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This book is dedicated to firefighters everywhere. And to every single control-room operator, police officer, medic, coastguard, lifeboat crew and mountain rescue team. You are everyday heroes and make me proud to be associated through our 999 number.
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To respect the privacy of all those I have encountered in my twenty five years as a firefighter, I have altered various details of people, places and incidents. Despite these changes, this book is an entirely authentic representation of the highs and lows of life as a firefighter. From tears of sadness, to tears of laughter, I celebrate the extraordinary selflessness and bravery of my firefighting brothers and sisters, particularly those I have been lucky enough to call friends and colleagues.
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This Is Not a Drill


Sometimes you just know when a situation is going to go bad. There can be all sorts of different things that trigger it – the colour of smoke coming from under a closed door, the feeling of a building shifting as you run up the stairwell, or the smell of petrol as you crawl into the wreckage of a car. That familiar feeling in the pit of your stomach, that primal survival instinct honed by years of professional experience, that little voice: Hurry up, you haven’t got long.


This time, what triggered it was the DJ putting on ‘Do Ya Think I’m Sexy?’ by Rod Stewart.


To be fair, there’d already been early warning signs.


My watch had to carry out a ‘During Performance’ inspection – a safety check, where it was our role to observe a business as it operated at maximum capacity.1 Given the nature of these visits, our arrival was planned to coincide with the place at its busiest. This was the best way to judge how safe their setup was, as well as check the place wasn’t overly packed. Basically, the whole point was not to give them too much warning that you were coming, giving them time to prepare – unlock fire doors, tidy away beer crates from fire escape corridors, that sort of thing.


For that reason, my watch hadn’t rocked up to the local nightclub in a pump (fire engine) with its blue lights flashing, all of us dressed in our personal protective equipment, helmets and breathing apparatus.2 Instead, we’d arrived in blue shirts, black ties, epaulets, shiny shoes and peaked officer caps, though the most giveaway detail was our clipboards and pens. It was my first time out on Fire Service inspection duty and I was feeling pretty important. As we pushed our way onto the dance floor to find a person of authority, I noticed one or two clubgoers staring and pointing.


This could get interesting, I thought, but back then I was young, right at the very beginning of my career, a recruit not yet experienced enough to properly spot the signs of approaching danger. On this particular occasion, the venue we were attending was a bit of a zoo, the kind of establishment you might have seen on Geordie Shore and then, a few pints later, Crimewatch. By happy accident our 11 p.m. arrival seemed to have coincided with more than half the club deciding it was time for shots. The atmosphere was equal parts Jägermeister and hairspray – to be honest, I could have done with my breathing apparatus.


I watched as people were beginning to nudge each other and started to pay a bit more attention to our surroundings. Just about everybody in the club was female and I was able to count at least two wedding veils and learner plate combos across the bar. It was at that point that I started to get the first tingles of warning. I spotted the DJ, who had also spotted us, and at that exact moment he seemed to be adding two to two to make twenty-two.


Oh no, I thought, the precariousness of our situation finally hitting home. Don’t you say it.


But it was too late. Madonna’s ‘Vogue’ scratched to an end and the metallic squeak of a microphone being switched on cut through the speakers. Bang! A spotlight had been trained on me, pinning me to the spot. I felt emotionally exposed. That sensation was about to get physical.


‘Girls, we’ve got a special surprise for you,’ yelled a voice through the speakers. ‘Your strippers are here!’ Then the opening bars of Rod Stewart.


What a knobhead!


Even if you haven’t been involved personally, every firefighter has heard tell of the legend of the time a drunken room has mistaken a team of firefighters for strippers. There are stories of crews at work having their clothes torn off, their torsos scratched to pieces. The fact that this takes place to a soundtrack of Shaggy’s ‘It Wasn’t Me’, or ‘I Will Survive’ by Gloria Gaynor only adds to the humiliation. But it’s one thing to hear about it and a very different one to live it. The crowd immediately swarmed in. In the crush, one of the lads grabbed me by the arm.


‘Leigh, quick, let’s go find someone in charge …’


I nodded, as we made our way slowly out through the crowd, partly checking for out-of-date fire extinguishers and blocked exit routes, partly just trying to escape the long-nailed hands that kept on reaching out towards us … and straight into one of the hen dos.


Several years ago, when times were a little less politically correct, the deodorant brand, Lynx, ran a particularly effective advertising campaign. In a series of TV clips, a man – sometimes on a beach, other times filmed in a park – was shown spraying a gallon of the whiffy stuff under his armpits and across his Ryan Giggs-style chest rug. Suddenly, from off-camera, the sound of galloping feet rumbled into earshot as an army of scantily clad women, drawn to the intoxicating pong of mass-market deodorant, threw themselves at the wearer. The phenomenon was named ‘The Lynx Effect’.


The deodorant was, in my personal opinion, horrible stuff – its pungent odour swept through pubs and dance floors across the country. But The Lynx Effect was just about the most effective marketing idea imaginable. Blokes everywhere bought up the stuff by the shopping basket load, many of them expecting to be mobbed by packs of adoring models. Suddenly, in this nightclub, I’d been presented with the literal embodiment of what had once been an ad director’s flash of inspiration. And it was nothing like it was on TV. The crowd turned towards me as one, arms outstretched like a horde of drunken zombies.


Someone screamed sultrily in my ear, ‘Are you really a stripper?’


‘Too right he is!’ shouted another voice behind me as a hand grabbed at my cap and sent it spinning across the club like a frisby. ‘Get yer kit off then!’


Surrounded, I looked around for backup, mumbling that I was, in fact, a firefighter, hoping for a more ex­perienced colleague with the wisdom and moral fortitude to rescue me. But I saw we had all been taken down, one by one: my watch was pulled under, clothes torn from their backs in an undignified assault. My tie was ripped away and turned into a headscarf. A pair of hands grabbed my shirt and yanked, hard, popping the buttons away. My trousers followed the same path. I was about to surrender my dignity entirely when the house lights came up. We were saved! The club owner, having caught sight of the shit show, and a potential lawsuit, was calling time on the party in a panic.


‘Ladies, these are not strippers!’ he shouted. ‘It’s the actual Fire Brigade. They’ve come to do an inspection of our club.’


A wave of shock rippled round the dance floor as the crazed throng took one, two, three steps back in horror. I heard one or two mumbled apologies. As the crowd receded, it became clear that my colleagues had all been better than me at keeping hold of their clothes. My hat, all bent out of shape, was plopped back on my head, my tie draped over my shoulder. As I started to shuffle back into my returned clothes, someone pinched me on the arse, muttering ‘Shame!’ I puffed out a sigh of relief. I was battle-scarred for sure, but unbroken and still composed enough to return to the business of checking for out-of-date fire extinguishers and padlocked fire exits, thankful that ‘During Performance’ inspections came but once a year.


The club passed with flying colours but the sound of Rod Stewart’s raspy tones still brings me out in a cold sweat.


My name’s Leigh and I have the best job in the world. Fire, or the control of it, has been my occupation for over twenty-five years. I’ve spent most of my adult life responding to the kind of damage that a carelessly discarded cigarette causes. I’ve cut people free from the tangled messes of what used to be cars. I’ve watched smoke clear in more sorts of rooms than I care to remember. I’ve lived a life where intense periods of waiting around have been interspersed with life at its most extreme. I’ve known that every meal with my wife and kids might be my last. I’ve witnessed the most extreme acts of bravery and listened to colleagues, men and women who’ve seen things no person should ever see. I’ve watched people get back up and keep going when they’re out on their feet, feeling unable to continue, because that’s the job.


For most people, a mistake at work is an email accidentally sent to the whole company, but for us it can be the difference between life and death. The difference between finding that hunched shape in the smoke. That feeling of relief. Carrying them out to the ambulance, to the oxygen mask, the squeeze of your hand, them mouthing ‘thank you’. Back to the station, the jokes, the voices loud from adrenaline, the shower water swirling around your feet, dirty with smoke. The good nights. Stopping as you put the kids to bed, or order a takeaway and remembering what you did that day. The nights sat up at the kitchen table, staring into space, replaying again and again what you could have done differently …


But it’s what I do. The family business, if you like. I’m a third-generation firefighter, my dad and grandad both firefighters before me, all of us operating from the same fire station since 1968. I followed in their sooty footsteps, working my way up from a recruit and probationary firefighter to my current position as a Watch Commander. What inspired me? I grew up witnessing firefighters as caring and heroic figures, respected in their communities, fulfilling a role that the majority of people would rarely consider.3


Being a firefighter is an interesting job. There are no nicknames like ‘The Plod’ or ‘The Rozzers’ but we’re not the same level of national treasure as a doctor or nurse either. For most people, most of the time, coming into contact with a firefighter is a rare occurrence and not one they think about very often.4 But the odds are, if you meet me in my fire-gear you’re probably having some version of a bad day.5 For some people, that might be the inconvenience of some smoke damage in the kitchen, for others it will be the moment their entire life changes forever.


With this book I want to tell stories that show the full spectrum of what it is to be a firefighter. People really only concentrate on the pure adrenaline of it – the burning buildings and the decisions under pressure. But that’s only part of being a firefighter, I want to tell the whole story.


I want people to care about our firefighters, because every day they’re on the frontline, putting their lives at risk for them. I’ve spoken to many of the firefighters who were at the Grenfell Tower fire of 2017, all of them scarred for life. I’ve seen things that I am still haunted by years later. The mental impact of our work and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is present throughout the Fire Service and we need to recognise that firefighters put themselves on the line every day and I don’t want that to be for nothing. I think the first step is to humanise us, to take off the fire gear and the breathing apparatus masks and show the people underneath, warts and all – the tears, yes, but the fun and the laughter too.


Because some days you’re crawling on your hands and knees, a canopy of flame blossoming on the ceiling above you, the steam and smoke clouding your vision; the roar of the fire and the flow of pressurised air in your breathing apparatus mask, like you’re deep underwater. Nine hundred degrees Celsius igniting paint on doors and frames, popping and cracking plastered walls and ceilings and lightbulbs exploding from the heat. Every cell in your body instinctively trying to persuade you that you shouldn’t be there.


Other days you’re watching Phil see how many marshmallows he can fit in one cheek.


The simple truth is I’ve spent so much of my career laughing, because as with any job where the stakes are so high, it’s a coping mechanism, an attempt to remain human in response to so much that is horrifying. That’s not to say that we ever take our job lightly, or that we’re indifferent to the tragedy surrounding us. But that laughter is an essential pressure release, as most people operating in life-or-death jobs will attest. A way to recalibrate the brain and to find humanity with those around you who share the pressure and the stress and those sights that we can’t forget. But mainly I think there’s just something fundamentally fascinating about the only people running into a burning building. Firefighters are just wired differently. It’s a job of extremes – sitting around, waiting for something to happen. And then something really happens. I’ve been lucky enough to see the best in people when the worst is happening. I’ve seen extraordinary bravery, teamwork and compassion. I’ve seen the strength in people when they’re pushed to the very edge. I wouldn’t swap it for any other job in the world.


Once, when I was a kid, my mum asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up and I proudly answered, ‘A firefighter.’


Mum laughed. ‘Well, then you’ll have to choose one or the other, because you can’t do both – firefighters never grow up.’


It’s only now, with twenty-five years of service under my belt, that I feel like I can fully explain why.


 


 





1 For those readers blissfully unaware of the staffing rhythms of the Fire Brigade, a watch is a team of firefighters. There are usually four watches aligned with each station – red, white, green and blue. Each watch rotates across an identical shift pattern of two working days, followed by two working nights. They will then have four – extremely necessary – days off.


2 A ‘pump’ is our word for a fire engine, but it can also be referred to as an ‘appliance’.


3 And yes, I’ve heard every hose joke imaginable.


4 And if you want to keep it that way – buy a smoke alarm and check the batteries by testing it weekly. We’re going to keep coming back to this throughout the book.


5 Unless you think I’m a stripper.
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How Fires Start


Fire. Arguably mankind’s most important discovery. Knowl­­edge from the gods. The rapid oxidisation of a material in an exothermic chemical process known as combustion.1 However you want to describe it, human beings are obsessed with it. Seriously. When have you ever been near an open fire and someone goes ‘Oh, I hate looking at fire!’ It’s what allowed our ancestors to keep those animals in the dark away from us and for us to become modern humans. We love it. In summer barbecues, in winter bonfires. And for most of my adult life, it’s been my job to get rid of it. But oddly, one of my most vivid memories is of a fire I started.


Like all young boys, I loved flames. Nothing entertained me more than getting a big box of pink-tipped Swan Vesta matches, striking one and then popping the lit end inside. The brief whoosh of fire and smoke was nicknamed ‘The Genie’ by the kids round our way and it delivered an efficient buzz for a ten-year-old kid waiting for the bus home from school.2


For many years of my young life I was even actively encouraged to start fires with the Scouts. A speciality of mine was collecting a nice pile of kindling before rubbing two bits of wood together in order to create a fire – essential should I be left stranded in the wilderness with nothing but a packet of crisps and some Opal Fruits.


This particular time it was summer and I was messing around with some mates in a cornfield near our school. Everything was bone-dry and for some reason I decided to flick a lit match into the highly flammable crop. At first, I didn’t think anything of it, but minutes later, I noticed a thin curlicue of smoke drifting into the sky. That’s weird, I thought. And having stepped towards it, a gust of wind seemed to sweep overhead. Whoosh! The ground in front of me was suddenly ablaze and the flames were spreading outwards, terrifyingly quickly. I heard someone shout: Run! In a flash, we were all legging it as far away as possible.


My lungs wheezed from the effort, the muscles in my calves and thighs burned too. But one motivational sentence played over and over in my head as I sprinted: Shit, shit, shit! I am in so much trouble.


It’s funny the things that stick in the brain during an event of that kind. As the whole field went up behind us, I noticed that one of the lads I was fleeing with was the school’s 100 metres champion, a real Usain Bolt-in-the-making, and for the first few 100 metres or so, he was nothing but a dot in the field ahead. By the time we had covered about a kilometre, I’d not only caught up, but I’d shown him my heels and the look on his face was a picture.


‘What?! How the hell are you faster than me, Leigh?’ he shouted as I left him for dust.


‘Because my dad’s a firefighter,’ I yelled back. ‘And he’s on duty today.’


By the time I’d burst through the front door to our house, the smoke from my little accident was choking the town. Then I heard the fire engines. I knew Dad would be sitting in one of them, dressed in his fire gear, ready to go. And I knew I’d hear all about the incident when he got home for his dinner later that night. I stressed about how I was going to deliver the perfect look of innocence as he regaled me with the finer details. I hadn’t really wanted to start a fire. I’d been stupid for sure, but it wasn’t a malicious act. I rehearsed a potential defence: In many ways, with so much time spent with the Scouts, I’d almost been primed for that very moment, Your Honour. But I knew Dad wouldn’t quite see it that way, so when he came home ranting and raving over dinner about some ‘little shits’ that had razed the local cornfield to ash, I chewed my chips and kept schtum. He still doesn’t know to this day.3


At this point, I should probably do a very quick science lesson. One of the first things every recruit has to endure as they work towards becoming a competent and ex­perienced firefighter is a bombardment of information on the anatomy of a blaze. How it starts, how it transforms from a small, smouldering burn into a raging inferno. And how you kill it. In an early class, possibly the first on the itinerary, the newbie will learn about the ‘Triangle of Fire’, an equation that details the three components needed to trigger an emergency call. In no particular order these are (a) oxygen, (b) fuel and (c) a heat source. Sure, there are all sorts of additional factors that can determine the intensity of the fire, such as the type of fuel and its quantity, but oxygen + fuel + heat = the basic formula.4


But strangely, the instructors at training school rarely inform the men and women under their tutelage that there is a fourth, unspoken component that can kick-start a blaze; one that is very obviously present in that cornfield and which, technically, reworks the Triangle of Fire into a square. And that added extra is sheer, unblinking human stupidity. Whether it’s a bloke pouring a can of petrol onto his shed and throwing in a light ‘to see what would happen’, or the countless people who think that a night at the pub + late night TV + a cheeky last cigarette is a good combination. You won’t be too shocked to learn that it’s something I get to experience now on a regular basis.


It seems obvious looking back that I was always going to be a firefighter. I was surrounded by firefighters from the minute my parents were able to show me off to their friends and family. My dad, Reg, was in the job, as was my grandad on my mum’s side, Ron, who overcame a near-death incident in the North Atlantic when the Royal Navy support ship he was serving on during World War II lost engine power and drifted into the Arctic Ocean. The British armed forces, presuming the vessel and crew had been wiped out by a German U-boat attack, soon called off their search. But after weeks without radio contact, during which time the ship’s supplies of food and water had dwindled away to nothing, the crew was discovered off the coast of Greenland, huddled together in –18°C temperatures. Most of them were violently ill with dysentery. After that little experience, dousing blazes and saving cats from trees probably felt like a stroll through the park.


And the job had a fair amount of kudos back in the day. It must have done because once my dad had started dating Mum, he had taken a keen interest in what his future father-in-law was up to. I’m not surprised. Firefighters were brave and selfless. They saved lives, rescued cats from trees and cut jug-eared kids from metal railing fences. Girls loved them. And once Dad, at that point a lorry driver, had seen a fire engine racing past him as he unloaded his flatbed at the roadside one day, he experienced a life-altering epiphany: he was going to join the Fire Brigade.


Then there was my uncle, Trevor, who was also in the Service. Sadly, he died before I ever got the chance to know him properly, though there was always a picture of him on the family mantelpiece, at the top of a tall Fire Service ladder, in a shiny black cork fire helmet. By the time I got to school age, my grandad had long retired too, but he was always telling stories of his against-the-odds endeavours.


Growing up, the men in my family smelt of smoke. That’s just how it was. As a kid, I was obsessed with anything fast-moving, loud and shiny, especially the bright red fire engines. I loved the bold colours, the flashing lights and the noisy sirens. I dreamt of sliding down one of those famous shiny old poles, which were featured in most fire stations in those days. I too was going to be a firefighter and save lives, rescue cats from trees and cut jug-eared kids from metal railing fences.


Growing up, my favourite moments were when I was taken to the station for an hour or two as a treat. Mum wasn’t working then and sometimes, if my sister and I had been well behaved, she’d take us in to see Dad on duty. I loved messing around with his mates and the earliest memories I have of being around firemen, which is what they were called in the 1970s, always engendered a sense of safety and security. I’d climb in and out of the engines and slide down the steel pole that linked a dormitory to the appliance (fire engine) bay downstairs; I was fussed over by a team of big, burly blokes, all of them soft, caring and understanding; each of them another father figure to hang about with. It left a big impression on me. There was also a more pressing reason for those visits too. As a kid, I had really bad asthma. One way to clear my heaving lungs from pollens and allergens was to fix a breathing apparatus mask over my face, the type found in fire stations across the country. Dad would sit me on the back of the appliance and the cool, filtered air would calm my laboured wheezing.


Nothing was more exciting than those new-term, introductory classes in school, when all the kids in the room were asked about what their parents did for a living. Most of the time, the answers were predictably boring. But once my turn arrived, I made sure to enjoy the moment.


I stood up, and proudly said, ‘My dad’s a fireman.’


A gasp of excitement would travel around the circle of kids sitting crossed-legged on the floor and I loved it. Even the teachers were impressed. Firefighters were heroes. Everybody knew it. Certainly, in my eyes, Dad was. I always thought, He’s brave, he’s fearless and courageous. But what really added to my street cred was being able to show my mates around Dad’s workplace during the summer holidays, or getting the nod to ride shotgun in the engine (while it was still parked in the station, of course). I suppose in a way I’d been conditioned. Like most kids, I believed if my dad could do it, there was no reason why I couldn’t be brave, fearless and cour­ageous too. Some people wanted to fly to the moon, win court cases or cut down trees for a living, I wanted to put out fires.


Of course, the idea of mortality never really struck me back then. Now that I’m an established firefighter, with kids of my own, it’s very different but then it was simple: Dad was a hero. He pulled terrified families from burning buildings, cut injured drivers from cars and even saved some people unlucky enough to fall through the ice in our local lake one January. But as a little kid, not once did I think, He might not come home today. Dad hadn’t wanted to give that impression either. But as I grew up, the reality slowly dawned that, OK, what he was doing was risky and the fact that he would come home in the evening for cuddles and dinner wasn’t 100 per cent guaranteed.


It had helped that the conversations around the dinner table were fairly on the surface. My parents, quite rightly, weren’t big on discussing the grislier details of a fatal car accident over the shepherd’s pie. But as I grew older and became more naturally inquisitive, more and more truths about the work of the Fire Service were imparted upon me until eventually in my teens I was given fuller briefings on just how gruesome it could be. With hindsight, as a father myself now, I reckon he was preparing me. Dad wanted me to know that a life in the Fire Brigade wasn’t all excitement and derring-do. There was plenty of blood and guts and tears to go with those high-speed journeys in a shiny red truck, its blue lights spinning.


Dad made sure to balance out the goriness in his stories though. More than anything, life as a firefighter sounded fun – funny. I heard about the practical jokes in the mess (dining) room and how certain watch members were forever being stitched up. Then there were those weird and wonderful run-ins with the public. More often than not, the family was entertained by Dad’s stories when he returned home from work, rather than horrified. But what it meant was to a certain extent danger was normalised for me as a teenager. Don’t get me wrong, though I wasn’t fearful, I could hardly be described as a head case. Rather, my path had been set. The reality of the firefighting life felt intriguing. There was mystery and risk. And as I became older and I could understand the emotions and details of the job, thanks to Dad’s increasingly graphic stories, the idea of following in his footsteps flipped from being a childish fantasy into a serious career option. I suppose the same thing happened to kids whose parents had served in the military. And like those boys and girls, I had grown up with a keen sense of discipline. I loved the idea of working to serious schedules and procedures; I was good with time keeping and structure. In fact, having recognised my ambitions to join the Fire Brigade, Dad encouraged me to sign up with the Air Cadets when I was in my teens.


‘It’ll be fun,’ he said. ‘You’ll get to go flying.’


I’d also learn to appreciate the value of a keenly polished pair of shoes and a neatly pressed shirt, because taking care of your appearance – an early development phase when learning attention to detail – was very important.


Getting into the job was a grind though. Like most teenagers, I worked through all sorts of gigs to earn money. I served customers in a shop for a while. A little while later I became a salesperson and I hated every minute of it. The work was predictable and boring. But then, at the age of eighteen, the Fire Service in my county went on an aggressive recruitment drive. And I wanted in. But there was no easy ticket to success and Dad of all people told me I was too young to join.


‘You’ve just turned eighteen,’ he said. ‘Give it some time.’


I didn’t listen and filled out the forms anyway. To the surprise of no one, my application was rejected. It was rejected again at the ages of nineteen and twenty too.


Bloody hell, I thought. Is this it? Am I not even going to get a shot at training?


Dad knew my time would come eventually. He kept reassuring me whenever I grumbled about my circumstances and the hard knocks.


‘It’s important that you get yourself some life experience,’ he advised. ‘That’s why they keep pushing you back. They’ll call you at some point.’


I wasn’t so sure and I’d already started to do well as a welding supplies salesman, promising myself that if, by the age of twenty-one I hadn’t been taken in, I’d give up on the idea of joining the Fire Service altogether. Not that I was overly happy with my self-imposed deadline. My boss at the welding supplies company had sensed that my heart wasn’t in sales, almost from the minute I’d joined with him, but I hadn’t wanted to be brutally honest during my job interview in case he binned me off on the spot. And then, out of nowhere, the Fire Service’s recruitment office called – another trainee spot had opened up. Would I be interested? I didn’t need to pause for thought, I was out of the door of the welding supplies company and readying myself for a life of adventure.


 


 





1 Thank you, Wikipedia.


2 Parents take note: you wouldn’t believe the amount of times I’ve attended an incident where a house has gone up in smoke because one of the children living inside had decided to set fire to a corner of his duvet, ‘just to see what might happen’. Within minutes, that bedroom and with it, all those cool toys, computer tech, books and posters are destroyed.


3 Dad, this was entirely made up by the publisher to add some excitement to the chapter. Honest.


4 Once these key bits of intelligence have been absorbed, a trainee is then imparted with a level of knowledge reserved for the brain trust on The Chase, such as the process of pyrolysis, which, according to the Encyclopedia Britannica is ‘the chemical decomposition of organic (carbon-based) ma­terials through the application of heat’. (Don’t yawn, you’ll thank me when it comes up in a pub quiz.)
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Into the Frying Pan


Training school was a gruelling seventeen weeks of seemingly endless back-to-back drills. Ladders, pumping. More ladders, more pumping. Cutting equipment techniques and swathes of breathing apparatus wears. Repeated again and again. They’re prepping you with the fundamentals, so you’re not a total liability in your first few weeks and months on station and there hasn’t been a week that’s gone by when I haven’t been grateful for the grounding it gave me.


Arriving at an incident, you never quite know what you’re going to find. That’s as true when you arrive with the blue lights flashing as the more low-wattage moments. And especially true a few years ago when there was a government initiative subsidised with Fire & Rescue services to encourage the entire nation to have a working smoke alarm on every floor of their property. Any household could call up their local Fire Service to request these alarms. This formed part of a home safety visit, during which the attending crew assessed safety routines and general lifestyle around the home. We’d also ensure there were no overloaded plug sockets and that the visible wiring for all electrical appliances was in good nick. As a parting gift, we’d advise how to improve fire safety before setting up as many box-fresh smoke alarms as we considered necessary – you know, the kind that always bleep annoyingly whenever the battery is about to run out.


Literally anyone could request these visits. One afternoon, I was part of a two-man team asked to attend a suburban home in our fire-ground.1 The door was opened by a middle-aged woman whose smile became a rictus grin when she saw who we were.


‘Oh hello, gentlemen,’ she said, obviously taken aback. ‘That’s today, is it?’


There’s a lot you can tell about a person within a few seconds of crossing their threshold and firefighters have a knack for assessing a situation, given we’re in and out of people’s homes all the time. In other words, we’re super observant! In this case, I suspected the woman lived alone. Or at least there was no evidence that a man was living there anyway. No male shoes or coats by the front door; I didn’t see any repeated male figures in the photos. Meanwhile, the owner seemed very officious. In her sharp skirt, blouse and severe ponytail, she carried a grave look about her and after a brief chat about her general fire safety concerns, she guided us around the house.2


Having shown us the second floor, the homeowner – let’s call her ‘Ms X’ for the purposes of this story – pointed to an annexe area. ‘Oh, did I mention that I usually work from home?’ she said. ‘That’s my office.’


I peeked inside to check for any faulty light fittings, or perhaps an overloaded electrical socket. The ‘office’ turned out to be a dimly lit room, with dark painted wooden panels and racks around the walls equipped with the devices you might recognise from a particularly brutal episode of Game of Thrones. Whips, handcuffs and what can only be described as ‘miscellaneous blunt instruments’ dangled from one rack. All sorts of leather outfits and uniforms had been stored in a corner.


Bloody hell, I thought. Fair play to her.


Despite my attempts to project a liberal, non-judgemental attitude, an awkward silence descended. This was punctured by the rattle of chains and a muffled sound from somewhere in the gloom. When I looked harder, I saw a man, his arms tied together above his head. Shoved in a corner and chained to a ring that was affixed to the wall, he was squeezed into what looked like a painfully tight, shiny rubber suit, which the internet reliably informs me was a PVC ‘gimp’ suit.3 His PVC onesie was fixed with an assortment of zippers, one of which was positioned in a very intimate place. The look was offset by a ball gag.


Raising a hand, the gimp waved cheerily. A muffled, garbled noise seemed to say, ‘Hello’ though I cannot be certain. Either way, he didn’t seem too unhappy to be there.


Ms X, having seen what we’d seen, tried to normalise the situation.4 ‘Oh don’t worry about him,’ she said, coyly. ‘That’s Sebastian. And Sebastian’s been a very naughty boy!’


My colleague and I fixed the smoke alarms happily, taking care not to upset Madame X on our way out.


There are the times we’ve been called in for even more intimate reasons. Everyone who’s ever had to remove their wedding ring knows that fingers swell through heat, medical conditions, or even too many Scotch eggs and as a result, any worn, attached rings then bite into the skin. As any doctor will tell you, this only exacerbates the problem. Once the finger has started to swell and throb, the tightness increases, causing the digit to become even more engorged. Blood pools around either side of the band, making it impossible to shift the ring up or down and the only way to free it is to slice away with a small thumb-wheel cutter, which carries a serrated, circular blade. Slowly, but surely, by working the wheel, it’s possible to detach the jewellery from the finger.


Just about every fire station in the UK is equipped with one of these simple yet very effective wheels. The police know about them, the Ambulance services too, so when anyone staggers onto their premises looking to free their podgy digits, they’re usually sent our way. On this one particular occasion, the local A&E department put a call in to our service: apparently their latest victim was in a bad way and unable to move. When the officer-in-charge that day arrived at the hospital in an appliance, plus five firefighters, he was introduced to the triage nurse on duty.


‘Someone has turned up with an object stuck on their person,’ she announced, shyly. ‘We didn’t have an idea how to get it off, so we called you …’


Something was off. The nurse was trying desperately not to smirk. It was only when the officer entered the treatment cubicle and was introduced to the patient, a middle-aged male who looked very sheepish, that the awful truth was revealed: no rings were visible on his fingers.


‘So, what are we looking at here, sir?’


The nurse lifted the sheet and pointed downwards.


‘It’s under here …’


When the cover was pulled back, a definitely not-safe-for-work image was revealed: the poor bloke was stiff as a board, his painfully aroused member held erect by a metal ‘cock ring’.5 Having heard the gadget’s marketing assurances that a marital aid of this kind encourages a longer, harder erection, the smooth steel toy had been slipped on. But it must have been too tight and sliding it off was now impossible because, well … it was doing its job. Interestingly, rather than being embarrassed, he seemed relatively proud and the ‘situation’ was only inflamed further by five inquisitive firefighters crowding in to take a look, in preparation for a delicate release.6 Although no selfies were taken, apparently the ring was not disposed of at the hospital. Firefighters are proud individuals. Proud of the jobs we do. Rumour has it the shiny toy made its way back to a fire station somewhere and was painstakingly reassembled as a constant reminder of a job well done.
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