Deputy Chief Williams. I need more units here,
Dispatch. You copy?” Not even a crackle came from his portable
radio. He hit it with his palm, then realized the fire channel had
been switched.

Williams’ round face turned beet red. He
stepped toward Gerry and swatted the portable radio from his hands
to the pavement. “I canceled the third alarm units. We got
enough on scene.”

Gerry roughly shoved the man, making him
stagger back. A gold button from Williams’ tunic spun away as he
made a deft snatch for his tilting cap.

Trufel’s eyes popped.

Employees from the dealership looked on in
astonishment and concern.

In the corner of Gerry’s eye, a news van
pulled up at the curb. “Are you insane, Deputy? This building’s
going to burn down!” said Gerry.

Williams charged at Gerry and shoved him
against the side of the fire truck. Gerry clenched a fist and took
a few steps toward him. Trufel stepped between them, not sure what
side to take. He picked up the radio and handed it to Gerry who
turned away and fiddled with the channel selector until he thought
he found the operating channel.

A different dispatcher voice informed Gerry
he was not on the fire channel. “Dispatch needs to know who is in
command.”

“You prick!” he said turning to Williams.
“What is the operations channel!” Gerry cursed so angrily, his head
swung to one side and his helmet nearly flew off. His teeth grated
as he glared at the Deputy Chief. Another wheel fell off, making
him wonder if there were any left.

He reset his portable radio channel to the
dispatch channel and keyed his mike. “All units. This is Chief
Ormond, the big Chief, the head honcho, and I am in command.
Where’s my third alarm response?”

“Dispatch to Chief Ormond. We have no more
units available. DC Williams canceled them. He is in command.
Please refrain from further communication in this regard.”

If that dispatcher was standing next to him,
he’d have some hands around his neck. A staccato burst of
explosions, like a string of firecrackers, sounded in the building.
Smoke churned around them from the open man door, issuing a harsh
stench of burnt paint and rubber.

Gerry turned to his mixed crew. “We’ve got to
get the attack going. I can’t argue with this asshole all day,”
shouted Gerry, looking squarely at the DC, then turned to his men.
“You men got a choice here, guys—me or this prick who canceled more
rigs. I’m going with my original plan for Fire Attack Two.”

The men nodded uncertainly, keeping an eye on
the DC.

Williams returned to his car.

Gerry went to grab the clipboard with the
incident sheet on it. He walked over to the deputy’s car and flung
it at the open window, hitting the doorpost. Williams flinched.

“Thanks for the help, Deputy Asshole,” said
Gerry. “You can clean up this mess. There’s enough paper on there
to write another ridiculous thesis.”

Gerry keyed the mike on the dispatch channel
hoping someone on scene was monitoring it. “Pump One to all units.
Chief Ormond and three are now Fire Attack Two, going in through
the service door.”

“What do you think you’re doing?” asked
Williams, yelling as he emerged from the car, knuckles white on the
clipboard.

“Stepping into my office,” answered Gerry,
returning to the rig for an air tank harness and mask. Screw him,
Gerry thought and signaled his driver to charge one attack line.
The line immediately swelled with pressurized water and one of the
men picked it up. Fire Attack Two was in business.

“Entry check,” he said to his men.

Fire Attack Two crew huddled and went through
their entry protocols, eying each other’s equipment and duty gear
critically. They adjusted harnesses and tucked in flash hoods. When
everything on everyone looked good, they twisted regulators onto
their facemasks and cracked open their air bottles. The pressure
alarms chirped in high-pitched tones as stale air flooded their
facemasks.

Gerry took the TIC, Thermal Imaging Camera,
from Stimms and led the way through the man door. Not as bad inside
as he thought it might. Some objects were still visible through the
smoke.

They walked across the wide service bays past
vehicles with their hoods up like hooked fish. Gerry checked the
TIC and scanned the top of the cinder block wall. The image on the
camera appeared as a long elliptical white smear as the heat
radiated along the roof. If the Quint had doused the roof, the
white spot would be smaller by now. Gerry’s portable radio crackled
with chatter. He could barely hear it over the snapping and popping
in the body shop behind the wall.

When they reached the man door leading into
the body shop bay, Gerry put a hand on the doorknob and turned to
his men. Instinctively, they crouched to one knee. Gerry pulled it
open and stepped aside. Blistering heat and toxic black smoke
rushed over their heads.

They shuffled inside a few steps, not
venturing much from the door. Dark smoke boiled in no discernible
pattern. Orange, ruffling sheets of flames raced along the ceiling
in waves and licked up from work benches. Every vehicle was
ablaze.

The men’s breaths in their facemasks sounded
like air rasping through clenched teeth. The screen on the TIC was
almost all white except for a few areas on the floor and under the
vehicles. Putting water on fire created steam, which could come
back and burn firefighters. He scanned the body shop interior and
noticed its far door almost fully open, the next bay door partially
open. The fire breached the roof between the two.

Gerry slapped the shoulders of the nozzleman.
The man acknowledged the signal and opened the hose line, blasting
into the dense black smoke. Water transformed into billowing steam,
filling the shop, turning everything white in their vision. Gerry
felt the heat creep through his flash hood; too much heat for one
hose line to cool.

The ceiling in one corner glowed red in the
smoke and steam as the dragon feasted on tar. They moved in a few
more steps trying to hit it with their stream, but it was too far
away and too weak. A lot more water was needed.

Gerry tried to prompt the other crews on his
radio but had no luck. He pulled his crew back to the man door. He
put a hand on Trufel’s shoulder and said, “You’re in charge of this
sector. I have to find a radio channel and get a bigger attack line
in here. Use channel two for now. Keep an eye on the trusses. Stay
here, close to the door. Do not go all the way in.”

The man gave him a concerned look, not
pleased at the abandonment, then reluctantly nodded as Gerry handed
him the camera. Gerry followed the attack line back through the
smoke and emerged outside. Melfort stood beside the pump panel
eyeing pressure gauges. “Melfort! We need a larger line! Hook up a
sixty-five mm. They’re on channel two.” Gerry peeled off his helmet
and facemask and began to fiddle with his radio, trying to get some
response. He slammed it onto the ground in his fury and noticed the
Quint had disappeared. “Where’d the Quint go?” he asked
Melfort.

Melfort shrugged. “Williams gave them some
orders. They moved to the opposite side.”

Gerry unstrapped his tank harness and set it
on the tailboard of the pump. “Melfort? Get Fire Attack Two that
larger line. They’re on channel two.” He jogged around in front of
the showroom on his way to the west end of the building. A half
dozen police with bright green vests kept everyone across the
street. The air held pungent smells of paint and solvents and
tar.

The Quint, parked close to rows of used cars,
sat with its outriggers drawn in. The unextended ladder lay idle on
its bed. Two men from its crew were pointing to the smoke on the
roof in an animated discussion.

Gerry waved and caught the eye of men at the
Quint. He stabbed his finger over to the heavy black smoke rolling
across the roof and screamed at the top of his lungs. “Hey! What’re
you guys doing? Get that thing up!”

The Quint crew scrambled to their feet when
they saw him. Pump Three was a short distance away from the
abandoned Pump Two. Its crew milled about connecting hose lines for
whatever orders Williams had issued.

A firefighter at the Quint pointed to the
street where the deputy’s white car sat. The Mobile Command Vehicle
was parked behind the car. The MCV, a converted motor home, was
outfitted with communications contained a long desk, chairs, coffee
machine, and a washroom. It was used only for large incidents.

Gerry marched over to it.

DC Williams wore a green reflective vest and
huddled with the press near the MCV. He had his back to the
cameras, pretending to look in deep thought at the building, making
sure they saw the bold Incident Command lettering on the back of
the vest.

Through the large windows of the MCV Gerry
could see a few white-shirted battalion chiefs wearing headsets,
milling around inside, talking away, their faces displaying
stretched nerves. The BCs were Williams’ special appointees,
handpicked to follow orders and go with the flow, the new age fire
rescue service. They occasionally pointed toward the dealership,
mimicking the onlookers gathered on the sidewalk.

Even they could see the problem. Yeah, you
idiots, it really has gone through the roof, Gerry picked up his
pace. Williams’ deep voice carried over to him as he spoke to the
gathered media.

“…so I’ve assigned crews inside and expect
the fire will soon be under control with a simple two-alarm
response.”

Another white shirt stood outside, beside the
MCV door. As Gerry neared, he saw the man was Assistant Chief Fred
Letedre, a gray-haired, tall man. Letedre saw him approach and
smirked; a permanent gesture seemingly fused to his face.

When the media spotted Fire Chief Ormond
approaching, they immediately abandoned Williams and rushed toward
him. Williams puzzled, swiveled around to follow their gaze. He
narrowed his eyes when he saw the object of their interest.

“DC Williams?” asked Gerry. “If you’re in
command I suggest you get your ass in gear and command this fire.
Before you lose it.”

The reporters turned to Williams who looked,
for a very moment, like a deer caught in the headlights. He
gestured sharply at Gerry, in a get-your-ass-inside gesture. The
press filled their wake as the two men walked to the door, ignoring
a horde of frantic questions.

“Chief Ormond, what’s going on?”

“How’d this fire start?”

“Were you fighting the fire, Chief?”

“Can you still save the building?”

The last question burned on Gerry’s nape. He
glared at AC Letedre who smirked and meekly moved aside from the
MCV door. Gerry turned to face the reporters and held up two
fingers, indicating he’d get back to them. He opened the door and
stepped inside with Williams.

Two battalion chiefs were heavily into a
heated argument about positioning resources. Like ripples in water,
each man stopped when they saw the two chiefs enter. Gerry knew the
BCs were among the least liked men on the job. One put his arm over
the paperwork on the desk as if it was the plans to take over the
world.

“Get out of the damn way, you junior pricks!”
said Gerry, immediately cowing them. Throwing their limited
experience in their faces would always intimidate them. They knew
it and he knew it. They’d made mistakes of one sort or another
throughout their careers but were always coached by their crews or
the experienced senior men and officers. Now they were putting the
men out there in jeopardy. It appeared no one would save them this
time from any poor decisions.

The white shirts shuffled their feet,
avoiding Gerry’s eyes as he regarded the group. “You boys will
never get any water out of those fingers pointing at the roof.”

Williams took a seat at a long table
positioned in front of the big window facing the dealership. Thick
smoke flowed over the roof and down, occasionally obscuring the
building. The Quint ladder finally began to lift off its bed.

Williams stared out the window and said, “I
need to know where the crews are positioned and...uh, who they
are.” His voice was laced with uncertainty.

Gerry folded his arms across his chest and
gazed out the window. “Well, you relieved me of command before I
could give you that info, then you told me to go return to the
office. Aren’t you lucky I stayed? You got the incident command
sheet, right?”

Williams tapped his pencil on the work desk
and put on a headset, leaving one ear uncovered. Gerry couldn’t see
the clipboard he’d give him anywhere.

The battalion chiefs gave him nervous
looks.

Gerry sighed. “There’s a three-man attack
crew gone into the body shop on the east side; the far bay. They
are Fire Attack Two on channel two. One forty-four millimeter
attack line for now. A sixty-five millimeter should be there soon.”
He dragged his eyes to the BCs. “Someone had better get them on the
proper working channel. We need way more water, but DC Williams
doesn’t give a shit.”

Williams shot from his chair, sending it
flying against the wall.

Gerry braced himself, held his ground, hoping
the deputy would come at him.

“I’ll have you up on charges for
insubordination and kick your goddamn prima donna ass back to the
west coast!” shouted Williams.

Gerry lifted his chin, the scar above his eye
itching fiercely. “I’ll give you a hot tip, Mr. Deputy Chief if
you’re gonna step in shit you better make sure you got boots on.
I’d advise you to pull the men back. Why? It was very hot in there
and we don’t have enough water. The time to talk the talk is over.
Now you got to walk the walk. This is where the big dogs play. I
don’t think you’re big enough to handle this.” He leaned toward
Williams.

Williams felt the eyes of his toadies on him.
Gerry turned away and pulled open the door. He stepped down onto
the sidewalk, his hand still on the knob, fighting a smoldering
rage. He turned around to face the deeply flushed DC.

“The union kept the officers away—don’t blame
me!” Williams barked. The curly headset cord stretched tight across
his neck as he attempted to follow Gerry out. The headset skewed
sideways, one earphone over his cheek. “I need a personnel
count!”

“Four—I count four officers right here with
four thumbs up four asses.”

“You clear the scene, Ormond! I made sure you
did not communicate with dispatch or the men. And if you go back in
there you will not get a channel.”

“Say it on air!” Gerry didn’t know if it was
anger or the cord cutting off the man’s circulation making his face
redden.

“I already did.” Williams pulled at the cord
looking for some slack. He ripped off the headset and slammed the
door shut in Gerry’s face.

In any other situation, Gerry would have
laughed. These clowns wouldn’t have passed a training simulator.
His only comforting thought was that all on-air communication would
be recorded at dispatch. AC Letedre glanced forlornly out the
window, not at all sure what to do next.

Gerry brushed past him saying, “Don’t work
too hard,” as the press converged on his departing back. He held up
a hand and gave a dismissive wave to the reporters. At the rear of
the MCV was a line of battalion chief cars parked as if waiting for
a parade to start. He turned to look back at the building wondering
if he should bother going back to the fire. He stripped off his
smoky smelling duty gear and tossed it in the back seat of the
first car and sat inside.

One of the battalion chiefs flew around the
MCV toward him and ran up to the window. Gerry got a whiff of the
man’s cologne, thinking the smell should be one of soot and
smoke.

“Hey, hey! You can’t take my vehicle!” he
stammered.

The man reached inside to shut off the
engine. Gerry steered the man’s forearm into the steering wheel and
spun it to one side.

“Show a little respect, young man,” said
Gerry, wanting to break the asshole’s arm.

To the BC’s surprise, the power window slid
up, forcing him to retract his arm like a moray eel back into its
hole.

As Gerry peeled away, he heard William’s
voice on the in-car radio moving crews around. At least he was
doing something. Adrenaline drained from Gerry in edgy
squirts making him shiver. He banged his hand on the wheel cursing
Williams for overriding his authority.

Not once with Vancouver Fire Rescue had he,
or any officer he knew of, been relieved of command. Even as a
junior captain first in on a scene, he would assume command and
every senior officer would defer to his absolute authority. If an
Incident Commander happened to go into vapor lock, an on-scene
officer would assist, usually by issuing prompts on air. Chiefs
rarely butted in on a scene setup, they tended to initiate a
logistics sector or morph into a safety officer.

But to be yanked from a command position and
publicly humiliated by a man with barely eleven years of
firefighting and no command experience…that was beyond
embarrassing. Gerry pounded the steering wheel again until his hand
hurt. He weaved around the police barricades under a setting sun.
He glanced over to the decrepit Pump Two, dead on its wheels.

A roller coaster of emotion rode with him
back to the office. He made a mental note to check the contract
he’d signed; the fine print on responsibilities and protocols. An
image came to him of the dealership employee’s faces when they saw
him and Williams jostling; the portable radio slapped from Gerry’s
hand. That did not bode well for anyone. Now they’d watch their
workplace burn to the ground. Lawyers would be parachuting in.

He didn’t even want to think about a major
incident occurring at one of the large tourist hotels in the city.
With Williams in command, it’d be nothing short of a towering
inferno disaster. Before he turned off Drummond Road he glanced at
the column of smoke in his rearview and gritted his teeth.


Chapter 3





According to the union president Captain Don
Rhyzma, DC Brendan Williams had enrolled in several fire courses in
the U.S. at an institution called Vulcan Academy, an arm of Talon
Security. This outfit specialized in the fire service and
aggressively and insidiously began to convince more than a few
small U.S. cities to embark down a precipitous path of privatizing
fire services. Their massive and novel restructuring plan had few
successes.

Brendan Williams could be a good salesman,
always well-groomed, with a rugged, stocky appearance, who could
talk the talk. As a firefighter, his rep was a rough, crude man
behind a slightly bent nose he picked up from a high stick in a
department hockey game years ago. Two years or so away at the
Vulcan Academy transformed him into an articulate and confident
administrator armed with several books of stats along with a
whiz-bang multimedia presentation chock full of new age
terminology. His return and sudden promotion to DC shocked
everyone.

With the blessing of the Niagara Falls city
manager and ignorance of the former chief, Williams took a chainsaw
through established protocols, traditions, labor laws, and treating
the men with common decency. He’d lured a batch of inexperienced
firefighters into the scheme handing them promotions to battalion
chief, ignoring much more experienced men. Come hell or high water,
Williams and his cronies would stick to their plan. The men he’d
pulled from the ranks for his team convinced themselves they were
getting on board a train headed for the future, a new way to
operate the fire service–a brave new world. Restructuring meant
saving taxpayers money and looking good for city hall. No magic to
it. The savings came from not spending a nickel on anything. Its
consequences were plainly obvious in the state of the NFFS.

Gerry banged the steering wheel, cursing.
Maybe leaving Vancouver and coming out of forced retirement was a
bad decision. In front of him, a car displayed a bumper
sticker.

I’D RATHER BE FISHING.

Got that right, buddy, thought Gerry.

Since assuming the fire chief position almost
three weeks ago, issues were coming into a brighter light; budget
shortfalls, grievances, old decrepit equipment, no training, a
piss-poor inspection program, no communication with other city
departments, etc. The long list of bad news in every area resulted
in very low morale. Combine it all with questionable leadership,
and it was nothing short of a disaster. The magnitude of the
problems wasn’t apparent until he hopped on the rig.

A bad feeling washed over him. He fought an
impulse to return to the scene, his mind wrestling with the
decision. A vision of William’s snarling face and the gathered
media swayed him to contact radio dispatch. He picked up the
handset and booked off for the day, then clicked off the department
radio. He tuned into a soothing Buffalo FM station with a smooth
sax playing as he swung around to take the scenic route home along
the Parkway. Niagara Falls, home to almost 100,000 permanent
residents ballooned when summer crowds arrived. Mist from the big
waterfall hung over the falls basin from the massive volume of
water draining the Great Lakes.

He pulled into the driveway of his two-story,
an older home situated north and west of downtown. Karen heard the
car pull up and came out the side door, down the driveway. Her
shapely bare legs were revealed beneath a red apron. Barbecue tongs
hung from one hand. Her ash blonde hair, bleached lighter from the
summer, was tied back in a ponytail for a perky, youthful
appearance.

Her green eyes reflected concern when she saw
his sweat-stained shirt. “I can smell you from here,” she said,
waving a hand back and forth as he stepped out. “I thought I was
shacked up with a chief, not an Indian. Where’s your car?”

“I jacked this one from a BC.” He reached
around her waist and pressed her hip to his as they walked up
toward the backyard. She smelled of onions and talcum powder.

“A lousy day for the Big Kahuna, Karen. Last
time I looked, we were losing a car dealership and the deputy
wanted to shoot the sheriff. I’m gonna grab a brewski.”

“I heard about the fire on the radio,” she
said, following him inside.

“Uh uh, not the good stuff.” He went to the
fridge for a beer and popped the can.

“What else happened?” she asked . . .

He took in a long swallow and stared at her
blankly for a long moment. “I’m not really sure. Tell you later. I
gotta take a shower.” He went upstairs and threw his stinking
clothes onto the floor, trying to think of the turning point when
he’d given up on the incident.

The house was littered with boxes and packing
paper. They’d only set foot in the two-story three weeks ago, so
most of the stuff belonged to him. Almost all her earthly goods
still sat in her house over in nearby Fernly. Last year she fled
her husband Branko with five suitcases to join Gerry in Vancouver.
They both referred to him as her ex even though a divorce was
nowhere on the radar.

Gerry looked out the window thinking he might
be able to see smoke from the dealership. The Minolta and Skylon
towers stood tall in the distance near the edge of the escarpment.
Sometimes a rainbow appeared between them caused by waterfall’s
mist. He glanced along the street at the houses, thinking of his
home in Vancouver, sold in an inflated market for some good coin.
He bought a modest home here for less than a quarter of what the
Vancouver bungalow sold for.

All he had left of his life back there was
his daughter, Joni. Her mother, Helen, was killed in an MVA almost
five years ago.

He stepped into the shower and reflected on
how his past had so tragically and directly conspired to bring him
back east. It began with one youthful mistake in Fernly, Ontario.
Two teen frat buddies, Brian Tremblay and Nick Modano searched for
a rumored treasure in an old man’s house. Gerry went along to stand
six blissfully unaware they had murdered the old man and burned
down his house. Gerry freaked and ran out on them as they howled at
the moon with flames and smoke chugging out the windows of the
farmhouse. Nick and Brian were dead now, ironically killed in
fires.

With even more irony, now as a man, he
received the Governor General’s medal for heroism after a daring
rescue of a child in Vancouver and the famous picture of it
splashed nationwide. The incident was a firefighter’s moment of
truth. After the award in Ottawa, he dropped into Fernly to see his
ailing father.

Big mistake.

The visit ignited a crime spree by a vengeful
arsonist and turned his hometown visit turned into a nightmare.
Over and above everything, the visit proved worthwhile, as he
re-connected with Karen, his high school sweetheart, rekindling an
old flame that escalated into a wildfire. The big problem was her
husband, ex-high school football star, Branko, the Mad Russian, who
began to slap her around some. She abandoned Branko for a life with
Gerry in Vancouver, leaving the bad estranged husband situation
unresolved to become a constant gnawing at the back of their minds.
Nothing could be done about him. They knew he wouldn’t take the
desertion of his wife lightly. Gerry couldn’t blame him—she was
quite the woman—and he’d definitely do something about it too, if
the roles were reversed.

Gerry stepped out of the shower and toweled
off in front of the mirror. He stared at the scar above his eye, a
permanent mark from that teenage crime. He still saw the Vancouver
fire officer many knew as a hero, the handsome brave man who looked
every bit forty-three years, with some gray peppering his light
brown hair and crow’s feet etching the corners of his eyes. The
media had compared his looks to Dennis Quaid or Harrison Ford—an
improvement on rugged, craggy-faced, or even chiseled. He felt
those were kind words to mean borderline ugly. He hoped his
features wouldn’t morph into distinctive, a kind word for downright
ugly.

After plea-bargaining his testimony for
immunity in the participation of the old arson murder, a few cold
cases were also solved, and Gerry felt free at last from his past.
With a departing nudge from Vancouver Fire Rescue and a full
pension in his pocket, he loaded up his 21-foot Glastron. Along
with Karen, he cruised the Gulf Islands during the best summer the
west coast experienced in years.

One day, at a marina on Quadra Island, she
walked toward him, barefoot on the weathered wooden dock, wearing
white Bermudas and a baby blue sweatshirt. She grabbed his
Vancouver Fire Rescue ball cap and frisbeed it into the water. His
look of shock was met with a gentle kiss.

“You may not be their captain anymore, but
you’ll always be my captain,” she’d said and presented him with a
white naval officer cap, with a black brim. A gold braid made for a
hatband and the badge on the front sported an embossed gold anchor.
The summer was a dream; like a Doris Day movie. The only thing
missing was a harbor seal jumping into the boat and they’d both
laugh and hug as the camera panned out and credits rolled.

He locked his heart to hers. When they got
home, he took down the pictures of his deceased wife Helen from
their sacred place in the living room. His daughter, Joni loved him
for it. She finally came around to understand the irrational
teenage act he’d participated in was an accident; a cruel twist of
fate on a naive, fearful teenager who no longer existed. Karen
helped Joni move into the dorm at Simon Fraser University.

Once ashore for a longer stretch, Gerry and
Karen sat down to discuss their future. Before heading out again he
picked up his mail. A bundle of mail contained a letter with the
City of Niagara Falls masthead; a bit odd for a man who’d left the
VFR under a cloud. The city offered him their fire chief position
and after little debate, he accepted.

Unfortunately, Niagara Falls being barely an
hour away from Fernly wasn’t far enough away from Branko. Gerry’s
old friend from Fernly—and his only friend—Michael Rousseau, now
lived in the Falls and still did electrical work back there. He’d
kept Gerry informed on bits of gossip over the years. Michael told
him Branko hadn’t been seen around town for some time.

As he pulled on a pair of khaki shorts and a
golf shirt, Gerry examined his trim body; not six-pack abs, but no
paunch and good posture. The lines under his eyes hadn’t got any
worse. Being retired meant a good night’s sleep every night and no
night shifts. He regretted backing down against DC Williams—a
subordinate in every damn way. Maybe it was the
new-kid-on-the-block syndrome. He should have pressured the man,
put him on the spot in front of the press—a missed opportunity; one
he might regret. Nice-guy syndrome.

He wondered how Williams was managing the
dealership fire. Then again, screw him. If he could get through a
third alarm situation with first alarm response, then he was either
a genius or he had a lucky horseshoe up his ass. However, Williams
was telling the press it was a second alarm response.

Burning meat aroma on the barbecue wafted
through the screen door; its smoke curling up reminding him of the
car dealership. Karen wandered around the yard eyeing the
flowerbeds against the house.

“You look tired,” she said, walking over to
him. She stood on her toes and kissed him.

He wrapped an arm around her and squeezed
firmly. “I actually pulled a hose line and almost fought a fire
today.”

“I thought you said you’d never have to do
that again,” she said, handing him the tongs.

“That was the plan. I was a victim of
circumstances. Got into an...altercation, over command at the fire
with my deputy. Rather than waste time arguing about who was the
bigger boss, I conceded, figuring if I didn’t, it would make things
worse.”

“An altercation,” she said, flatly.

The phone inside the kitchen rang.

“It’s the furniture store,” she said and
rushed inside. “The delivery date, I hope. I’ll be glad to finally
settle in here.”

He wandered toward the patio, his eyes
examining the rear wall, thinking of adding a sunroom. The project
might take his mind off Williams and other problems he figured
would crop up. Up to now, Williams was an indifferent colleague who
had now morphed into an ogre, rampaging around the fire ground.

Karen’s voice reached him. “Oh my! Yes, he is
here. Of course, I’ll tell him.”

Gerry stepped toward the door as she came
outside holding the phone.

“You’ve got to go back to that fire,” she
said with a grave expression.

He held up a hand and backed away. “Like
hell. If Deputy Williams thinks I’m—”

Karen shook her head and stretched out her
arm grasping his shoulder. “No, no, the building collapsed, and two
men are trapped.”
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Gerry floored the white Crown Vic with all
systems go; roof flashers, screaming siren, wig-wag headlamps, and
continual hammering on the horn. Nothing was on his mind but the
men. He radioed dispatch and booked on.

Williams and the BCs managed to screw up his
fire, big time, he thought, glancing at his watch, his anger
peaking; almost an hour passed since he’d left the dealership.
Streetlamps winked on like strings of pearls. He cursed aloud
thinking about how he’d told Williams to get more water on the fire
and get the men out soon if he couldn’t. They didn’t teach
important elements like that at Vulcan Academy; talking the talk
seemed more important. Williams will need it because a shit-storm
was about to hit.

Gerry weaved through police barriers and
parked. He expected to see a car dealership but saw most of the
building look like a bomb hit it. One jagged-topped wall had
crumbled halfway down at one end. The other walls had folded
inward, pulled down by metal trusses twisted and warped from heat.
The offices were buried under cinder blocks. A forklift and an
excavator from a local scrap yard were idling nearby like hyenas
over a corpse.

He rested his head against the steering wheel
and squeezed his eyes shut for a long moment. He stepped from the
vehicle, set on his uniform cap and took in the disaster.

Flashing lights and strobes from the units
lit the scene. Red gumballs of light streaked across the building
wall, one of which still stood intact. Portable spotlights floodlit
the area where the service bays used to be. Thin trails of smoke
and steam drifted around the rubble. The empty showroom at the
front of the building appeared structurally okay for the most part.
At least most of the new vehicles were out.

Gerry headed directly to the Mobile Command
Vehicle. He saw that the Quint had its aerial water tower up, its
large nozzle dribbling water. There were more firefighters here now
as the auxiliary volunteers were likely called in–finally.

As soon as he walked up to the side of the
MCV he was surrounded by the media clamoring for information.

“Good to see the fire’s finally out,” he
said.

He fielded whatever questions he could,
keeping his replies brief and vague.

“What?”

“I have no idea.”

“I just heard of it.”

“Uh, no. Sorry, I have to get up to
speed.”

He opened the MCV door to the sound of voices
of a slightly higher pitch than normal as the BCs felt the pressure
and gravity of the situation. The small space filled with nervous
energy and the stink of sweat. They turned to him and immediately
stopped talking. One man’s tears ran down his cheeks as he stepped
back from the frenzy.

Gerry approached him, fighting off an urge to
sympathize. “Is Williams still in command?”

The man nodded, but couldn’t make eye
contact. “Uh, west side. Over by the rescue unit, I think.”

Gerry grabbed a portable radio from the desk,
noted the channel on a desktop radio console unit, and left. Two
EMS units were parked beside the rescue unit. Firefighters were
bunched around the one with its back doors closed. The men milled
about, their eyes glued to the tiny windows, unable to see
inside.

Two firefighters stepped out of the other
unit and closed the doors behind them. The unit started up and
drove off with no lights flashing—a bad sign. The two men hugged.
Body language of the men scattered around the scene spoke volumes;
slouched, beaten figures, morosely trying to keep it together as
they watched the ambulance turn onto the street. Some removed their
helmets.

He glanced around trying to spot the white
helmet of Williams amongst the sea of moving bodies. A firefighter
hosed down the wreckage. Others watched and waited, their faces
etched in pain, fighting to keep it together, hoping drugs and CPR
could save their brother in the remaining EMS unit. Gerry didn’t
want to think about rehab and physio for a crushed body.

Gerry began walking in that direction,
wanting to go over and say something to comfort them.

“Hey Chief,” called a raspy voice.

Gerry watched Captain Rhyzma approach. Don
was the union president, a big man, over six feet with a
pock-marked face now soiled with streaks of soot. A cigarette hung
from his lips.

“We only got them out about five minutes
ago,” he said, his tone somber.

A front-end loader moved in, heavy chains
swinging from its bucket, guided in by a fire investigator.

“If you’re thinking of going over there,
Chief, I’d suggest you don’t. Williams was there a few minutes ago,
and it almost turned into a mob scene. They wanted to lynch him.”
The lines in Rhyzma’s face were like furrows in a ravaged field.
“Lucky some cops were there.”

Gerry turned to the EMS unit. A few of the
men closed the doors and the unit drove off—no lights. Rhyzma
cursed, stamping his foot down.

“Maybe the men will hang me and Williams from
the same tree,” said Gerry.

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Chief. No one
pulled the guys out after the fire dug into the roof. The guys were
concentrating on the ceiling. Henders and Gill didn’t have a damn
chance. They were part of that disabled pump’s crew.”

“You seen DC Williams?”

Rhyzma nodded. “Yeah, he’s skulking around
here somewhere. You’ll find the prick where most of the cameras
are. He’s like a moth going to the bright lights.”

Rhyzma led Gerry closer to the collapsed
walls, the firefighters there packing up and sorting equipment. The
rescue unit stood idling, its compartment doors wide open, in the
same position when he’d left the scene. Jack-alls, cutting saws,
hydraulic equipment, Vetter bags—anything and everything was
scattered around the asphalt amidst chains and blocking.

Rhyzma stopped in front of a low broken wall
and aimed his Mag-Lite at the warped trusses. He turned and eyed
Gerry, top to bottom. “I suppose you’re thinking of the officers
who booked off, right?”

“That definitely contributed. The scene was
in disarray when I arrived. No plan, no leadership.”

“The officers will accept the consequences,”
said Rhyzma. He drew in a long breath and let it out even longer.
“The gulf between officers and the men is gonna grow, aided and
abetted by the administration. I suggested we keep one captain on
duty in the city, but for whatever reason, it didn’t occur. I’m
trying to keep the membership from destroying itself.” He flicked
away his cigarette.

Gerry crossed his arms. “Where were you?”

“At the union office. I broke a resolution,
undermined my own job action. I had a portable radio with me and
caught it all.” Rhyzma shook his head. “I know the channels got
switched. I heard the battalion chiefs finally got their sorry
asses out of the MCV. Williams turned a well-managed groundwork
into a SNAFU. It’s all over the department already.”

Gerry nodded and turned away from the man,
hoping the issue wouldn’t be pursued. In hindsight, Gerry felt a
pang of guilt. He wished he would’ve turned back, slapped Williams
down and kicked his sorry ass all the way back to Asswipe, Virginia
to the front doors of the Vulcan Academy. Should’a, would’a,
could’a.

He walked beside the building, peering at the
metal trusses laying haphazardly like sticks amidst the rubble.
Vehicles inside were smashed; dented, scorched hulks. He saw the
black Vetter bags, steel-reinforced inflatable pillows, deflated
now under two trusses that had likely trapped the two men. A
firefighter’s boot lay on its side. Oxygen tanks and medical
detritus littered the spot.

Rhyzma lit up another smoke and walked up
behind him. “The investigators had to back off until we got some
heavy equipment to clear some trusses. Showroom and offices took a
beating too, smoked up the new cars and the computers. No one goes
in that area till its declared safe.”

Gerry sucked in a long breath and stood
erect. “And now?”

Rhyzma lifted a shoulder and shut off his
Mag-Lite. “Now we get to put on our dress uniforms and go to some
funerals.”

Gerry glimpsed a white blur at the edge of
his vision. William’s helmet moved between two police cars. He
started forward, but Rhyzma grabbed his forearm.

“Not now, Chief. It ain’t right. I’d like to
ask you something.”

Gerry’s eyes moved to the hand. He paused,
considering the move. “Sure, go ahead.”

“I know you have plenty of command
experience, but why did you leave the scene?”

Gerry regarded him. He’d only met Rhyzma one
time briefly, at a luncheon. He wondered if the union man would be
a foe or an ally. “You heard. You said you were monitoring the
radio.”

“I was, and I got all that, but it doesn’t
truly answer the question.”

“That’s a question I’ll be trying to answer
for a long time.” Gerry turned away in embarrassment, heading for
Williams on his way back to the command vehicle.

As soon as Williams saw Gerry his step missed
a beat, His face abruptly changed into an astonished expression.
His eyes darted between the command vehicle, three police
constables, and the press, as he tried to formulate a response.

He did. Up went his middle finger. “Piss off
and go home, Ormond!”

Gerry kept marching toward him. “I already
did that. Look what happened.”

Williams tried to rein in his anger with a
deep breath. “One word to the press and you’ll be in shit so deep
you’ll never get out.”

Williams turned and continued his pace,
faster now as Gerry trailed after him. Reporters approached from
the sidewalk, notepads, and cameras raised, smelling blood.

“Me? This is all on you, Deputy. You screwed
up big time.”

Williams dashed to the rear of the MCV and
vomited onto the pavement.

As Gerry watched the man retch, he decided to
become a real fire chief.
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