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The Men Who Make Sense of the Destruction


Detective Wil Fuhrman—He walked with a slight stoop, as though bearing the weight of his quarter century investigating the darkest deeds of man. But the phrase give up was not a part of his vocabulary. In the toughest arson case in Miami history, he methodically broke down his suspect’s cool, cracking the case with razor-sharp interrogation skills.

Captain Bill “Rocky” McAllister—Always optimistic, McAllister was known for the bright grin he wore on his well-chiseled face. But behind the smile, his thirst for justice was unquenchable. He saw arson cases as puzzles—to be solved one piece at a time—and McAllister’s methods paid off big in the infamous IWDC warehouse case.

Praise for Charles W. Sasser

“Few writers know men of war as well as Chuck Sasser.”

—Jim Morris, author of War Story

“Sasser draws his characters so vividly, depicts the emotions—good and evil—so strongly, that the reader lives the terrors and frustrations . . . with him.”

—Mostly Murder

Lieutenant James Malvey—“After twenty-five years on the force, I thought I’d seen just about everything.” He had . . . until a bearded man bought a dollar’s worth of gasoline and set fire to the Happy Land Social Club in the Bronx, igniting the second-largest mass murder in American history.

Lieutenant John Shover—When the Alaskan fishing boat Investor was burned to the gunnels, the only clues left were the cremated remains of an unknown number of people. By force of sheer willpower, Lieutenant Shover took charge and threw out the rule books in “the biggest one-time crime in Alaskan history.”

Praise for Charles W. Sasser’s

One Shot—One Kill

“Shocking and brutal. . . . The reality of sniping is achieved superbly by personal accounts. . . . Each account is remarkable, detailing vivid memories of combat action.”

—Marine Corps Gazette

Detective Bruce Duncan—When two corpses were found burned to a crisp in a car trunk in Sapulpa, Oklahoma, Detective Duncan showed the mettle of a true arson investigator. Following a dizzying array of clues, he protected the local residents from the ultimate threat—a serial criminal turned arsonist.

John Cabaniss—During nearly 40 years’ tenure as a justice of the peace, Cabaniss had become immune to any fear of death. “I can go see a body in a field that is rising and falling with maggots and still eat rice for supper,” he is fond of saying. So he was more than prepared to deal with the carnage at the Waco massacre—or so he thought. . . .

Praise for Charles W. Sasser’s

Homicide!

“Authentic. . . . Gives us a personal look at the triumphs and frustrations of those we pay to face those horrors every working day.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Brings to life the ugly realities, black humor, and battle- scarred idealism of a veteran cop’s world.”

—Action Digest
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This book is dedicated to the fire cops themselves.



Authors’ Note


The information in this book was derived from a variety of sources—extensive personal interviews, official reports from law-enforcement agencies, media accounts. Re-created events and dialogue are witnesses’ and participants’ best recollections of what was said and done. Quite naturally, one person’s interpretation of events will never be exactly the same as another’s.

In addition, we have filtered this information, selecting, emphasizing, and discarding. Any errors that may inadvertently occur through this complicated process are regretted and unintentional.

Names of firefighters, arson investigators, other law-enforcement officers, and convicted suspects still incarcerated are the real names of actual persons. As a rule, we have changed the names of witnesses, most crime victims, juvenile offenders, suspects released back into society, and other people somehow involved in these events for whom public exposure would serve no good purpose.

For the sake of clarity, events have sometimes been condensed, telescoped, or transposed in order to fit into the story line, without sacrificing veracity or accuracy.

Finally, we wish to thank the people who made this book possible—the nation’s fire cops, named or unnamed in this account. Their help in the monumental task of researching and writing this book made a difficult project an enjoyable experience.

—Michael Sasser and Charles W. Sasser



Introduction


Arsonists are literally burning up America. Webster’s New World Dictionary defines arson as “the crime of purposely setting fire to a building or property. . . .” The National Fire Protection Association reports that 100,000 fires annually are of an incendiary or suspicious nature, roughly 14% of all fires. Each year, they kill 700 to 800 people, injure 3,500, and cause an estimated $2 billion in damage losses. Total insurance fraud is estimated to run up an annual tab of $16 billion to $20 billion. Yet arson is the most under-reported and unsolved crime of all the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) index crimes.

Fire was one of man’s first tools—and remains one of his oldest enemies. Today, it is often the weapon of choice for swindlers and murderers, carrying as it does a pitiful arrest and conviction rate. As a typical example, there were approximately 95,000 arsons in 1989, resulting in only 15,000 arrests—a successful closure rate of about 15%. Unlike murderers, kidnappers, and robbers, the majority of arsonists remain undiscovered and unindicted.

In most criminal actions, it is easy to prove at least that a crime has been committed: the dead body lies there for the police to see; a burglar leaves a broken window behind and takes with him his victim’s TV and VCR. Arson leaves no such obvious clues: any evidence of arson is very often consumed by the fire itself; plus, many fire starters are amateurs without criminal records. That makes tracking and convicting them even more challenging.

FBI statistics published in the Uniform Crime Report note that 40% of all suspects arrested for arson are juveniles under 18 years of age. Thirty percent of these juveniles are under age 15; 7% are under age 10. Arson may accompany a range of other crimes or may be the first step to a life of crime. Half of all juvenile suspects have been in trouble with authorities before, for offenses ranging from petty stealing to manslaughter. Research reveals that an abnormally high number of serial killers begin their careers by torturing pets and starting fires. David “Son of Sam” Berkowitz and Ted Bundy, among others, were early fire starters.

Eleventh-century England looked upon arson with such dread that arsonists were sentenced to death when apprehended. At the time of Henry II (A.D. 1154-1189), arsonists were banished from the kingdom or punished by having a hand or foot cut off. In the United States, first-degree arson—the torching of any dwelling or attached building—carries a penalty of up to 20 years in prison. It is murder if anyone dies as a result of arson.

In 1979, by congressional mandate, arson was added to the U.S. Justice Department’s Uniform Crime Report, Part I Crime Index, which includes the violent crimes of murder, nonnegligent homicide, forcible rape, robbery, and aggravated assault and the property crimes of burglary, larceny, and auto theft. Previously, arson had not been considered a major crime and had been catalogued as a Part II crime, along with drunken driving, gambling, and other such offenses.

Fires are started for revenge, for profit, for excitement, for recognition, out of fear, and to cover other crimes. Arsonists include grandmothers who are arson ring leaders, jilted lovers, Mafia members, teens seeking revenge against schoolteachers, teenage dope dealers, respected lawyers, businesspeople, and volunteer firefighters.

Motives, fire investigators find, generally fall into one of five broad categories, the most prevalent of which is simple vandalism. Vandalism—usually by children and teens—accounts for about 40% of all arsons, usually of the nuisance variety, such as trash cans or abandoned buildings set afire. David “Son of Sam” Berkowitz confessed to setting more than 2,000 such fires in the Brooklyn-Queens area before he moved up to shooting courting couples at night. Fire starting fits in with the other two elements of the “homicidal triad”: bed-wetting and cruelty to animals.

The second most prevalent motive is the profit motive. During an economic recession, the owners of businesses and stores sometimes resort to using fire as a way to get out from underneath mortgages or to escape their losses by collecting insurance. Veteran fire investigators refer to the “accidental” loss to fire of a failing business or decaying structure as “urban renewal.”

Businesspeople may eliminate competition by torching a rival’s business. Disgruntled partners may burn out their firm to recoup an investment. In some instances, professional fire starters advertise their services by word of mouth, gaining reputations and some wealth in their abilities to make fires appear entirely God’s will. One New York City landlord paid to have 26 of his own buildings burned down for the insurance money. In a few instances, carpenters and insurance agents have been known to go around setting fires in order to generate new business. Some enterprising entrepreneurs develop elaborate schemes to start businesses with the ultimate intent to collect fire insurance on their predictable losses.

The third motive category is revenge. After a nasty divorce, an ex-husband sneaks up one night to his former residence and burns down the house with his ex-wife in it. A man burns down a fast-food restaurant because the chain refuses to settle over a fish bone he claims had gotten stuck in his throat. A fired employee gets even by striking a match to his boss’s office. In New York, four men are indicted for crashing a car into the lobby of an apartment house and setting it afire in retaliation against residents who complained to police about their drug dealing. In Los Angeles, a man who lost $50 on a rock cocaine deal is arrested for setting a fire that kills a handicapped woman. Still other revenge motives involve labor disputes, have racial overtones, or are the result of terrorism or mob action.

New York City Fire Marshal James McSwigin describes a typical revenge arsonist as a man angry at his girlfriend for seeing—sometimes just for talking to—another man.

“This type of fire setter is probably one of the most dangerous because he’s usually enraged when he’s starting the fire. But he’s usually the easiest to catch. In his rage, he’ll try to burn her out, or burn the new boyfriend, with a Molotov cocktail or by squeezing flammable liquid under the door and he won’t care who sees him or about anything else. Consequently, his crime of arson isn’t surreptitious.”

To many arson investigators, the most perplexing of the fire starter motives, the most difficult to comprehend psychologically, is the fourth category, which falls under the broad heading of pyromania, which literally means “fire madness” and refers to people who are driven to start fire in the same way that alcoholics are driven to drink and drug addicts are driven to take dope. The true pyromaniac possesses no rational motive for starting fires, other than delusions that center around flame as a sexual or adrenaline stimulant.

Such people generally live unhappy lives. Most are males, the adults living alone in shabby surroundings and having little social life. Typically, pyromaniacs use public portions of buildings to start fires, favorite sites being hallways and cellars. They almost always use matches with rags, papers, or trash to start their fires. The need to watch the fire after they set it often leads to detection, particularly when the pyro plays the role of the helpful hero. Often they stand among onlookers at a fire, hands in pockets, masturbating.

One woman turned in her boyfriend to authorities because he kept reeking of smoke when he showed up to seek sex. It turned out that the only time he could have sex was after he set a fire.

The clearest evocation of the obscure linkage between sex and watching things burn comes from the confessions of a German arsonist, Peter Kurten.

“During the firing of the haystacks,” he said, “the thought that human beings might be burned added to the sensations that I experienced. The shouting of the people and the glare of the fire pleased me. During big fires, I always had an orgasm.

“If you see in my confession sometimes several arsons in one night, then I had no success with the first or second. I also had an orgasm when I fired the woods. It was a lovely sight when one pine after the other was consumed in the flames fanned by a sharp east wind. That was wonderful!”

The first place to look for a suspect, say veteran arson investigators, is in the crowd watching the blaze.

In the fifth motive category, criminals have been known to use fire to attempt to cover up other crimes, such as murder, embezzlement, or burglary. The problem with this motive, as most criminals discover to their dismay, is that rather than cover up the deed, fire may actually bring attention to the original crime.

Next to war, arson is humanity’s costliest act of violence. The incendiary time bomb in the United States ticks off one arson fire every 5 minutes. Against this ticking bomb and the criminals who would employ it against society stands a thin line of investigators, part firefighter, part cop, with the authority to arrest: fire cops.
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Miami, Florida

At night, viewed from the sky, cities jammed onto the beaches of south Florida resemble strings of flickering jewels delineating the shape of the peninsula. Fort Lauderdale, Hallendale, Pompano Beach, Coral Gables, Miami—glimmering necklaces and brooches on the black cloth bosom of a rich fat lady. Stones are missing here and there where there are warehouses and industrial areas with either few lights or lights extinguished after normal business hours.

In one of those dark areas at the west end of Miami International Airport, just beyond six-lane Palmetto Expressway, passengers taking off on September 3 aboard an American Airlines 4 A.M. red-eye bound for Houston, Dallas, and beyond spotted a bright explosion, like a flashbulb going off in a darkened stadium. A grandmother on her way to visit a sister in Phoenix thought another airliner had crashed. Excited, she summoned a flight attendant.

“There!” she exclaimed, pointing. “In the dark at the end of the airport.”

The detonation swelled, then diminished to a fire glow distinguishable from other city lights only by its isolation.

“It’s not a plane crash,” the flight attendant assured passengers. “It’s probably a fire. There are a bunch of warehouses on the west end of the runway.”

“I don’t see any fire engine lights,” protested the apprehensive grandmother.

The attendant laughed. She was a Miami native. “We’ll be flying over Tampa before the fire department gets there,” she said.

*  *  *

Station 16, Metro-Dade Fire Department, had had an earlier alarm to a blaze on Tamiami Trail. It turned out to be a trash-can fire, a garbage run. Firefighters had just stripped again and crawled into their second-story bunks when the alarms tossed them back onto the floor.

“Warehouse,” intoned the radio dispatcher through the in-station intercom. “International Warehouse Distributing Corporation, IWDC, Northwest 14th Street and 79th Avenue.”

Then followed a long list of assignments: “Engine one, engine three, ladder one, rescue two . . .”

They were emptying the firehouse.

“It’s a blitzkrieg!” somebody shouted, hopping on one foot to get into his heavy boots and turnouts, then taking the stairs in a headlong rush. “The entire warehouse district must be going up!”

Chief Ed Neafsey, commander of Fire Battalion 7, was a crusty veteran. He sniffed the smoke-filled air from blocks away as he sirened his command vehicle to the scene. The smell was of wood smoke—strong, as if a lumberyard might be burning. However, it was more acrid, bitter—the taste and smell of raw bile after a bad night in a bad bar.

A bleeping, lights-flashing entourage of engines and ladder trucks streamed into the maze of night-dark warehouses. The entire area was block after block of low-spread concrete block structures, identical in beige and brown except for their varying sizes. A gigantic plume of black smoke, twisting like a captured tornado, its undersides glowing red, tethered itself to the flat roof of the IWDC building, setting it apart from all the others.

The IWDC, at 7952 N.W. 14th Street, covered an area slightly larger than a football field. Other warehouses backed up to within 15 feet of it, while the docking doors and offices on the other side opened into a wide parking lot. The sound inside the warehouse as fire equipment surrounded it was that of a 747 jet trying to take off—the roaring of a trapped fire monster. It had already burst through the flat tar roof in several places. Flames blew out the cracks, slapping and snapping at the darkened sky.

Firefighters in their SCBAs—self-contained breathing apparatus, like its underwater cousin, SCUBA gear, with air tanks and hoses and masks—resembled a bunch of baggy Darth Vaders as they began laying pipe and dogging ladders. The entire building was already at risk. The fire had either been burning inside a long time, smoldering, until it ate through and infused and invigorated itself with fresh oxygen, causing a blowup—or the building had actually caught fire with the explosion seen from the American Airlines plane flying over.

Firefighters would face another San Francisco-type fire if flames skipped to the building next door and kept going, eating from structure to structure in a conflagration that might literally consume the dozen or so square blocks of the warehouse district. Fortunately, there were no residences nearby.

Air vents, crawl spaces, and heating and air-conditioning ducts inside the building served as chimneys and travel routes for self-propagating flames. Well ventilated, fueled by whatever goods the warehouse held, the fire raced past office windows and around doors, licking out through the roof and hurling ashes at its neighbors. It created its own wind, sucking in surrounding oxygen with the velocity of a small gale. Papers and other debris skittered across the docking yards, being sucked into the inferno.

A fire command officer could be compared to a general commanding troops in battle, planning strategy and tactics, weakening the enemy here with heavy artillery, withdrawing there to a defensive perimeter, probing or scouting or attacking into enemy territory, finally, perhaps, launching an all-out offensive to defeat and drive the enemy into submission.

Chief Neafsey ordered a two-front attack, from the street side and the parking-docking area, with squads covering rear and left exposures to contain the blaze and prevent its spread. Truckies launched a separate assault from the air with their long hydraulic ladders and heavy water cannon. Other firefighters patrolled the vicinity with booster lines to contain flying embers. It was a surround and drown, purely a defensive tactic. The fire was out of control, preventing a direct interior attack.

*  *  *

The IWDC warehouse burned for a total of 14 hours. It was a four-alarmer. More than 135 firefighters took part in the predawn battle, along with 30 fire engines and ladder, aerial, and fire rescue vehicles. The bitter smoke was saturated with poisonous chemical fumes. Twenty-five fighters were injured from smoke inhalation, contact dermatitis, chest pains. Local emergency departments treated some of them for painful skin blisters.

The building had to cool for at least 24 hours before fire investigators, along with representatives of the Environmental Protective Agency (EPA) and HazMat—Hazardous Materials—dared enter it. At dawn on September 3, the building sat steaming in a veritable lake of filthy blackish water. Several million gallons of water had been used to douse the flames. Some firefighter with a nautical sense of humor put a sign on his fire truck that read: 12 mph. No-Wake Zone.

The contents of the building appeared to be a complete loss, charred beyond easy recognition. Useless debris remained beneath collapsed roof and walls in toxic rubble 10 feet high and all but impossible to penetrate. Metal doors were heat-warped and twisted, while great blackened-lip holes pockmarked the roof where either flames had chewed through or firefighters had ventilated.

Nearby, two fire cops who had been summoned from bed in the middle of the night fortified themselves with black coffee and eggs at an all-night eatery off the Palmetto Expressway while they waited for the warehouse to cool. Dade County, Florida, which includes Miami, dispatched arson investigators—fire cops—to the scene of every major fire that appeared the least suspect. Big blazes in warehouses and storage areas were always suspicious.

Wil Fuhrman was a Metro-Dade police detective assigned to the arson squad. Middle-aged, he walked slightly stooped, as if bearing the weight of the police cynicism collected from his quarter century of investigating the foibles and crimes of mankind. Deliberate and methodical, he sometimes looked as burned out as the charred shells of the buildings into whose black bowels he trudged to ply his trade.

He often worked with his breakfast partner, Captain Bill “Rocky” McAllister, head of the Metro-Dade Fire Department’s arson investigation squad. McAllister was short and stocky and had a handsome, well-chiseled face and thin brown hair matted to his head by the uniform ball cap he wore. Whereas Fuhrman was well into middle age, McAllister was only entering that zone. He always greeted life, even at this early hour, with a bright grin. Fuhrman sometimes grumbled that McAllister liked his job so well he would work if the county cut his wages by half.

“Got you out of bed too?” McAllister had said when the two men met at the warehouse fire.

“McAllister, it’s 5 A.M., for Christ’s sake. Where else would I be?”

“You got out on the wrong side too.”

“What?”

“Wrong side of the bed.”

“McAllister, is there a right side to the bed this early in the morning?”

The real investigation began after the fire was extinguished and the building was cool enough to allow the fire cops to venture inside with their shovels. The shovel is still the fire investigator’s most essential tool. No matter how far the profession’s technology might advance, the fire cop still starts a probe with the shovel and spends the first hours—even days—of investigation digging around in ashes, seeking clues and answers.

In the meantime, the sad-faced cop and the grinning fire investigator observed the fire for clues as to fuel and point of origin, acquiring what knowledge they could from observations. Fighters in the heat of battle could not be expected to worry about preserving evidence. They chopped holes in roofs for ventilation, kicked out windows, tore down walls, and soaked everything with thousands of gallons of water. After all that, a fire cop had to be exceptionally skillful to come up with anything useful. The problem with working arson as a crime, unlike homicide, for example, was that the “smoking gun,” the scene’s best evidence, often went up in smoke.

It sometimes annoyed McAllister how two masked men could hold up a Miami Savings & Loan for $25,000 and make front pages all over the nation, whereas some case in which a guy torched a business in a $ 10 million insurance fraud scam barely made a local 1-inch column on page F-42.

Observations at the fire scene turned up at least three important facts. First, almost the entire warehouse was totally involved in flames; few unintentional fires involved an entire structure all at once. Second, the chemical taste and smell of the smoke was overcoming firefighters. Third, the fire started with an explosion, another unusual occurrence. A metal pedestrian door at the end of the warehouse nearest the street had been blown off its hinges and halfway across the parking lot. Near where it came to rest, McAllister picked up a molten wad of what had once been a hand-held AM/FM portable two-way radio—a walkie-talkie. The brand name was still readable: Realistic.

Radios could be used either as detonating devices or for communications between the fire starter and his lookout.

“Maybe the fire starter got caught inside when he lit her up,” McAllister suggested.

“That’s poetic,” Fuhrman growled. “No such luck. How about breakfast? They’re going to be dumping water on this thing for hours.”

Over their breakfast table, Rocky sipped black hot coffee while his partner held up a fist and lifted one finger at a time to tick off his suspicions.

“Point one: total involvement,” Fuhrman said. “Point two: explosion as from an accelerant. Three: it occurred at 4 A.M. when there would be no witnesses. Four: warehouses are always prime targets for fire insurance fraud. Point five: that warehouse burned quick and smelled like it was full of something flammable.” He set down his coffee cup so he could use his other hand. “Six: do you want to bet that building and its contents carry an insurance policy heavy enough to choke a race horse at Hialeah?”

“You’ve convinced me,” McAllister conceded. “It’s likely arson.”

The waitress, in a checkered half apron and a hair net, freshened their coffee and took their orders. She wanted to talk about the fire.

“One of our regulars came in and said it looked like everything over there was burning,” she said. “We heard the sirens. You can see the smoke from out back. How’d it start?”

“Probably not from somebody smoking in bed,” McAllister joked.

She laughed. “I’m so afraid of fire. I used to have these nightmares about getting burnt up while I was sleeping. I couldn’t wake up enough to get away. You know how it is when you’re dreaming. Like you can’t move or you move in real slow motion.”

Fuhrman interrupted, impatient. “Eggs?”

“Over easy, right? Is it really like that when you get burnt up—like you can’t move or something when you know the fire’s coming?”

She cast a glance at Fuhrman. “Eggs coming up,” she chirped and bustled off, hips swinging.

“Don’t burn them,” McAllister chided her.

When she returned with two egg platters balanced in her hands and her curiosity intact, she asked, “Anybody burnt up in the fire over there?”

“We don’t know yet,” McAllister responded. Fuhrman started eating.

“I heard things,” the waitress continued in a hushed voice, bending near. “What’s it look like when people get burnt up?”
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Carroll County, Virginia

Fire investigators all knew the answer to that question—what it looked like to be burned. It was the smell of the corpses, sweetish, sickly, like spoiled steak on charcoals, and it was the grisly sight of bodies blackened, appendages burned off, muscles contracted by the heat until the remains knotted into final fetal positions.

On December 5, Carroll County Sheriff’s Captain Rick Clark Jr., a certified fire investigator, attended an autopsy at Roanoke Community Hospital for 30-year- old Sheila Marie Ring and her 2-year-old daughter Jasmine Sutphin. The pathologist wheeled in the bodies one at a time on a little gurney and transferred them to a stainless-steel table with drainage capacity for the body fluids. Both corpses bore the char and deep redness of second- and third-degree burns. The little girl’s blackened hands were frozen into place, splayed in front of her face as though to protect it from attack or approaching flames.

The pathologist went to work with little saws and scalpels and knives, removing the skullcap to expose the brain for examination, prying open the carcass from sternum to pubic bone as if gutting a slain deer. The first time Clark saw an autopsy, he had had to escape outside for fresh air to avoid being sick. Now, he steeled himself for what had to be done. It was part of his job as an investigator, a job that by this point he’d held for 2 decades, a long time removed from the vulnerability of his rookie days.

“Where were they, exactly, when you found the bodies?” the pathologist asked.

Dark-haired, pretty Sheila Ring and her tiny blond daughter Jasmine had, until the fateful night of December 3, lived in a small three-bedroom house in the lovely Buckwood section off State Route 735 in the rural heart of Virginia’s Blue Ridge Mountains. Two raccoon hunters working their hounds in the tall timber hollow behind the residence spotted the glow of fire—a big fire—through the winter-denuded hardwood forest. They ran to the nearest farmhouse and rang the Hillsville Volunteer Fire Department.

“That pretty divorcée’s place—Sheila’s—it’s burning hard!”

The house was totally involved by the time seven volunteer firefighters swerved two pumpers into the yard. The nearest neighbor from down the road had cut across the field and was trying to find a garden hose; he was also Sheila’s landlord, from whom she had rented the house for the past two years. He pointed at a blue Mustang parked so near the house that the heat was starting to curl the paint and blacken the windows.

“That’s Sheila’s car! I think she and the baby are still in there!”

Water sloshed onto the ground began to freeze—it was that cold in the mountain air. Firefighters made several attempts to enter the inferno before attacking hose crews beat back flames enough to permit two of their number to crawl into the house. Using flashlights, the two volunteers worked their way through dense smoke to a back bedroom.

That was where they found Sheila—or at least the charred remains of her body. The smoky beams from flashlights traveled along a heat-bloated body completely nude except for a bra. She lay on the floor in a partly reclined position against the smoldering bed.

Next to her lay the child clad only in a long T-shirt.

Both bodies were dragged outside and deposited on the winter-brown lawn, where the neighbor landlord took one sickened look at them and proclaimed them to be Sheila and her baby daughter.

“It looks like they were trapped back there and couldn’t get out,” said one of the firefighters. “God almighty!”

*  *  *

Carroll County Sheriff Dick Carrico and his fire investigator, Captain Clark, were back at the fire site at first light. All that remained standing of the house were the walls, and sections of them had collapsed. The recovered bodies had been sent to Roanoke for autopsy, which Clark would witness later in the day. The two big men sifted their way through the ruins.

A wood-burning stove crouched in the living-room ashes, looking somehow sullen and guilty. Clark knelt and studied the extent of the damage near the stove, at first expecting to find that an ember blown or escaped from the stove might have started the fire. Wood- burning stoves were always suspect.

After studying burn patterns for a few minutes, the fire cop duck-walked across the living room and stopped some 10 feet in front of the stove. He scrutinized his surroundings for several minutes while Sheriff Carrico watched. He felt the ashes, noted their color and distribution. Coning, the way a fire starts from a particular point and then spreads in a fan- or conelike pattern, revealed the fire had started here, away from the stove, and that it had burned here first and hottest.

“The fire,” he said at last, “started over here.”

“There? Could an ember have jumped that far from the stove?”

Clark stood up and faced the uniformed lawman. Many rural sheriffs wore either jeans and cowboy boots or business suits. Carrico preferred a uniform.

Clark said, “This fire was no accident. It was set.”

Outside, near an outbuilding, lay the stiffened dead body of Sheila’s breedless mutt of a dog. Upon closer examination, the lawmen discovered its throat had been slit down to the bone.



Chapter


3

Investigating arson—particularly arson resulting in homicide—takes patience and time. Open-and-shut cases in which a crime is committed at 8 P.M. and the perpetrator is in jail by midnight are a rarity, except for “crimes of passion” in which hormones and hot blood incite rash behavior. Some guy is pissed at his girlfriend, douses her with gasoline, and whips out his Bic. Or some battered wife finally gets fed up and sheets her drunken loafer of a husband to the bed and torches his two-timing ass.

Patience and attention to detail must be acquired. The investigator must prove arson before proving homicide, if a death was involved, and arson is undoubtedly the crime for which it is the most difficult of all to establish corpus delicti—the so-called body of the crime. Fuel loads, venting and oxygen feeds, point of fire origin, building contents, sprinkler and electrical systems, owners, insurers . . . all play a role in the investigation. Good fire investigators learn to control their initial eagerness and to methodically follow the crime trail one painstaking step at a time.

In Miami, Fire Captain Rocky McAllister still remembered how surprised he had been when he put on his first fire hat. The steel-lined head gear was no mere hat. It was a protective machine of reinforced battering-ram material, bristling with the bolt shafts and nuts that held it together. The cracked shield on the front was emblazoned with METRO-DADE FIRE DEPT. The regal brass topknot had been bashed in by what must have been a stunning blow to the head of its former wearer.

Combating fires was a one-shift-at-a-time affair. You answered the alarm and fought the blaze to a standstill; then that particular event was all over. History. It required some adjusting for McAllister when he switched from fighting fires to investigating them, as his interest now focused not so much on extinguishing fires as it did on why fires started and who, in the case of arson, did the starting. Instead of fighting a fire and forgetting about it the same day, arson investigators frequently work on cases that drag on for days, weeks, months.

“You observe me and you’ll catch on to how it’s done,” an old-time fire cop advised McAllister when he first transferred out of station houses to fire investigations.

They drove to a bar on Biscayne Boulevard that a bar patron had threatened to burn down and then apparently attempted to carry out his threat. McAllister’s trainer invited witnesses into his car one at a time, where he questioned them. McAllister sat in the backseat, interrupting with particularly insightful questions in his eagerness to get down to the main point.

Finally, the trainer calmly asked the current witness if he would mind stepping out of the car for a moment. As soon as the guy closed the door, the trainer turned on McAllister.

“This is not a fucking fire you’re trying to put out,” he growled. “You open your mouth one more time when I’m talking and I’m going to jam my notebook down your throat. These things take time. I’ll give you as much time to ask questions as you want—when I’m finished. Is that clear?”

It was a valuable lesson in patience that all fire cops have to learn, especially those who were first firefighters.
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Miami, Florida

Bill Hamilton was a lean, patient man of average height, athletic, with a face as sharp as a hatchet blade topped by short-cropped brown hair. A Vietnam combat veteran with the Marines, he was in his forties. He stood knee-deep in a pile of charred rubble that the preceeding week had been the Okeelanta Sugar Refinery in Florida’s far-western Palm Beach County.

He pried loose a file cabinet baked to black ash and instantly rusted from heat oxidation. Nearby, his partner, Jerry Hopkins, pulled out a twist of electrical conduit and sorted through the ashes and debris of what might have been an office desk. They worked with their ever-trusty shovels in what remained of the three- story, two-block-long section of warehouse used primarily by the sugar refinery to store tools, machinery, and spare equipment. The huge processing building and a storage building containing 25,000 tons of raw sugar—along with rats the size of cats—had survived the fire.

Nearby, crane operators lifted twisted I-beams and slabs of debris from the burn. One crane was hooked to a slab of roofing that must first be freed by a cutting torch. From the rubble of concrete, half-melted machinery, scorched soda machines, and burned-out file cabinets, other investigators carried out several fuel cans, some of them with tops removed. Others sorted through electrical conduits and dug around for pipes and wiring belonging to heaters or air conditioners.

What they looked for, going through the layers, digging down to the origin of the fire, were signs of arson, something out of place, something that didn’t belong. Like empty gas cans, electrical boxes shorted out, residue from an accelerant. Gasoline and other fuels often seeped into wood or cracks and did not always disappear with the flames.

While some professional arsonists know so much about fuel loads, venting, and oxygen feeds that they can take down a building in the middle of a block without damaging the structures on either side, others make serious mistakes. Hamilton had worked on one case in which a fire starter poured a “trailer” of gasoline from upstairs in an apartment down the stairway to the front door. Gasoline fumes were so thick that by the time he struck his match, the resulting vapor explosion fried him in his shoes. It took investigators 3 days to find his charred body and solve the case.

Hamilton and Hopkins, stationed out of Miami, were the FBI of arson investigators—federal agents from the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms (BATF) assigned as members of national response teams to investigate and to assist local authorities in investigating arsons of high property and monetary losses and arsons in which life is lost.

In the United States, 30% to 40% of all intentionally set fires go unrecognized, primarily because of the lack of qualified fire investigators. Although most large cities, such as Miami, Detroit, and Los Angeles, employ fire marshals or specially trained investigators as members of either the fire departments or the police departments, such as in Dade County, Florida, with Captain Rocky McAllister of the fire department and Detective Wil Fuhrman of the police department, many smaller municipalities and rural areas either ignore the issue altogether or use part-time or untrained detectives in their fire investigations. In Carroll County, Virginia, for example, Sheriffs Deputy Rick Clark, investigating the mysterious fire deaths of Sheila Ring and her 2-year-old daughter, Jasmine, was primarily a law-enforcement officer and investigator cross- trained to recognize some of the indications and clues of criminal fire starting.

In recent decades, arson for profit has turned into a national nightmare. In 1972, Washington established the BATF to replace “revenuers” in keeping tabs on the production and distribution of liquor and tobacco products and in regulating firearms and explosives. It didn’t take much stretching of the rules to place Molotov cocktails and other incendiary devices in the category of explosives, thus expanding BATF duties to include arson investigations. Bill Hamilton was among the first agents trained in arson investigations.

In 1980, BATF created four National Response Teams, each stationed in a quadrant of the United States to tackle arson, from prevention to prosecution, and to coordinate efforts among local, state, and federal governments. It assembled the most qualified people and the finest equipment available, including 29 response trucks that could be driven to a scene or loaded aboard U.S. Coast Guard airplanes and flown to a site. Each team included agents trained in investigating arson and bombings, forensic chemistry, cause and origin detection, and explosives technology. War had finally been declared on big-time professional torches and a free-for-all industry of insurance-defrauding fire starters.
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