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Charcoal gray smoke belched from a second story window.  It looked like an enormous stretch of steel wool trying to blot out the afternoon sky.  As the toxic plume scraped the daylight into an overcast of gloom, red flashes pulsed against its dreary existence.  The brightness of the strobes intensified in correlation to the cacophony of Federal Q sirens screaming their encroachment upon the scene.  A fire engine roared around the corner, giving the onlookers a new combatant to film in this urban gladiator match.  

With several smartphones recording their arrival, the firefighters of Engine 3 erupted from the vehicle as it jammed to a stop.  Three of the four were fully encased in beige bunker gear with reflective yellow striping.  Nothing about these three revealed their ethnicity or gender as they were masked up with the facepieces of their SCBAs (self contained breathing apparatus).  The trio immediately engaged in their respective assignments.  One grabbed a bundle of canvas-jacketed inch-and-three-quarter hose and jerked it out of the hose bed, playing it out across the front lawn.  Another opened a compartment and snatched a set of irons—a flathead axe and a halligan bar—and bolted toward the front door, bending down to grab a section of hose to flake it out so it wouldn’t kink when the water started flowing through it.  The third had disappeared around the side of the house.  That one, Captain Patrick O’Keefe, emerged from the other side and headed to the door as a second fire engine, Engine 1, raced around the corner.  He made a gesture with his arm and was greeted by a hissing sound and the sight of the hose inflating with water.

Standing at the mid-mount pump panel, Eddie Bennett, the driver of Engine 3, had spotted a hydrant about three hundred feet in the direction they had come.  When he saw Engine 1 barreling toward his location, he had hoped they’d stop and hook their hose to the hydrant before coming all the way in.  He glanced at the front door in time to see O’Keefe signal him to charge the line.  After pulling the lever to open the port for the two-hundred-foot line, he gradually revved the pressure higher and watched the hose expand to its capacity.  Looking back, he witnessed the other engine sweep past the hydrant without a second’s hesitation.  “Gonna have to hand-jack it now,” he muttered as if they’d change course.  Work smarter, not harder had become a mantra in the fire service.  He certainly didn’t relish the thought of dragging three-hundred feet of the heavier feeder hose from his engine to the hydrant.  Bennett looked back to the house in time to see his crew disappear inside.

“Let’s push this bitch out that window,” O’Keefe advised the two others.  Having checked the exterior of the structure before entering, he noted that the main fire activity seemed to be on the second floor, primarily in the room where it was purging through the window.

Landry, as the yellow lettering on the back of the bunker coat indicated, held the axe and made quick work of the door, breaking it loose with one swing.  Turner held the nozzle and led the charge.  O’Keefe followed.  Then Landry brought up the rear.  The three shuffled up the stairs and turned into the hallway stretching out to their left.  Landry held position at the top of the stairs, feeding hose to the others and ensuring none of the metal couplings got hung up on the steps or the banister.  

With the smoke banking down in the hall, O’Keefe directed Turner to the door at the end.  When they reached it, O’Keefe shouldered the door open to expose the fire in all its glory.  Since the heat had breached the window, the fire had a free flow of oxygenated air and had fed on that to dance from floor to ceiling inside the room.  The intensity of the heat forced its way into the hall, threatening to drive them back.  Even in all of its destructive maliciousness, a fire could be a thing of beauty.  The fingers of flame shimmered and flowed in the baking heat and twisted upward like fatal spirits ascending to the heavens.  

Turner pulled back the bale and threw open the nozzle.  A powerful surging stream of water jettisoned from the nozzle.  The narrow fog pattern of spray instantly dueled the fire’s temperature as it cooled the immediate atmosphere.  If the fire were a living, breathing beast, it might have fought back by focusing its energy on combating the spray of water.  But since it wasn’t, the inferno adhered to the laws of physics.  Like electricity, it followed the path of least resistance without searching for any other way out.  Turner kept at it, washing down the room and pushing the fire to the window where it had already begun its escape.  

Spectators were treated to an impressive show as the smoke had darkened then flames licked their way into the blackness.  Soon the entire window erupted in a roiling fireball.  And then, without further ado, the flames vanished.  It had been eerily similar to a carnival firebreather with a huge burst of flames followed by a vacuum of nothingness.  Smoke still spiraled from the corners of the windows, but the color had ebbed to a softer shade of ash gray.  

After soaking the room and checking for extension into the walls, O’Keefe and his crew were relieved by Engine 1’s crew who continued with the same task.  He led the two outside where they were greeted by the sight of several other crews on the scene.  As they strode over to swap out their air bottles, the three stripped their masks off.

“Damn Keef,”—O’Keefe’s name had been shortened to Keef as a half-assed nickname, not Red or Irish or anything as mundane, just Keef—“you guys barely used a quarter tank,” Bennett shouted down from the pump panel.  He had referred to the thousand gallons of water each engine carried.  At least they wouldn’t have to pick up all that hose Engine 1 hadn’t unnecessarily laid.

O’Keefe nodded at him.  Then he inclined his head toward Turner, “Kept her cool in there.”

Emerson—Emma—Turner nodded at him as her dark brown hair now spilled out from under her helmet.  She couldn’t fight the smile wanting to burst out.  Only in the third month on the job, she’d just gotten a hell of a compliment from her officer.  She had felt the pressure of a surge of adrenaline pushing toward panic, but she had remained calm and kept it at bay.  It had been her first “good” fire where she had actually felt the true heat of the so-called beast.  But damn did it feel good now that it was over.  She’d done it.  She stood toe to toe with the fire and didn’t once think about backing down.

“Nice job in there,” Calvin Landry said as he thumped her with his elbow, breaking Emma from her reverie.  When he stood to his full height, Cal towered over the others on the crew.  At six-five, he didn’t come across too many people he had to look up to.  Cal had seven years on the job and had developed a reputation of attacking every task with the same vigor which yielded him a full ride basketball scholarship to Indiana University.  ACL tears to his right knee in back-to-back years quickly diminished his quiet college career.  The man also didn’t hesitate to call out people when their performance didn’t meet his standards.  

So, praise coming from him made Emma’s day even brighter.  She looked back to the house.  Light smoke still curled in tiny ribbons from the window.  Emma wondered how long this elation would last.  She knew she wouldn’t forget her first big fire in her career with the Arlington Fire Department.  And it was just getting started.
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Shortly into their next twenty-four-hour shift, the crew sat around the table, the scent of biscuits and gravy still lingering in the air.  Four plates sat in front of them revealing the remnants of the meal they had just gorged.  

“She good on this month’s evolutions?” O’Keefe asked Calvin.  Each month, the crews had a set of skills to train over and refresh themselves on some of less frequently practiced assignments.  Rookies were dealt a more regimented schedule of daily duties and training tasks as they needed to discover proficiency in every assignment.  This month, the evolutions involved tying knots for the hoisting of equipment.  The seldom used detail seemed tedious to some, but in the heat of the moment, every firefighter needed to accomplish the task in a timely manner and wouldn’t have time to sit back and think things through.

Cal leaned back from the table.  “She might be cool as hell in a fire, but she can’t tie knots for shit,” he scoffed.

“I don’t get it,” Eddie chimed in.  He continued talking about her as if she was in another room.  “I mean, look at her.  She can braid her hair without even looking.  But she can’t tie a bowline to save her ass.”

In just the few short days with this crew, Emma had come to realize their banter.  She knew not interrupting played better than trying to jump in and justify her presence.  She just kept quiet and waited for one of them to address her.  Turns out, she didn’t have to wait long.

“Didn’t you learn this shit in the Boy Scouts?” Eddie asked.

Instinctively, she wanted to jut her chest out to accentuate her next comment, but she knew not to.  “They didn’t let girls in the Boys Scouts when I was growing up.”

“No shit,” he countered.  With a straight face, he added, “Not even with all this gender equity stuff?”  

A chorus of stifled chuckles broke out.

“Girl Scouts, then,” Cal asked pretending to sound sincere.

Emma shook her head.

“Damnit!” Cal shouted and slapped a hand on the table.  “Can’t even get no damn cookies ‘round here.”

After another round of laughter, O’Keefe asked, “What knots are you good with?”  He knew Cal had been going over the knots with her each day since she arrived at their station.

“I’ve got the eights down pretty good,” Emma replied referring to the figure eight family of knots.

In his peripheral, O’Keefe caught Cal nodding.

“Clove hitch?” the captain asked.

“I’m okay with it.  But I still screw it up sometimes.”

“She’s gotten better,” Cal offered.

“Rescue knot?”

She nodded.  “I need to make the leg loops bigger,” she offered, critiquing herself.

“After we get the dishes done, I’ll have Eddie go over the bowline with you.  He’s got a song that’ll help you learn,” O’Keefe offered.

“I’m on it,” Eddie exclaimed then rubbed at the edges of his mustache.

Thinking that sounded a bit too kindergarten, Emma looked to Calvin who was smirking.

“The man can’t sing for shit,” Cal explained as he grabbed his plate and headed toward the sink.  “Sings so bad, you’ll learn the knot just to shut his fat ass up.”

“I ain’t fat,” Eddie protested and deliberately extended his gut out further than normal.  “Just girthy.”  In truth, Eddie was about thirty pounds overweight.  But the man was in far better shape than he appeared.  He would run a five to ten K on the treadmill each shift.  He just struggled to limit his food (and alcohol) intake.  

“What’s all this happy horseshit?” a new voice chimed in.

Emma spun around to see Michael Shea, their battalion chief, standing at the threshold of the kitchen.  None of the others turned to look as they had recognized the voice.  Emma offered to finish the dishes so they could sit with the chief.  In response, O’Keefe just motioned for her to leave all the dishes for now.  They’d all do them together after the chief left.  Shea was one of four battalion chiefs on their shift.  Each chief covered four of the city’s sixteen stations.

“How’s AFD’s most diverse crew?” Chief Shea blurted as they all took their places around the same table upon which they had just broken bread.  As if he needed to explain, Shea pointed to Emma and said, “Female.”  Then he nodded to O’Keefe.  “Irish.”  Looking at Cal, he stated, “African American.”

Before Shea could move on, Cal chided, “I ain’t never been to Africa.  Don’t know nobody from Africa.  And can’t speak a lick of Arfikaans.  I’m black.  And I’m an American.  Take your pick of those two,” he concluded matter-of-factly.  He detested the African American label.  To him, that’d be like calling Caucasians European Americans.

“Okay, black,” Shea conceded.  “And you,” he offered looking at Eddie.  “White trash.”

“I like to think of myself as lower middle class.  Like, the bottom edge,” Eddie countered without outwardly showing offense.  

Both O’Keefe and Calvin knew Eddie had fallen on bad times.  He was still trying to crawl out from under a mountain of debt left by a bitter ex-wife on a spending spree and an even uglier divorce.  The man didn’t talk about it, but they knew he was struggling.  The only reason he hadn’t filed for bankruptcy was his pride.  He couldn’t stand the thought of other firefighters reading about his filing in the local paper and then using that as fodder for whatever jokes they could come up with.  

Even Emma could sense the tension.

When nobody laughed, Shea threw his hands up.  “C’mon.  You gotta give me something.  I’ve got over thirty years on this job.  And all it’s given me is a bad ticker, two ex-wives and a shitty sense of humor.”

“Speaking of bad tickers, we got our physicals coming up?” O’Keefe asked, tactfully trying to change the subject.

Shea relented and checked his paperwork.  “All but Turner.  She just had hers in the academy.  We’ll just swap her out.”  He looked to her and explained, “We’ll probably switch you with one of the guys from Engine 1 for a few hours.  No big deal.”  After sliding his paperwork to the side, he asked, “So I take it you’ve all seen the videos floating around from last day’s fire?”  When they all nodded, he continued, “Got some national attention on that.  Beautiful fireball.  Man, that was something.”  He leaned back in his chair.  “The rook get in there on that one?” he asked of O’Keefe.

The captain nodded.  “That was her handiwork.  She had the nozzle.”

Shea stared at Calvin.  “That little girl got the nozzle from you?”

They all knew the chief was trying to get under Emma’s skin.  And, normally, they might have played along.  But she’d already made a hell of an impression on all of them.  It didn’t matter to them—male, female, black, white, gay, straight, whatever—if you could get the job done, you were good.  And Emma had gotten the job done.  She played the part of the ideal rookie around the station, always prompt, always soaking up more knowledge and constantly working.  Truth be told, she had become a good luck charm for them in terms of fires.  They had been on a four-month dry spell with no first-in fires.  Since her arrival, they’d made that house fire along with two car fires and an appliance fire.  Like a kid sister to them all, the three weren’t going to let the chief jab at her without some recourse.  They wanted him, and her, to know they had her back.

“Wasn’t ‘bout to get in her way.  She had that look...” Cal just let the sentence hang in the air as he shook his head.

“I’m sure you’ve seen that look,” Eddie broke in.  “At least twice,” he added, referencing the two ex-wives, and getting his own barb in on the man.

“She got right up in there,” O’Keefe added as he’d noted Eddie’s dig had hit home with the chief.  “Didn’t hesitate.  Didn’t back down.”

“Got us a good one here,” Cal put in.

“In fact, if we get a few more fires while she’s here, I’m gonna request to keep her,” O’Keefe opined, fully knowing such a request wouldn’t be granted.

Biting the bile back down from Eddie’s verbal jab, Shea stated, “The only problem I had with that fire was that you guys put it out too quick.  I didn’t even have a chance to set up command on scene.”

“’Cause we wanted it done right,” Eddie spat.  He was the resident smartass.  But this day he seemed fierce, sharper with the digs since Shea had gotten his earlier one in.

“Eddie, enough,” O’Keefe growled, trying to keep things at bay.  He knew Eddie didn’t care for the chief and his aura of being above them.  He also sensed Eddie’s somewhat foul mood early on in the day.  The chief’s comment had sunk the man deeper into his muddy disposition.

“No.  Let’s hear it,” Shea insisted, his face growing crimson.  “Tell me why the battalion chiefs are a waste of tax-payer money.”  When Eddie refused to take the bait, Shea sweetened the deal.  “I guess it doesn’t matter to you.  You probably don’t make enough now that they let you slide when it comes to paying taxes.”

O’Keefe stepped back and splayed his hands as if to say, “I’m out.”

Cal herded Emma toward the sink and mumbled to Eddie, “Just don’t take a swing at him.”

Eddie sucked in a deep breath.  Then he calmly said, “All I’m saying is we are capable of getting the job done.  You don’t need to treat us like a bunch of dumbass peons.” 

With a huge grin, Shea countered, “I don’t treat everybody like that.  Just you.”

“If only privates showed up on the scene, the fire would get put out,” Eddie went on as if he hadn’t heard the chief’s cutting remark.  “But if a bunch of BCs showed up with no privates, that shit would burn to the ground.  You can’t talk fire out.”

“So, in your opinion, battalion chiefs are useless,” Shea surmised with another grin.  He was definitely going to let the other battalion chiefs know about Eddie Bennett’s estimation of them.

Just then, the fire tones went off.  The dispatcher announced, “Possible structure fire.  1627 Madison Street.  Zone 312.  Reported heavy smoke visible.”

As they all turned to head out, Eddie shouted over his shoulder, “Not all of ‘em chief.  Just you.”
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Emma and Calvin arrived at their spots in a dead heat.  Everything had become a race between those two.  They kicked off their station boots and stepped into their bunker pants.  Both hopped up into the rig while donning the rest of their protective gear.

O’Keefe was doing the same up front.  As Eddie climbed into the driver’s seat, O’Keefe grumbled, “Damnit Eddie.  You know he’s gonna put us on every shit assignment and call us out in the middle of the night for overhaul every chance he gets now.”

Eddie shrugged and started the rig.  “I don’t care.  The guy’s an asshole.”

“But he’s an asshole in a position of power,” O’Keefe reminded him.

They pulled out of the station with lights and sirens blaring.

BC Shea had a jump on Engine 3 from the start; couple that with the fact that he had smaller, faster, more maneuverable vehicle and he arrived well ahead of the engine crew.  The scene resembled a typical garden variety house fire.  No exposures, or nearby structures, appeared at risk.  Shea eyeballed the two-story house and noted the presence of utility windows along the base of the foundation.  He knew the house contained a basement.  And with the way the smoke streamed from the eaves, he quickly noted the probability of balloon construction.  This type of home building was notorious in the fire service for allowing a basement fire to travel the open voids in the exterior walls and present as an attic fire.  Often times, in these cases, it ended up as both.

Still, something didn’t feel right about it.

Shea keyed his microphone and gave his on-scene report to prepare all the approaching units of what to expect on arrival.  “Battalion 4 on scene at 1627 Madison.  Two story wood frame structure on a basement.  Moderate smoke visible from the eaves.  Confirmed structure fire.  Keep all units en route.”  He still couldn’t put his finger on what seemed to be troubling him about this fire.

Just then, Engine 3 pulled up to the scene.

Before O’Keefe could verbally confirm their arrival, Shea ordered, “Engine 3.  Proceed with an interior attack.  Check those basement windows on your way in.”  He knew a seasoned officer like O’Keefe would most likely check for the presence of a basement fire in this situation, but it never hurt to toss out a reminder.

As Emma and Cal spread the line across the yard to set for their attack, O’Keefe bent down and spied into the nearest basement window.  It looked caked over with soot on the inside.  “Confirm basement fire,” he said into his handheld radio.  Then he repeated his traffic.

“Battalion 4 clear.  Basement fire,” Shea responded.  He hated these damn things.  Basement fires were infamous killers.  Too often firefighters found themselves trapped on that lower level via floor or staircase collapse.  

“Engine 3.  Interior attack,” O’Keefe advised.  Then he stepped back and watched Cal go to work on the door and prepared to proceed in the same manner as their previous fire.  He looked at Emma and stated, “We gotta go through the heat to get down to it.  Stay on my ass.  I’ll check the stairs on the way down.”

Cal smashed the blunt end of the flathead axe into the door and felt the reverberations shiver through his hands.  The door didn’t budge.  “Steel door,” he shouted.  The damn thing looked like a normal door, but this one held fast.

Upon hearing Cal, O’Keefe scooped up the halligan and jabbed the tines between the frame and knob.  His arms shook with each bounce back of force as Cal hammered on the back end.  “Hold up.  It ain’t gonna give,” he shouted back to Cal.  

Neither man had come across a door Cal couldn’t force.  But this one hadn’t even dented under the force of the blows.

“Take the window,” O’Keefe shouted.  Then he winced as he watched the blade of Cal’s axe bounced harmlessly off the glass.

“What the hell!” Cal screamed, fury grinding his will.

At this point, it should have been obvious to them that this was no ordinary house, thus, no ordinary house fire.

Thinking quickly, O’Keefe thumped his elbow against the siding of the house.  He could tell it was indeed wood.  The doors and windows may have been reinforced, but the wood frame hadn’t been bolstered—or so he hoped.  He stabbed the tines of the halligan into the wood around the frame of the window.

Cal saw and immediately took up a swinging stance.  Three thunderous blows into it and they had achieved a solid bite.  Both men pushed and pulled on the halligan and forced the entire window box to jut out of the frame of the house.  Cal gripped the edge while O’Keefe dug in even further with the blade of his tool.  Together, they wedged it free on one end and tugged it all the way out.  It dropped to the ground with a thud befitting the three-hundred-pound behemoth it was.

“Commencing interior attack,” O’Keefe relayed through his handheld.  Then, one by one, the trio climbed up and in through the open void.

Shea had watched it from inside his vehicle.  Curiosity getting the better of him, he stepped out and approached the structure.  Keeping his handheld radio with him, he advanced to check out the window.  When he heard Engine 1 arrive, he assigned them to pull another line and back-up Engine 3’s crew.  Shea eyed the window and bent down to check its weight.  This went well beyond a security window.  Between that and the unforgiving door, he knew something wasn’t right about this place.  

“Got another problem, chief,” O’Keefe’s voice came through the handheld.

“Go ahead.”

“The basement door’s just like the front door.  And it’s got a security pad.”

“Can you breach it like the window?” Shea asked.

“Chief,” Eddie’s voice cut in before O’Keefe could answer.  “Better come take a look at this smoke.”

Shea retreated from the front of the structure.  As Engine 1’s crew neared him, he ordered, “Take forcible entry tools in there and help them access that door.”  He looked up at Eddie who was standing at the pump panel.  When the man pointed, Shea turned and eyed the smoke.

The boiling vapor cloud had a tint of crimson, bordering on a deep purple hue.  It looked like no other smoke he’d ever laid eyes on.  Typical smoke from structure fires ranged from smoldering black to differing shades of gray or brown.  Firefighters could tell a lot about the fire itself by reading the color and push of the smoke.  But this, this was just uncanny.
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