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  1


  11.45 Monday


  21 September


  My skin felt like it was crawling.


  The sticky late summer heat had turned the fire appliance cab into a sweatbox and reduced my undress uniform to a crumpled rag. I took off my jacket and loosened my tie while Dave Chase, my
  driver, went back to cursing quietly as he struggled to negotiate the heavy traffic in the Romford Road.


  Shifting uncomfortably in the appliance seat, I tried to read the newspaper as Dave leaned across and turned up the air-blower, giving a tight smile as it blew the paper in my face.


  Sorry, guv.


  I nodded and despite the queasiness brought on by the stop-start motion, I shook open the paper again and scanned the front page.


  Reading about other peoples fires always put the hook in me. Essex Fire Brigade borders London, but is nothing like it in terms of ethos or organisation. Whenever I read of another
  brigade fighting a large fire I try to decipher the hack journalese that often warps the real story, but between the lurid prose and the blind attachment to clich it was a greasy slope.


  The local weekly rarely rose above media-ocrity, so that when it came to the recent triple fatal in a Basildon disco and they went for smart, they missed by a mile.


  Their headline read  The Great Fire of Laindon.


  Three dead, twenty injured, many more suffering shock and smoke inhalation  it was a tragedy that deserved a little more sensitivity. Whether it was lazy journalism or indifference I
  didnt know, but the dead had been ill-served.


  My own prejudices undoubtedly played a part, for it irritated me intensely that it seemed beyond the abilities of the press to capture what actually happens at a fire. It was first impression
  writing, skin deep and bone stupid.


  They saw only the surface and you cant see fire, you experience it; every sense comes into play.


  Firefighters inside a building work blind, reacting by touch, smell and body sensation. And by listening; to the fire, to the building being consumed, to the movements of your crew.


  You tune into the fire: only onlookers, outsiders, see.


  So I told myself to reverse the logic and try to tune into the report  decipher the language and sieve the crap.


  It was obvious even from this distance that the Essex crews had earned their wages for the year. It was a ten-pump fire. Ten pumps! In most metropolitan brigades it would have been twenty and
  there would still have been work to do.


  There were other reasons for reading the article; reasons that cut deep with me.


  It was the same process that every day drew me to read and re-read the summaries of fires across the brigade. These consisted of stop messages listing proportions of the building, percentages of
  the floors destroyed by fire, the extinguishing media and the deaths and injuries to both the public and firefighters.


  It wasnt the gore that drew me. It was reassurance.


  Reassurance that I wasnt the only one confronted by dangerous and difficult situations and not the only one whod lost a firefighter. But the feeling was always temporary, for the
  glaring reality of Sandy Richards death ambushed me whenever I dropped my guard; the sense of isolation like a cold wind at my back.


  And on days like this it had the capacity to crush me.


  The phone had gone just after nine and the control room operator had been oddly formal.


  Station Officer Steven Jay you are to cancel outside duties and go straight to Eastern Command Headquarters for an interview.


  It was only on arrival that I was informed of the purpose, to discuss a no-blame inquiry into Sandys death.


  For five months the rumour mill had been grinding out half-truths about what had happened, now the Brigade wanted to pick over his bones.


  Part of me wanted to believe that finally the truth would come out and the matter, like Sandy, be laid to rest. But experience argued against that. From the day I returned from the therapy
  centre in Wales people had seen the uncertainty in my eyes and read it as confirmation that Id screwed up.


  The interview would not help; it would merely prime the speculation, with truth a helpless bystander.


  No one regretted Sandys death more than I, but I couldnt bring him back.


  My own watch knew that, but other people, firefighters who had been nowhere near the fire, found it easier to accuse. They, of all people, should have known better, but a man had been lost and
  someone needed to take the blame.


  They were human enough for that and I was human enough to resent it.


  The Senior Divisional Officer who had interviewed me was Maurice Charnley; a man whose short career was noticeably lacking in operational command and control experience.


  It wasnt accidental.


  Being operational meant that you were tested in ways that couldnt be duplicated by other processes. Ways that forced you to be honest about your abilities  or the lack of them.
  Charnleys career had been shaped by lengthy spells in fire safety, training and Brigade Headquarters. A two-year spell as a Temporary Divisional Officer at the Fire Service College completed
  the process of under-equipping him to lead men on the fireground  or anywhere else if it came to that.


  Not that he would ever admit to it.


  So I fought hard each and every day to avoid the ignorant and to circumnavigate the false mirrors of doubt and despair; I wasnt always successful.


  I left the interview fully aware of the pit that had opened up before me. A no-blame inquiry meant that I wouldnt face disciplinary charges, but it could damn me forever. My only possible
  refuge would be to walk straight and tell the truth.


  Mike Scott and Rob Brody, the crew in the rear cab, were restless, reading my silence as trouble and betraying their uncertainty by complaining softly about the weather while watching my face
  for reaction. They wanted something by way of reassurance, but my head felt like it was going to explode and I didnt trust myself to speak.


  Dave Chase also sensed the mood and kept glancing over at me; a question building.


  Sandy then, guv? he said eventually.


  Yes, Dave.


  And it was Charnley who interviewed you?


  Who else?


  He sniffed. Hes a diamond that man  Ive never met anyone with so many faces.


  Dave Chase was a sound hand, but a fierce critic of what he perceived as a detached and self-serving senior management.


  He wasnt alone in his view. The alienation of operational personnel from those above them was running at frightening levels. It wasnt that firefighters were hostile so much as
  beyond expecting anything else.


  You cant run a fire brigade like a bank  cant run a profit and loss account with peoples lives. Yet senior management persisted in treating fires and special service
  incidents as unwelcome distractions, setting unrealistic admin targets and requiring each and every action to be supported by paperwork. Leadership was non-existent; statistics and image
  everything.


  The firefighters saw through it and despised the clowns who fought shy of the real work of firefighting. The gulf was growing wider every day  and no one had the balls to do anything
  about it.


  Dave Chase may have epitomised the bleak ethos that shrouded the brigade, but he was also sensitive to the watch and its needs. Along with Harry Wildsmith and John Blane, my Sub Officer, Dave
  formed the hub of the watch, the centre to which they all looked.


  The instinctive support of all three had been crucial to me for the last five months. Id never thanked them  but they knew.


  As Dave fell silent again I stared out the windscreen.


  The area through which we were driving was Forest Gate, a richly diverse area of Newham which itself boasted over thirty languages spoken within its nurseries and schools. It had its share of
  problems  not helped by a chaotic local authority that was long on politics and short on joined-up action  but that didnt detract from the community, which was in every sense
  of the word, vibrant.


  Maybe it was nave, but the sight of mosques and temples in East London still surprised and delighted me. If I saw people dressed in traditional clothes from the subcontinent or West Africa
  I smiled. Maybe because it took me back to when I was child and the countless hours I spent in Canning Town public library  a place of refuge and dreams  or maybe because in their
  faces lay perspectives of life I would never know.


  Either way Forest Gate was a community of differing ethnic groups that by and large were tolerant of each other yet unapologetic about who they were and what they wanted from life. It
  wasnt utopia and it wasnt hell  just people getting on with the business of living.


  Is it me or is something going on out there? asked Dave quietly.


  I turned to him. Come again?


  He pointed towards the traffic lights at the junction of Upton Lane. Over there, guv.


  I glanced up and saw a group of Asian youths gathering on the street corner. Another, smaller group were running towards them. One was waving his arms about and pointing back down the road,
  towards Manor Park.


  I shrugged. Ive no idea, Dave.


  As we drove on further it became obvious something was happening; groups of Asians, mainly youths but some older people as well, were either standing around talking or walking towards Green
  Street. From the dress of the elder men it was apparent that they were Muslims.


  Might be something to do with that geezer the Bill arrested yesterday afternoon.


  What geezer, Dave?


  He braked and swore as a youth ran across the road just in front of us. Mike Scott and Rob Brody, the other crew members in the rear cab, leaned forward, their heads appearing in the gap between
  Dave Chase and myself.


  Late yesterday afternoon, continued Dave, the Bill nicked a Muslim imam for a driving offence  apparently he refused to take a breathalyser and it all kicked off.
  They arrested him and in the scuffle the old boy went down and bashed his head on the pavement. Hes not too good by all accounts.


  Nice one, Dave, said Rob Brody, and you drive us right into the blow-back.


  I scanned the road again. More and more Asians were coming on to the street. As we passed Forest Gate police station on the corner of Green Street and the Romford Road I saw a mob in the
  distance, marching towards us. There were around ten policemen and women directly outside the police station.


  Another five were stretched in a thin line across the width of Green Street.


  Lock your doors, I said to Rob Brody and Mike Scott in the rear cab. Dave, take the next left. Lets see if we can avoid all this, I said.


  Dave nodded and turned into Balmoral Road.


  With the change of direction we lost the gathering crowd. Balmoral Road was empty with the exception of a solitary old man walking slowly with his head down. Each junction we came to I looked
  around, but the side streets were just as deserted.


  A movement up at a first-floor window caught my eye. I saw a glimpse of a brown face and then the curtain fell back.


  Dave Chase glanced at me. Seems a bit moody  trouble, guv?


  Dont know, Dave, I said slowly. Its almost too quiet.


  Ill keep on till we reach Wanstead Flats then chuck a right into Capel Road and head up Blake Hall Road. Its the quickest way out of here.


  We drove on, coming to a humpback bridge over the railway line and then went under a bridge at the junction of Sebert Road. Almost immediately Dave shouted.


  Guv!


  He pointed off to his right.


  A veiled Muslim woman was running down the centre of Sebert Road, screaming. Behind her, by a set of wrought-iron cemetery gates, a black Audi was slewed across the road with its front doors
  open and the engine running.


  I turned to Mike Scott and Rob Brody. Stay here.


  I opened the cab door and jumped down just as the woman reached us. She was hysterical and speaking rapidly.


  Three times I tried English, but it was obvious she didnt understand me. She started pulling my arm and looked back at the car. I nodded and shouted at Dave to follow in the appliance,
  but emphasised that everyone should stay on board.


  As we reached the Audi the woman pointed at the empty drivers seat and then at the cemetery. I reached in the car, turned off the ignition and followed her through the gates.


  She was running now, waving her arms above her head. She kept calling out, the same thing over and over. Then we came to a junction with a tarmac pathway that led off to the right.


  Dave, pass me a radio. He took the radio off my tunic and threw it down to me, Drive straight on and see what you can  stay in contact on the radio. Rob, come with
  me.


  What are we looking for, guv?


  I dont know  the driver? And keep all the doors locked!


  The Muslim woman was rushing down the path thirty yards ahead of us. Rob and I sprinted after her.


  Thats when we heard the screaming  the high-pitched screaming of a creature in terror and pain.


  The Muslim woman had stopped at an unmade sunken track that meandered between the gravestones. Her eyes were wide and she began pulling at my shirt before dropping to her knees with her hands
  clasped in front of her.


  I scanned the area.


  Its coming from over there, guv, said Rob, pointing towards a line of bushes twenty yards away.


  Right.


  We ran along the sunken track till we reached the bushes, which shielded a chain-link fence. I realised straightaway that it was the edge of the railway line and led the way along the bushes
  looking for a gap. Rob stuck close to me.


  The desperate screams sounded very near now and I tried to climb through the hedge and reach the fence, but the bushes were too thick. Then ten yards on the bushes thinned and the fence was
  partially broken down.


  On the other side of the fence was a five-foot drop down to a series of rail tracks.


  There! shouted Rob.


  On the far side of the tracks and thirty yards off to our left, four men were savagely beating an Asian woman on the ground. She was trying to stand up and one of them was hitting her with a
  baseball bat.


  I jumped down on to the trackside.


  They looked up, saw me and I shouted just as the tallest one, a man in a hooded black tracksuit, grabbed her by the hair and wrenched her head back.


  He drew a machete from inside his tracksuit and struck two massive blows to her neck. Bright red blood pulsed from the gaping wound and her long wailing moan became an obscene gurgling as the
  steel sliced through her windpipe; her eyes bulging in disbelief.


  I rushed forward.


  No, guv! screamed Rob.


  On the edge of my vision I saw a movement and jumped back a fraction before a train came racing down the track.


  Just before it passed the hood of the knifeman slipped and for an instant our eyes met. Then with a long looping cut he hacked off her head and ran off down the track.


OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
MULHOLLAND
BOOKS

HODDER





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
BLOWTORCH

Pat O’ Keeffe





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





