
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



What is there about fire that’s so lovely?  No matter what age

we are, what draws us to it?

-  Ray Bradbury (excerpt from Fahrenheit 451)
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Love is a fire.  But whether it is going to warm your hearth or 

burn down your house, you never can tell.

-  Joan Crawford
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The Fatal Tape – A (now antiquated) term used to notify the

coroner, the prosecutor and all necessary police and fire 

personnel regarding a fire fatality.  The tone of a fire scene

shifts dramatically when the incident commander contacts

dispatch and utters, “Play the fatal tape.”  
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Tuesday, December 31, 1991

Thick black smoke billowed from the front door as the Sutphen fire engine skidded to a stop on the sloppy winter street.  Flames stabbed outward between the heat-shattered glass windows, reflecting an ominous glow on the engine.  The reflective striping and the large number 2 shimmered as the flames mirrored a flickering orange against them.  Shivering against the wind, neighbors gathered on the sidewalk and watched the inferno with big childlike eyes.  

Joe Donovan climbed from his seat and grabbed the canvas hose, pulling it forcefully from the engine.  Snatching the nozzle, he trudged through the snow toward the front door as black smoke belched angrily from the structure.  Donovan looked back at Isaac Wells, watching as he untangled the semi-frozen spaghetti pile of hose.  

A high pitch noise hummed through the cold winter air as the engine’s impellers engaged.  Steve Fretter hopped from the driver’s seat; his eyes focused on the pump panel.  Pulling two levers, the engine whirred louder as he turned his attention to the front door and the nozzleman.  

Captain Tim Harris walked around the house trying to gauge the conditions and keyed his mike, “Make this a 704 [working structure fire].  Engine 2 pulling an inch-and-three-quarter [hose line] for interior attack.  Entering on the alpha side [also known as the street side].”  To the oncoming units, he conveyed where they would attack the fire.  Then he joined Donovan near the front and signaled Fretter to charge the line.  

With the pull of another lever, pressurized water snaked its way through the hose, puffing it from flat to round in a matter of seconds.  

Harris spun around, facing away from the house, and slammed a heavy mule-kick into the door.  The bolt snapped free from the latch as the wood cracked around it.

The nozzle hissed as Donovan cracked it open to bleed the excess air from inside.  Pulling the bale, Donovan unleashed a powerful stream of water inside the door, directing the stream at the fire’s base.  Knocking it back, he watched the smoke lighten from charcoal to silver gray.  Donovan slid forward, feeling Captain Harris behind him.  Orange fingers danced in the distance.  Then everything went black.

Donovan couldn’t see anything.  He closed his eyes tight then stretched them open, just to make sure.  There was nothing but darkness.  It was the kind he’d experienced before inside a house fire; the different hues of blackness.  The yellow hazy smoke at the doorway turned a deeper gray then black the farther forward he crawled.  He tried to remember how the smoke framed the house, rolling angrily into the sky.  

With the intense heat somewhat dulled by his bunker gear, Donovan crawled forward.  “Need more hose.”  He had been in this situation before, but the hallway felt narrow, the corners tight.  His air tank banged against the walls which seemed to be closing in.  The hardwood floors slammed against his knees and with every movement a blanket of heat engulfed his body, pushing down on all parts of him like a weighted vest.

It was all instinct now.  Donovan’s heart quickened its pace; thumping so hard and deep he could feel it in his throat.  Holding the nozzle in his gloved hand, he laid his shoulder on the wall, using it like a map to keep himself oriented as he moved forward.  

It felt like crawling into a black hole, any minute there would be nothing in front of him, and then he would fall.  Donovan’s eyes strained, he felt the muscles pulling his eyelids wider, willing them to focus.  Then it was there.  Out of a black cave it came at him, a tornado of orange fire crackling overhead.  Donovan felt the nozzle and opened it, the roar of water filling his ears.  The atmosphere darkened, like demons in the depths of hell.  

Under the movement of his body the floor weakened as his knee pressed into something soft.  The thing felt out of place in the blackness, spongy and lifeless.  Joe splayed his fingers, feeling something familiar—a hand, then an arm.  “Got someone!  Cap, I got somebody!”  Donovan felt the words slam against the inside of his facepiece, hoping he said it loud enough for Captain Harris to hear.  He closed and dropped the nozzle, feeling the wetness trickle from the end.  He groped for the arms, feeling his captain pull on his shoulder.  

Voices sputtered from the radio in his pocket as he heard his officer calling for help at the door.  

Captain Harris knelt down next to Donovan, quickly finding him in the darkness.  Looking back to the lights stabbing through the front doorway, Harris shouted, “Isaac!  Get up here!”

Feeding hose at the doorway, Wells scrambled toward his crew, following the rigid hose line.  Reaching down, Donovan grabbed the victim’s arms and tugged.  As Captain Harris and Wells tried to maneuver around him in the tight hallway, Donovan seemed to lose his grip.  He fell back into Wells and reached out to regain his balance.  Wells gave him a shove and Donovan snagged the canvas hose, pulling to right himself.  His hand slid off again as if it was coated with oil.  Donovan tried again and again his hand slid; he could not grip the hose line.  Temporarily mystified, Donovan held his gloved hand in front of his face piece.  As Wells eagerly tried to push past him, Donovan stumbled forward and his hand slapped against his own mask.  Through the limited visibility, Donovan instantly noticed the dark, greasy smear.  He knew what it was and his gut tightened.  “Oh shit.”

Hearing Donovan’s tone, Harris turned and asked, “What is it?”

“It’s goddamn skin.  It’s all over me,” Donovan yelled.

Harris knew this wasn’t a rescue any longer and ordered his crew, “Leave the body.  Joe, go out.”  He pointed deeper into the house.  “Isaac, let’s go.”  They stepped over the body, tugging the hose farther down the hallway.

Closing in on the front door, reflective yellow stripes came into sight along with the voices of faceless firefighters waiting to take over.  Smoke swirled with the cold night air as the gas-powered positive pressure fan ran full blast pushing cleaner air inside and forcing the superheated smoke out.  Donovan ripped his mask and gloves off, throwing them to the ground.  He fought against puking as he thought about how the skin had peeled right off the body and into his hands.  

“Whatcha got?” Captain Alan Whitman asked Donovan as he stepped toward the front door with his crew from Rescue 1.

Motioning to the door, Donovan offered, “Got a body about ten feet in.”  He looked at the flesh on his sleeve.

Whitman eyed the scene and turned to one of his crew.  “Get up around the body; and feed the hose past.”  When the firefighter hesitated, Whitman explained, “Protect the body so we don’t keep dragging our hoses over it.”  After the firefighter positioned himself, Whitman mumbled, “Show ‘em a little respect.”  Then he eyed another member and said, “I’m gonna take Flynn and start a search upstairs.  When you finish down here, meet us up there.”  

As the two went in, Donovan turned back and raced to Engine 2.  “Need your gear,” he shouted to Fretter as he grabbed his face piece and spare gloves.  Without waiting for Fretter’s acknowledgement, Donovan slipped them on and raced back to the door.  Bolting inside, he heard the hiss of the cold water.  Struggling to worm his way past the firefighter guarding the corpse, Donovan thought about the body and wondered how much damage they had actually done to it.  After getting a solid grip on the hose, he followed it until he met his crew.  A tangerine glow rolled along the ceiling, dancing like a gypsy.  

With a heavy sigh, Jessica Quinn flopped into the driver seat of her ten-year-old Chevy Malibu.  Tomorrow morning, she’d have a brand-new company car—an SUV.  January first marked the turn of a new city and fire administration.  As of midnight, she would be the new District Chief of the Fire Investigation Division.  It shouldn’t have come as a shock—she had more than earned it and was the most qualified for the position.  But political games being what they were, her fate never really lied in her own hands.  As a captain, she knew her responsibilities and how the members of her shift operated on scenes.  But now she was in charge of all three shifts with three separate “personalities” to comprehend.  

Looking in the rearview mirror, Jessica traced the circles under her brown eyes, a loose strand of slightly graying hair falling against her brow.  “Chief Quinn,” she mouthed to her reflection.  “I’ll never get used to that.”  Twisting the key in the ignition, her engine rumbled to life, reminding her she wouldn’t have to listen to the growl of the perforated muffler of her Malibu after the trip into work in the morning.  

It was hard for her to comprehend the decisions she’d made, why the fire service meant more to her than family.  When did becoming successful outweigh being a mother?  Jessica had no answer.  She could remember what it had felt like the first time she went into a fire, and the first time she helped put an arsonist behind bars.  Succeeding in a man’s world took everything she had.  Jessica hadn’t known it was happening until it was too late.  By then she’d missed important events in the lives of her children.  Her now ex-husband Ben, gathering his courage, had forced an ultimatum.  Jessica never liked ultimatums.

Leaving the Riverside Bar and Grill, Jessica looked at her surroundings in a different light.  She’d decided to keep the celebratory drinks to a minimum—just in case.  Twenty-three years in the fire service taught her one immutable truth—shit happens when you least expect it.  With caution, and the fear of shirking her responsibilities on her first day of the new job, getting the best of her, Jessica had stopped at one White Russian and opted for Pepsi instead.  Normally she would’ve chosen diet, but it was a New Year’s celebration after all.  She took the full blast of the caffeine and carbs as the night’s guilty pleasure.

Rumbling through downtown, Jessica sneered at the enormous lighted Santa Claus and reindeer display clinging to the side of one of the large regional bank buildings.  “Get that crap down.  Christmas is over.”  Her outlook on the holidays had changed since losing her family, it was a lonely time and she was glad when it was over.  

Catching the next light amber, she tapped the gas pedal then quickly switched to the brake, knowing she would be an example in her new marked city vehicle.  It was better to start instilling the best possible habits, especially on the road.  It never ceased to amaze her how many calls the chief received from citizens complaining about a department vehicle committing a minor traffic violation—including driving at the posted speed limit.  Callers demanded public figures drive below the limit instead of pushing the edge of the legal boundaries.

As she sat idling at the light at the intersection of Lincoln Boulevard and Main Street, Jessica shook her head as her muffler rumbled louder.  The radio was her best defense.  Turning it up, she found herself singing along to Cheap Trick’s I Want You to Want Me.  She hadn’t heard the song in years, but it wasn’t like it was a tough one to remember.  Just then, she turned to see the apparently drunk passengers in the car next to her singing along to the same song.  

The driver looked at her with an embarrassed grin and shrugged his shoulders.  The overweight passenger behind him decided to show Jessica his bare chest as he pulled up his shirt and plastered himself up to the window.  Rolling it down an inch, he pinched his own nipple and screamed, “I want you to want me,” completely off key.

Jessica laughed to herself, “Nice way to end a shitty year.  A set of fat man-boobs and a drunken proposal.”  Halfway to the next intersection, her pager chirped to life.  Fishing it off her belt she alternated between watching the road and reading the digital text on the luminescent green background.  Multitasking at its finest.
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“Shit.”  The address was only eight blocks away—six blocks up Main, then two blocks down Garden.  She slowed and waited for an opening in the sparse traffic, then jerked the Malibu over two lanes and headed back to Main Street, heading west.  With no emergency lights and sirens on her personal vehicle, Jessica had to be careful not to get slammed by some shit-faced driver.  Not tonight at least.

“Just secure the scene,” she mumbled, hoping this wasn’t a worst-case scenario.  

Jessica looked up to see the light ahead just turning green.  Her destination was almost directly ahead.  But she had to avoid that intersection.  She turned right on Birch Street then left on Oaklawn.  Three blocks later, she turned left on Juniper Street and right on Main Street.  If anyone saw the “useless” maneuver, they’d surely ridicule her for it.  But Jessica avoided the intersection of Main and Sullivan at all costs.  She turned on Garden Street and immediately noted the congestion of firetrucks up ahead.  Pulling into a spot on the closest intersecting street, Branson, she kept her vehicle out of the way.

Sara Jordan hated the letdown after holidays.  Every year she vowed to take down the decorations prior to New Year’s Day and as always put it off until the last minute.  “I’m gonna do it this year girl,” she said to her cat.  

Sara’s calico stood, yawned and began her grooming ritual.  

Walking into the living room, her hands full of ornament boxes, Sara emptied the tree of the ornate glass bulbs.  Her favorite, a clear glass one with small green dots and poinsettias, was a gift from a friend.  

It had been a long year and Sara felt drained.  The Jordan family had seen their ups and downs lately.  Sara and Sam both held steady jobs.  They recently saw their daughter, Allie, off to college.  They missed having her around.  The house felt empty without her.  But, just ten days ago, Allie had come home for part of the semester break.  Everything felt brighter with her presence.  The family was all together again.  

Sara broke from her reverie and looked at the tree, no longer motivated.  “I’ll get Allie to help me tomorrow.   Sam too.”  That was all it took to justify waiting another day.  Walking into the kitchen, Sara grabbed a mug from the cupboard and filled it with water and an Earl Gray teabag.  “Ninety-seconds should do it.”  Pressing the start button on the microwave, she thought about how much she lacked refinement and class.  There was no boiling teapot, no sugar dish.  Just the microwave.  Sara wondered if she could get cancer form drinking too much microwaved tea.  The thought passed quickly as the warming liquid ran down her throat, shaking the chill she had felt all evening.  “I’m so glad we didn’t go out girl, curling up with you is good enough.”  Sara stroked her cat’s fur, marveling at how unique she was.  Every calico was different in both pattern and personality, but Coco was special.  Mostly black with beautiful green eyes, Coco was loyal to Sara alone.  Everyone else was just a nuisance.  With her hands wrapped around the mug of tea Sara looked out the kitchen window surveying the cold winter night.  A slight dusting of new snow had fallen, dancing over the top of the six inches they’d gotten days ago.  

Sara’s answering machine beeped, jolting her from her daydream.  She looked at the telephone sitting mounted in its cradle on the wall.  It never even rang.  It had been acting up lately.  She’d have to call the phone company—but she’d wait until Thursday.  There was no reason to pull someone away from their family on New Year’s Day—also, no need to incur the additional charge that would come with a holiday repair appointment.  She glanced at the kitchen clock, 11:12 p.m.  There was nothing she hated more than a phone call late at night, nothing good ever happened late at night.  When her father died, the call came after dark—when the world slept, oblivious that something devastating had happened.  “It’s just a message from Allie.  Probably Happy New Year.”  With a push of a button one message came through.  

“Hi mom, it’s Allie.  I... uh... had more to drink than I should have.  Think it’s best to crash at Jenna’s.  You can yell at me in the morning.  I love you.  Happy New Year, by the way.”  With that, the message was over.  

Sara hated that Allie was drinking, even if it was a holiday, she was only nineteen.  “Only nineteen.”  The thought made her smile.  Allie was nearly a legal adult but Sara would always see her as a little girl with brown hair and big brown eyes filling her pensive face.  Pride in her daughter’s choice overshadowed any anger.  

“She’s a smart girl, and safer at Jenna’s than driving.”  Scooping up Coco, Sara started up the stairs feeling the smooth velvet hair under her fingers.  She stood for a moment listening to the rumbling of her cat’s purr and continued upstairs.  Climbing into bed Sara snuggled close to Sam, feeling the warmth of his body.  “It’s going to be a good year.  A wonderful year.”  

Battalion Chief Dennis Leland watched the changing colors of the smoke pushing from the house.  The conditions inside weren’t getting better.  

“Command from Engine 2.  Found a victim.  Will leave in place,” Captain Harris said with an even keel over the radio.  

“Damn,” Leland cursed inside his vehicle.  Picking up the mobile handset, he acknowledged the captain then radioed communications.  Saying the words every fire chief dreads, Leland caught himself wincing as he uttered, “Play the fatal tape.”  This order constituted the paging of all the off-duty command staff and the chaplain.  

BC Leland—“Lee” as several members of the department had come to refer to him—reviewed the scene.  There was plenty of water and the fire had already vented itself through the roof, but the crews inside needed help.  He knew it would take a moment for Engine 2 to resume the fire attack—finding a victim always changed things.  “Engine 1 from command.  Grab a back-up line.  Assist Engine 2.”  Leland watched as the firefighters pulled the requested hose and went inside.  He could see a slight hesitation in the front hallway realizing then the victim must be the obstacle.  Glancing at the clock on the dash, the time glowed as a constant reminder of how much time had passed.  They’d been on scene for close to fifteen minutes, five more and communications would give the twenty-minute warning.  He wanted to get the fire under control before then, before structural integrity was lost.  But from the looks of things, that had been in question long before the clock said so.

“Command from Rescue 1.  Found a victim on the second floor.  Bringing her down,” Captain Whitman said without a hint of anxiety.

Slamming his fist on the door, Leland called for medics.  “Christ, let this one be alive,” he begged.  

Since each of the investigators had their own personal radio, Jessica listened to the scene play out on Garden Street.  Now there were two victims.  The decision by Engine 2 made it clear the first was dead.  If not, they would both be on the way to the hospital.  She listened intently to each word, trying to figure out who the officers were on the inside.  Most firefighters were diligent about evidence, but in the heat of battle who knew?  Knowing the on-duty investigator was coming from a car fire across town, Jessica realized she’d be there alone for a while, until the off-duty investigators arrived.  

To say she and Leland didn’t see eye-to-eye wouldn’t come close to putting their coexistence into proper perspective.  Enough strong-willed arguments where neither refused to back down, gave them reason to give the other a wide berth when they were forced to share a room.  Or, in this case, a scene.  More specifically, command of a scene.

There were always hurdles to jump.  For Jessica, it had been that way her entire career.  She remembered her early years; being in the engine house with a willingness and determination to succeed and to become a real part of the crew.  She had finally been accepted because she worked her ass off and became a hell of a firefighter.  She would’ve never said that about herself—there were others on the crew who did.  She had heard them talking sometimes, telling other firefighters she was the real deal and defending her when others tried to insinuate that women didn’t belong in the fire service.  Almost all of the seven females employed by AFD had less than stellar reputations.  At first, she thought it was simply due to chauvinism.  And then she caught Janelle.  Jessica wanted to purge that image from her memory.  Walking down the back stairs of the station, she had avoided turning any lights on to keep from disturbing the sleeping crew.  Reaching the station’s boiler room to retrieve clothes she had left in the dryer, she noticed two shadowy figures swaying against the wall.  Jessica’s eyes, adjusting to the darkness, focused on the scene.  Hearing Janelle and Bill, an off-duty officer from another shift and station, groaning in ecstasy, Jessica turned to leave.  But when Janelle purred, “Time to put the fire out, chief,” Jessica couldn’t help herself.  She belched out a laugh, not even trying to stifle it.  The line was so damn cheesy, it oozed idiocy.  It revealed that Janelle was more of a firefighter groupie than a firefighter.

With Jessica’s presence discovered, Janelle grabbed her clothes and scurried off, bolting up the stairs Jessica had just used.  

Bill, the officer involved in the tryst, hiked his pants up and turned away from Jessica.  He stood to leave but stopped and over his shoulder offered, “What can I say, she loves me.  And she’s a hell of a good cook.”  

Jessica shrugged.  “You know she just went straight to the captain’s office,” as she pulled a shirt out of the dryer and folded it as if the situation wasn’t worth any more of her time.  

“I guess she loves him too,” Bill offered then strode away.

Rumors had been circulating for quite some time about the captain and Janelle.  Jessica was always surprised at who would take a run at Janelle—and there were many.  Everyone said that Janelle wouldn’t go into fires and seeing her in this situation confirmed why the guys put up with her.  Jessica wanted to fight fire.  It was in her blood.  Now, seventeen years later her love of investigation had gotten her a chief’s job.  She had earned the right to be in this position.  

Stepping out of her Malibu and striding down Garden Street, she looked at the chaos.  People lined the sidewalks staring at the fire scene.  Jessica looked at each person trying to see familiar faces, ones that were stored inside the arson file cabinet.  Nobody looked familiar.  

Jessica radioed dispatch on one of the secured channels not being used at the fire scene.  “We have a fire fatality with a second victim pending on Garden Street.  We’ll need the coroner and a prosecutor to make the scene,” Jessica explained.

There was a pause while Jessica knew the dispatcher tried to get a hold of the proper parties.

“Deputy Prosecutor North is on his way,” the dispatcher advised.  “Still waiting to hear from the coroner.”  

Jessica cleared the traffic then mumbled to herself, “Jesus, the New Year just started.  Hope this isn’t a precursor of what’s to come.”  With those words rumbling through her head, she eyed the battalion chief’s vehicle.  Jessica huffed out a sigh, watched the vapor cloud of her breath dissipate in the cold air.  “Here we go.”  Jessica mustered a combat-ready front and approached Chief Leland’s Ford Bronco II.  Leland had the Cheshire cat smile and his hair was pure white—strange for a man in his thirties.  Noting his window was down, she strode up and said, “Chief, I’m taking control of the scene.”  

Leland hadn’t noticed Jessica’s arrival, nor did he remember that technically it was a new year and a different administration.  He hated working with Jessica when she was a regular investigator.  Now that she was chief of the division, her passion for the job couldn’t be controlled.  She was a hard-ass and a woman; a double curse in his book.  Leland continued looking toward the incident, giving commands to the crews; refusing to acknowledge the female chief.  

“Chief, did you hear me?”  Jessica knew this was the reception she’d get.  There was never any doubt the transition was going to be tough.  A female chief; the old-timers were rolling in their graves right now.  

“I heard you fine, but as you can tell I’m busy at the moment with a fire.  You’ll get your chance... Chief.”  And there it was.  The first verbal hit.  Jessica felt better now that it was on the table.  

“Really?  A fire?  Well now, I’d hate to see the guys run rampant over those bodies and spoil evidence.  I’m sure the families of those two victims would love to see any possible case go to hell because you wanted to exercise your manhood.”  As good as it felt to get her feelings out, Jessica realized this wasn’t the kitchen table at Station 1.  This was a fatal fire.  She relented a bit.  “Chief, I’d like to maintain control of the scene.  If it’s possible, can you get me inside, I need to take a look.”  

The two remained frozen stone statues—Leland sitting, Jessica standing—as their eyes locked in a contest of battle-hardened wills.  

After a few seconds, Leland softened.  “I’ll get you inside, give me a couple minutes.”  

Jessica shook her head, turning toward the house as Rescue 1 brought the victim out through the front door.  She wanted a better look, but the front yard was a maze of firefighters and medics.  Feeling inside her coat pocket, Jessica felt her digital camera.  The Kodak DCS 100 was new to the public and had been a Godsend to the fire investigation division.  In rapid succession she captured as many images as possible.  Through the lens she surveyed the gathering crowd, snapping photos as she walked.  Reaching the front yard, she took photos of the front door, the victim being loaded and placement of the hose lines.  Walking the perimeter of the house, the digital camera was working overtime.  “Tell me your story house; I’ve got all the time in the world.”
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Friday, April 12, 1991

After finishing her 5K run Allie Jordan cooled down with a mile walk, watching her warm breath whiten in the frosty April air.  Gently thumbing her silver Sony Walkman, she rewound the tape and hit play again.  The lilting voices of Seal’s and Crofts filled her ears.  The lyrics from East of Ginger Trees made her wish for sand and warmth.  As her heartbeat mellowed and her breathing settled to a calm pace, she mused aloud, “Those songs were written for a reason.”  Sparked by thoughts of God, lost love or wartime, it was romantic, lyrics composed by men and women who lived life not for the material things but for the emotion of it.  Her father, the music teacher had filled the house with these songs and she knew them by heart, sometimes longing for the comfort those lyrics brought her.

Rounding the corner, she saw her mom running frantically in her direction, a letter gripped in her hand.

“It’s from North Carolina.”  Nearly out of breath Sara regained her composure shaking the letter in Allie’s direction.  

Hesitating briefly, Allie grabbed the it, her hands nervously trembling.  Her coach had mentioned North Carolina was interested, but she never really believed him.  She had some offers from the closer Big Ten schools—all except for Michigan and Northwestern.  Those two schools and Notre Dame were the only ones she’d consider staying in the Midwest to attend.  She wanted to get away.  The Texas, Florida and California colleges were pipe dream long shots.  Chapel Hill, however, was far enough away and, most importantly, devoid of the crappy winter weather she’d experienced the last few years.  Allie felt ready to get out there and explore the world.  She loved her parents, but at the same time, needed to discover life on her own terms. 

Allie tore open the envelope and scanned the contents.  A sticker of the Tar Heel mascot fluttered to the ground as Allie focused on the letter.

Sara watched as her daughter’s eyes changed; a glimmer of excitement transformed to full blown mayhem.  

“Yes!  It’s from Coach Clarkson.  He wants us to come to the university for an official visit,” she shouted to her mother with a huge smile.  “They want us to come down for a tour, so we can take a look at the campus.  Do you think they’ll make me an offer?  I gotta keep walking.  No, I have to call Jenna.”  Finally stopping she muttered, “I didn’t even ask you or dad if we could go.”  

Allie and her mother both knew that the visit was basically a formality.  Of course, North Carolina was going to offer her a scholarship—at least a partial one.

Sara pushed a loose curl from her daughter’s face, “You don’t have to ask sweetie.”  She could see the excitement in Allie as she trotted in circles; how hard she’d worked for this, all of them had.  Sara recalled the many times she’d woken Allie at five in the morning, prying her out of bed for practice, and watching from the poolside as she slid into the water punching out the 200-meter breast stroke in record time.  Now in her final year of high school, her daughter had a chance for a full-ride swimming scholarship to North Carolina.  Sara figured others might come calling too.  There was so much to look forward to.  She and Sam had raised a good daughter, someone filled with passion and dedication.  There had been years of sacrifice but little complaining.  And the thought of how quickly the years had passed made Sara shiver.  By the end of the summer her precious little girl would be away at college.

“I’ve got to call...  No.  Maybe I need to run some more.”  Allie paced with excitement.  “Yeah.  Maybe one more mile.”

“Don’t go crazy now,” Sara called out as Allie bolted off.

“I know.  I won’t.  Save it for the pool, right?” she called out over her shoulder.

And with that, her daughter ran with a renewed bounce in her step.  Sara mentally scrolled through a checklist of all the great things that her daughter would soon experience—and some potentially bad things too.  Allie had never been away from home for an extended period of time.  Locally, she was the best in her event; had been for years.  In a few short months, she’d be the newcomer—possibly near the bottom.  That and the stress of college life could push her toward depression or experimenting with drugs and alcohol.

Sara shrugged the negative thoughts away as she watched her daughter running in the distance.  
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Wednesday, January 1, 1992

Moving methodically through the snow, Jessica tried to capture every angle and detail of the home’s exterior.  Her boots crunched in the snow as she moved; muted voices and running equipment made the scene seem far away.  Brown smoke continued to filter from an open window, there were still spot fires needing attention.  Coming back to the front, Jessica saw Bob Gilmore walking toward the scene.  Help had arrived.  

“Good morning, chief.”  Gilmore’s smile and slight southern drawl always made Jessica feel better.  That and his loyalty.  Bob Gilmore was the B-shift investigator and handler of Miss Dixie, the department’s first accelerant detection K-9.  Dixie was eighty pounds of lovable chocolate lab, who spent most of her time conning treats from every firefighter at the station.  By shift’s end the lovable pooch had eaten over sixteen milk bones.  Gilmore had trained her well.  The North American Police Work Dog Association certified Dixie after she handled four scenarios without fail, barking and pawing at the accelerant locations she’d sniffed out.  

Jessica looked at Gilmore, “So far we have one confirmed dead and one at Mercy,” she said, referring to Mercy Regional Hospital—the largest hospital in Arlington.  It also housed the city’s only specialized burn unit.  It was also the closest of the three in the city—the only positive coincidence of the situation.  “Let’s get inside and take a look at the victim.  I’m still waiting to see how long the coroner will be.”  

Gilmore pulled out his radio, and tried to expedite the issue.  He raised dispatch but was told to wait as they had emergency traffic.  He shrugged as he looked to Jessica.  “Nine-one-one just put me on hold,” he said with a grin.  

“Fire 45 from communications,” the dispatcher said over the radio.

Jessica didn’t react.  She just gazed at the ruined structure again.  She looked over at Gilmore to see him grinning again.  “What?” 

Gilmore deliberately checked his watch to ensure that it was indeed after midnight now and offered, “Chief?  They’re calling you.”

Not at all used to her new designation—she had been Fire 52 until the promotion—she simply didn’t respond to it.  “Shit,” she spat then keyed her radio.  “Fire fif–  Fire 45.  Go ahead.”

“The second victim was just pronounced,” the dispatcher somberly announced, telling her that both victims had died.

“Clear,” she growled into the radio.

Jessica stepped over the hose that snaked into the front door.  The couplings attaching the lengths of hose drizzled and sputtered, leaving a lake of unused water under her feet.  With every step the digital camera was working overtime recording evidence and preserving the scene.  

Captain Tim Harris walked around the dining room, preparing for the overhaul to come.  Eventually the crews would have to pull ceilings and breech walls to expose and extinguish the hidden fires.  For now, nothing was touched until Jessica or Gilmore said so.  

Gilmore wasn’t about to step on Jessica’s toes.  She was a hell of an investigator and this was her scene.  He drifted back and checked the exterior of the house while Jessica went inside.

In the front hallway lay the first victim.  She took pictures as she approached then knelt down to get a closer look.  The body laid in a fetal position, the arms in a defensive posture.  Jessica knew this was from the tremendous heat and flame contact.  She had seen it many times.  When the muscle tissue becomes heated the body loses moisture and fluid causing it to draw up, similar to the shrinking of clothes in a hot dryer.  The fire had done its job, burning the body beyond recognition.  The left arm seemed partially skinned.  Blood oozed in small pools around the head and torso.  There were no remains of clothing and it was anatomically clear that Jessica was looking at a man.  She scanned the area around his body.  

Suddenly the area lit up slightly as a flashlight approached.  “Joe attempted a rescue, until skin came off in his hands.”  Harris said as Jessica looked up at him.  “Do you need any help?” 

“I’ll need to talk to your crew.  And the guys on Rescue 1.  Can you get everybody together for me?”  

Harris nodded and stepped away, darkening the scene as the beam of the flashlight aimed away from the area.  

Jessica walked through the blackened hallway searching for a pattern—following the path of the fire in reverse.  She looked for the heaviest concentration of charring, working from the area showing the least amount of burn toward the heart of the blackened skeletal remains of the interior walls.  The studs had thinned looking like dried curls of black ribbon.  Fragments of plaster hung from the ceiling sloughing loose from the intense heat.  The living room had severe fire damage that lessened the closer she got to the dining room.

She stood near the break between rooms, turned toward the living room and aimed the camera.  “Area of origin,” Jessica mumbled as she snapped away shot after shot.  Eyeing the floor, she noted the scoring and char which had torn through the floorboards under the burnt away carpet.  “Possible accelerant,” she detailed as she leaned in for a few closer pics.  “Miss Dixie’ll have a field day with this.”

Stepping back into the hall, Jessica eyed the body once more.  That’s when she noticed a similar pattern on the floor near him.  Clicking away at this hole in the floor, Jessica delicately paced herself around the body, careful not to disturb it.  Water from the hose had uncovered something new about the pattern; kneeling closer Jessica saw the telltale sign of splattering.  “Someone wanted this place to burn.”  Looking at the face of the corpse, Jessica said, “Question is, were you dead before it started?”

Gilmore shuffled slowly through the crowd that had gathered around the scene.  He knew if he looked long enough something or someone would give up information.  It amazed him how many people became the victim’s best friend after the incident.  Like they’d known them forever.  

“Was anyone hurt?” an anxious but obnoxious voice called out.

Gilmore spun around, smelling her before he saw her.  He estimated the woman to weigh more than 300 pounds, and immediately felt sorry for her dog.  The yappy Chihuahua, clothed in a Christmas sweater, struggled for air under her doughy arm.  

“Ma’am, I can’t discuss the incident at the moment.  But can you tell me who might know the homeowner?”  Gilmore could see it in her eyes, a chance to tell her story.  

“Well, I live right next door.  Chris lives there.  Oh, he’s a fine young man.  Seems to love the ladies but I don’t mix in his business.”  

Gilmore nodded giving the woman a slight smile.  

“He’s had a regular girl coming in and out lately.  A cute little brown-haired girl with a nice tan and the straightest white teeth I’ve ever seen.”  

Gilmore leaned in catching a whiff of old body odor.  “Was Chris having a New Year’s party, or visitors that you got sight of tonight?”  

The woman paused, “I didn’t see any folks, just Chris and his girl coming in just before midnight.  About a half hour or so before the ball dropped.”  

“The ball ma’am?” Gilmore puzzled.  

“Oh, my yes, you know Dick Clark’s ball?  Well, I don’t mean his ball, ball; if I did I’d’ve said balls.  The New Year’s ball.  I remember when he...”  

Gilmore cut-off the explanation.  “How old would you say your neighbor was?”  

She pondered the question, shifting the dog to her other arm.  “Oh, I’d say about twenty-five or so.  His parents own the house.  Chris just moved in.”  

Gilmore saw a plain blue Chevy pull onto Garden Street.  The coroner had arrived which gave him the excuse he needed to extricate himself.  “I need to get back to work; I’ll need to speak with you later on if that’s okay.”  Gilmore winked slightly, sending the neighbor into a fit of laughter.  

“Anytime you need.  Taco and I couldn’t sleep with all this going on.”  As Mary watched him, she felt a slight pang of guilt.  She hadn’t been sure of what she heard.  In this part of town several people shot fireworks and guns to celebrate the New Year.  She wasn’t sure if she should have mentioned it, so she tried to wave him down and called out.  

But Gilmore’s back was turned, heading back to the scene.

Donovan couldn’t get the smell of burnt flesh out of his nose.  He hoped the winter chill would help but it didn’t.  The fire scene was where he felt comfortable and in control.  Locating the body had felt like a victory until the skin came off, slipping away from its owner and onto his hands.  Switching into Fretter’s gear had helped but the bio-hazard bag holding his gear stood just a few feet away and now his buddy was freezing.  Donovan remembered the tones going off at the station, “It’s gonna be a J-O-B.”  The same thing he and Wells yelled every time.  Now he felt like a fool for making the joke.  No firefighter wanted something like this to happen.  When they got a chance to battle a structure fire, they jumped on the opportunity with an excited passion.  None of them wanted people to lose their lives or their belongings, but being a firefighter without having any fires to fight just... well, it fucking sucks.  When death permeated the air, a hollow numbness took hold and nothing was fun or exciting.

“How ya doing?”  Harris needed conformation that Donovan still had his marbles.  

“I’m okay, it just sucks.”  Donovan slid down letting his officer have part of the bumper of the fire engine.  

“Looks like the coroner’s here.  Chief Quinn wants to get all of us together and go over what we did.”  

Donovan shook his head running the fire through his mind, going over every minute.  The scene had morphed into a full-blown investigation.  He knew the investigators, but there was an increasing amount of official-looking people he’d never laid eyes on before.  

Harris blew out a long and heavy, chest-heaving sigh and hesitated for a few seconds.  He lowered his head and refused to look Donovan in the eyes when he informed him, “The second victim just died at the hospital.”

Donovan knew a second victim had been found and saw the body being brought out to the waiting medics.  He held out hope.  If the victim wasn’t left in place, there was a chance.  But, deep down, he knew.  He knew nobody could have survived that fire.

Chief Leland called the fire under control less than five minutes ago.  Technically that ended the fire department’s responsibility.  With two dead victims, the house was now a crime scene.  Jessica was relieved when she saw the deputy prosecutor’s car.  The warrant to search had come at the perfect time.  

The house had become hollow and the cold winter air flowed through broken windows, the front door gaping open in surprise.  Jessica could see her breath as she processed the fire.  Water dripped from unstable wall joists, steam lazily escaped from the cooling plaster and lath.  Resembling something out of a small-scale war zone, the house told a tale of death and tragedy.  Now, the investigative team needed to decipher exactly what that was.

As the deputy prosecutor strode toward the house, Chief Leland appeared in front of Donovan and Harris as they still sat on the bumper.  He towered over them looking down like a father imposing his will on two undisciplined children.  “Need anything?” he asked, referring to a debriefing session.  But Leland knew the reply before they gave it.

Harris looked over at Donovan and shook off the offer after his coworker did.

“What about you two?” Leland asked, as Wells and Fretter walked around the side of the engine.

“No,” Wells replied as he shook his head.

“If you’re taking orders,” Fretter started with a grin.  “I’ll take a big wooly parka and matching scarf.”  He knew not to make any food references after what his crewmates had just experienced.  “No.  Can I change that to a plaid scarf?  I’d rather clash.  Blend in with the neighbors.”  He motioned his head slightly toward the gathered mass of people standing on the opposite side of the yellow scene tape he had helped tie up.

Leland and Fretter’s three crewmates looked past the taut yellow line which had the words FIRE LINE DO NOT CROSS in black block letters on it.  Not to their surprise, only three of the two dozen spectators wore outfits which seemed to match.  One woman had a pink slipper and a blue croc on her obviously cold feet as she kept them and her legs clamped tightly together to fight off the chill.  One guy wore a pair of flannel Grinch Who Stole Christmas pajama pants with a blue shirt displaying WE ARE THE CHAMPIONS in faded white letters.  And the vast majority of the group seemed to reflect the trend.  The four exchanged chuckles and Leland went back to his SUV.

Sliding behind the steering wheel, Leland looked at the tortured house then grabbed the SUV’s car phone.  After dialing a number, he advised, “I’m gonna need CISM for Engine 2’s crew.  Set it up ASAP.”  He ended the call and huffed out a sigh, remembering how he felt nearly betrayed when a chief had called in the Critical Incident Stress Management team for him when he had a similar situation as a captain.  He knew Harris and the others wouldn’t like it and that they wouldn’t let any pain show through their macho facades.  But Leland also knew that had he not gone through the debriefing process, he would’ve still been holding onto a gutful of rage.  

His thoughts drifted back to that time when he finally realized he should have welcomed the help, Leland’s eyes locked onto one of the individuals whose clothes didn’t appear to be thrown together at the last minute, making him stand out in the crowd of impromptu misfits.  He recognized the face.  The man looked familiar, but he still couldn’t quite place it.  Leland would’ve simply dismissed it as a chance coincidence; but the guy stood out like a lobster dinner at McDonald’s—he just didn’t belong.  Keeping an eye on him from behind the windshield of the SUV; he watched how the man focused on the structure and the firefighters, especially the investigators—Jessica Quinn in particular.  His eyes seemed to widen each time she stepped out of the burnt house.  The interest was too uncanny to be a coincidence.  Leland finally recalled where he’d seen the face before and reached over to key up his mike.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


4 

[image: ]




Saturday, April, 13, 1991

The party wasn’t that far from the high school.  Situated in the Hills of Black Oaks neighborhood, Allie and Jenna had been to this house before.  It was a known party house owned by the older brother of one of their classmates.  There was always a mix of high school and college-age people blending together during these parties.  Jenna and Allie were going to have a blast.  The fact that Chad, Jenna’s older brother, would be there added to their excitement.  Chad always had their backs and would look out for them.

“Remember throwing stagnant water on Jeff Birch?  He so deserved it,” Allie said, recalling what a little asshole that kid had been.

Jenna felt a catch in her throat listening to her friend as they drove toward the party.  “Hell yes, he did,” Jenna replied.  “But what I really remember is beating your ass on Halloween.”  The pair tried to prove that each could eat more Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups than the other.  Each time one was thrown into their bags, they race to unwrap them and pop them into their mouths.  Jenna eventually lost the bet when she threw up in Mrs. Durnell’s hydrangea bushes.

“You lost so bad,” Allie countered as they found a parking spot and got out of the car.  “Just ask Mr. Durnell.  He had to clean it up.”

The pair laughed at the memories as they walked toward the house; the loud music already dumping its rhythm into their mood.  Soon, those days would be but a distant memory.

Jenna yelled over the music as they opened the front door.  “Oh Al, I’m so happy for you.”  

“Hey crybaby.  I’m not gone yet.  We’ve got a lot to do before then,” Allie quipped as they strode inside.  

Saying goodbye would be hard enough when the time came, there was no use starting early.  Jenna would always be her closest friend; she knew things about her no one else did.  She knew Allie hated lima beans and could eat breakfast for every meal.  And Jenna knew her biggest secret—she was still a virgin.  Not that she’d done it deliberately.  She wanted to make love, just not in the back of a car on prom night when guys would recite a soliloquy from Romeo and Juliet just to get laid.  She intentionally played stupid or disinterested to avoid having sex, and the fact she spent two thirds of her life in the water helped her cause.  But lately she had felt differently, especially when Jenna would talk about her escapades.  She wanted to feel all the things Jenna had talked breathlessly about; a warm mouth on her nipples, an eager hand slipping between her legs.  

Chad laughed as Dan Dawson stumbled down the stairs and flopped into him.  Assholes always get what they want, he reasoned.  

If Dan couldn’t con an older acquaintance, Jason O’Neil, into getting them beer, he’d steal bottles of wine from the stock room at Francesco’s, the Italian restaurant where both he and Chad worked.  If he wanted to screw that’s exactly what he did.  Dan loved to argue about anything, especially college football and usually he’d win; either that or get louder and drown out the competition.  Dan was only a college freshman, but dedicated to defending the school against all Michigan fans, or anyone who doubted Ohio State’s dominance.  

Making sure his clothes weren’t on backward and his fly wasn’t open, Dan scanned the room for friends who had arrived while he had been busy upstairs.  And he needed to find the cooler.  There were lots of familiar faces—mostly the same people—except one.  Even though his vision was somewhat blurred, he was sure he’d never seen this girl before.  She seemed out of her element in the party atmosphere.  But damn, did she look good.  “Who’s the girl with brown hair, the one in the pink shirt?” Dan asked as he fumbled with his pants.

Chad felt a trickle of admiration and shook his head.  “Wasn’t Vicky enough?” 

“She knew the score when she went upstairs.  Damn, my beer’s still up there.”

“Well go up and get it.”  Chad retorted, imagining the warm beer on the nightstand.  

“Not on your life, have you ever seen a freshly fucked Goth chick with runny mascara?  Now who’s the girl?”

“She’s a friend of my sister.  Name’s Allie Jordan.”  

Dan ran his fingers through his hair.  “Introduce me.”

Chad viewed Allie across the room.  She was the nicest of all his sister’s friends and he knew she’d see right through Dan, at least he hoped she would.  

Taking a swig of whiskey from a nearby bottle, Dan became more insistent.  “C’mon man just introduce us.  What do you think I’m gonna do?  Rape her?” 

Chad shuddered at the thought; he didn’t quite know what his friend was capable of.  “Who knows with you?  She’s a good friend of Jenna’s.  Try and play nice for once.”

Dan’s eyes filled with a desperation that made Chad uncomfortable.  He didn’t know everything about Dan, but he knew Allie and thought of her like a sister.  With her spending years of her life with Jenna, she was practically part of the family.  He’d thought about dating her many times but the friendship with his sister made it impossible.  

Allie nursed the remnants of a Little Kings as the two approached.  She felt a laugh escaping her throat.  “Who’s the guy with the shirt caught in his zipper?” 

Jenna choked at the sight of Dan, “Looks like Vicky finally got her wish.  She’s been trying to spread for Dan the last two parties.”  

Allie had a hard time with the way Jenna described sex and other girls.  She wished her friend wasn’t so crude about them.  

“Do you remember that top heavy girl?  The one with the Goth look,” Jenna rolled her head in general direction of the stairs.  “That’s Vicky,” she explained as the girl descended the stairs; her head on a swivel as she searched for Dan.  “She’s still trying to keep Dan interested.  Poor girl doesn’t realize he forgot her name right after he came.”  Shaking her head, she mumbled, “Dumb ass.”  

Allie imagined the tryst which had just taken place as the tall blond came closer to her.  She wondered what he had that was so appealing.  She had to admit his appearance gave him an air of confidence, with his wispy blond hair and muscular arms.

“Allie, this is Dan.  We work together,” Chad offered as they approached.

Jenna couldn’t control her laughter, “Better get yourself together.”  

Dan’s eyes followed Jenna’s to his fly, his face reddening as he tucked the shirt tail.  “I was in a rush to meet your friend.”  He looked into Allie’s soft brown eyes.  For the first time he couldn’t come up with playful words that accompanied him to every party.  For some reason he wanted to know the girl in front of him.  He wanted to know why her eyes turned a deeper brown when she laughed.  
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