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  Chapter One


  Thursday, 16 April, 8.50 p.m.


  


  When Jenny reinvaded my life it was like having a freshly healed scab ripped from the wound. From the day shed left Id lost myself in a black rage that had stayed
  with me for months, tearing me from sleep, my fists clenched and adrenaline screaming through my system. Now she was back and I was numb.


  I still didnt know why shed returned. Shed just shown up one night two weeks ago, wet eyed and pale, her face a silent demand for entry. Just when I thought I was getting
  over it, when I could bear to be alone without feeling abandoned.


  It had taken months to panel-beat my pride back to respectability, but slowly Id stopped hoping when the phone rang, stopped listening for the door, and stopped reaching for her in that
  half-sleep which was all that stress had allowed me. Not that anything had been resolved, but at least the blind anger and destructiveness had been contained. Id pushed them into a dark
  corner and had had every intention of keeping them there. The problem was that one look from her had been enough for self-doubt to reach up and swallow me whole.


  Guv.


  I heard the voice and ignored it.


  Guvnor.


  This time it was more insistent, and to one side I could see the crew hovering.


  I closed my eyes and sighed, pushing the demons away for a brief moment. Then slowly looked around.


  We were on the very edge of our ground, a strip of wasteland covered by thin scrub and the accumulated rubbish of a thousand environmentally hostile neighbours  a desolate patch split by
  a metallic stream that traced an irregular line through its middle. A local developer had described it as an urban opportunity; the locals called it the tip. Either way
  it was a running sore that had festered through years of neglect.


  It was not alone; the whole area was pockmarked with similar sites, a political legacy to which no one wanted to hold up his hands.


  For the first time I noticed the raw wind that was driving rain into my face. Mechanically, I pulled down my helmet visor and tightened the throat strap of my tunic. The crew watched me, sensing
  the disinterest.


  Wed been here countless times, always to abandoned burnt-out cars. This one was lying upside down on a steep-sided bank, just clear of the swollen stream, completely gutted by fire; steam
  issuing from its baked shell and small, stubborn flames clinging to the remains of its tyres.


  Two policemen stood near by, unsure whether they were needed. I stared at them for a moment before returning my gaze to the car.


  Go on, then.


  Sandy Richards nodded and scrambled down the bank, torch in hand. He was my temporary Leading Fireman, keen as they come and the youngest on the watch. We were all very protective of him.


  The policemen moved alongside me and waited as Sandy flattened himself along the edge of the water.


  Can I have your name, guv? asked one of them.


  Station Officer Jay  Steven Jay, I said quietly.


  He turned away from the rain and scratched at a notepad.


  Below us, Sandy was crawling forward on his belly, the beam from his torch searching the cars interior. Minutes passed. I thought about going down to help him, but weariness and
  overfamiliarity rooted me. My thoughts drifted back to Jenny. I would phone her when we returned to the station.


  Sandys legs projected from the rear doorway of the car as he edged himself out and crawled forward, his body turning and twisting as he entered the front. Finally he came out and stood
  up.


  Well?


  Youd better take a look, guv.


  I walked forward and lowered myself down the greasy bank, clutching at a stunted bush for balance. Sandy handed me his torch as I reached him.


  There seems to be something in the drivers side, guv.


  I bent down and pushed my head into the vehicle. The torchlight was barely adequate.


  Something just about described it. It was hard to see at first, but as I ran the torch beam around the interior I started to make sense of what I was looking at.


  You would think that in such a confined space it would be easy to spot a human corpse, but fire, particularly an intense, confined fire, can consume flesh quite efficiently.


  All that was left of this individual was a sticky residue clinging to charred bone. Having identified the right femur, I followed it back to the smashed pelvis and the blackened basketwork of
  the ribcage.


  Turned upside down and slumped by gravity, the carbonised body had merged with the steel framework of the seat and only careful study revealed it. The size suggested it was someone young, a
  teenager. It was such a waste.


  I withdrew my head and stood up. A line of pinched, cold faces looked down from the top of the bank.


  One for you, I think, I shouted up to the policemen.


  They slid down, looking from the car to me and back again. They seemed reluctant at first until Sandy stood to one side and said, Its in the front, mate.


  The first one accepted my offer of a torch and bent over to inspect the car interior. The other one peered up and down the stream, as though he knew what he was looking for.


  I wasnt totally surprised by what Sandy had found. Wed always said that sooner or later wed find a joyrider in one of these cars, but the sight of a human being destroyed
  like that disturbs you, no matter how experienced you are . . . or what in life is distracting you.


  Its unnerving to imagine that such a thing was once alive. A part of me always wants the dead to look peaceful, pain-free, perhaps existing in some other place, not like this, a blackened
  stump.


  Like anybody else, I try to console myself with stock phrases like they probably wouldnt have known about it or they were probably unconscious at the time.
  What I  we all for that matter  turn away from is what we dont want to face, the notion of someone trapped, writhing in agony as the flames creep nearer. None of us wants the
  truth when its this stark.


  What do you want sent, guv?


  I thought for a moment, trying to get my head around the series of procedures and messages that would tie this incident into the neat sterile bundle so beloved by the Brigade.


  Ask for the Fire Investigation Unit, Sandy . . . and a Brigade photographer. No! Send me a stop message first . . . Motor car damaged by fire, nothing. One person found in
  passenger compartment apparently dead. Then send, Further traffic, FIU and Brigade photographer required.


  I climbed back up the bank and scanned the distant flats that ringed the wasteland, wondering aloud what family was going to get a knock on the door. Someone out there was going to have to
  identify the body . . . or try. It made me realise how shallow my own worries were.


  Sandy seemed to read my thoughts.


  A local, guv?


  Probably.


  Joyriders plagued the estate  bored kids looking for a buzz, many of them from single-parent families, where the sheer grind of producing enough money to exist meant that the kids were
  all too often left to their own devices. Well, someone would now have to take time out for one of their own, if only to bury them.


  Its taken a whack on the side there, guv.


  Pardon, Sandy?


  He pointed. There, on the side, the doorposts crumpled.


  Wed waited over an hour for a Fire Investigation Unit. The nearest Eastern Command unit was out on another job, so the next one down the line had been called. The rain had eased off, but
  the biting wind was still whipping the tops of the exhausted vegetation.


  The gutted vehicle and a wide section of the stream bank were illuminated by our lighting unit, a set of lights elevated on a telescopic pole at the rear of the appliance. The wreck was just
  short of the stream. I studied it carefully, then saw the battered doorpost.


  Probably dented as it rolled down the bank, I breathed.


  He didnt let it go.


  The panels might push in, guv, but not the doorpost. Somethings hit that hard. He squatted on the top of the bank, his face fixed in a frown.


  Wed spent most of the waiting time sitting in the appliance, keeping out of the weather. Sandy, unable to keep still, had walked about outside, talking to the police, who themselves had
  been waiting for a Scene of Crimes Officer and the CID.


  Everyone was taking their time arriving. No one was going to hurry for something so straightforward, not in this weather.


  Look how its come across the ground. It was twisting and turning, like it was trying to avoid something.


  I turned and saw the double tyre tracks snaking away from the cinder track that provided access to the site.


  Going too fast.


  I think it was hit by another . . .


  Leave it, Sandy. My voice was more tired than angry. Were firemen, not the police. The FIU will be here soon and then we can go.


  He wanted to say more, but thought better of it. Instead, he sat, took out his notebook and began sketching the car. One of the crew caught my eye and gave a chuckle. I shrugged.


  Mind if we get out of this wind, guv? asked Harry Wildsmith, my driver.


  Why not.


  Harry and the others climbed back into the warmth of the appliance. I didnt join them. Despite myself, I was beginning to find Sandys persistence catching. Maybe he was right about
  the doorpost. I hesitated, curiosity vying with fatigue for my attention. Then I followed the tyre marks back to the track.


  From there the stream was invisible. Even with the headlights on full beam the broken ground and low bushes hid the sunken stream perfectly.


  It was possible that the driver was just haring up and down the track and then decided to go crosscountry. If so, it had been a fatal error. The car would have plunged down head
  first, perhaps rolling on the way because both wings and all four doors were caved in. It was easy to imagine the petrol tank rupturing and catching fire.


  There had been confusion in calling us. People had rung in giving several locations for the fire, some up to half a mile away on the other side of the wasteland. By the time we arrived it was
  all over. The fire had burned itself out, the rain hissing as it dappled the steelwork.


  There was little for us to do. Back at the station I would write the Fire Report and send an Area Commanders message about the body wed found. The rest was down to the Fire
  Investigation Team  they would tie up the paperwork for the coroners court. Nowadays they tended to do the lot. I couldnt remember the last time I gave evidence at an inquest.
  Even their input was limited. With a body involved, the police would assume responsibility. That meant the FIT could neither take samples nor examine the car too closely. They would observe and
  record, then back off.


  I shone my torch along the cinder track. It stretched back to the road, two hundred yards away. The track veered sharply to the left at the point where the car had left it. I came to the
  conclusion that it had been speeding and had seen the bend at the last moment, the driver having no choice but to go across the broken ground and down the unseen embankment.


  I should have had my camera with me. I normally carried it on the appliance  not for anything official, just to take snaps of anything interesting. Occasionally I used the prints for
  lecture periods. Tonight of all nights I had left it in my car at the station.


  Guv, the Fire Investigation Teams here.


  I gave Harry a nod and saw the blue flashing lights coming down the cinder track.


  


  We pulled into the station yard just after half ten and John Blane, my Sub Officer, came out to meet us in the appliance bay. As Harry brought the appliance to a halt I climbed
  out and began taking off my fire gear, shaking the water from it. I felt cold and tired.


  We heard the stop message on the radio. Anything good, guv?


  Gutted car and an ex-joyrider. We left it with the FIT and the Plod. I pulled my boots off and stood them on the floor, next to the cab door. Any phone calls for
  me?


  Only Staff, guv, to remind you to send an ACOs message . . .


  I closed my eyes.


  He gave a low chuckle. Not their fault, it came from higher up. Theres a new divisional officer on tonight, a DO Charnley, bit keen. Whats the story on the
  joyrider?


  Sandy stuck his head out of the rear cab window. Having a tear-up, Hoss.


  We dont know that, Sandy. I must have sounded irritated because John gave an embarrassed smile. Sandys use of his nickname annoyed me more than it did him. I tried to
  take the edge off my voice and explain further. The car was well battered. It went down the stream bank . . . petrol tank split and fried the driver.


  He nodded slowly. Hed been my Sub Officer for three years and had learned to read me. God knows what vibes he was picking up just then because I felt like crap and must have looked worse,
  but all he said was, You look soaked through, guv. Theres a fresh pot of tea made. Get yourself cleaned up and Ill bring you one through.


  Thanks, but Ill rough out the Fire Report first. Perhaps you can complete it while I have a shower and eat.


  No problem.


  By the time Id showered, the rest of the crew had eaten and were sitting around the mess table bantering with the pumps crew. Apart from some initial enquiries, they quickly picked
  up my mood and left me alone.


  I ate, then tried to phone Jenny from my office. The line was busy. I tried again ten minutes later, but there was no reply.


  Since shed returned we had circled each other warily. For my part I didnt want to ask questions when I might not be able to handle the answers. She, on the other hand, had been
  subdued, which I wanted to believe was contrition. The past few days, however, I thought I had detected a mood change. The old Jenny, angry, bristling, looking to push the blame elsewhere, was
  re-emerging.


  Shed slept on the divan since returning and I had lain in bed feeling her seethe on the other side of the wall, daring me to invite her into the bedroom. But I couldnt ask because
  I wasnt in shape for a refusal.


  She had to come to me; it wasnt pride, it was survival.


  Once, at the very depths of my crisis, a friend quoted Nietzsche at me: That which does not destroy me makes me stronger. Well, Nietzsche had never cycled past Jenny.


  I rubbed my face in my hands and drew my mind back to the task in hand, then walked through to the station office, where John was working. Halfway there the bells went down and the
  dutymans voice came over the Tannoy. Fire, Ilford Broadway . . . multiple calls being received.





  Chapter Two


  The window darkened. Two floors below, on the rain-washed pavement in front of the shops, I heard myself bark a warning, and before anyone could move there was the tortured
  splintering of glass as a man burst through the window and tried to run through the air, his body wreathed in flame.


  Helplessly, I watched the descent of the human flare as he seemed to gasp in disbelief at the impossibility of what was happening to him, before thudding into the ground a few feet to my left,
  writhing in agony, a magnet for the gaze of the crowd.


  I ran a glance over him; he had at least sixty per cent burns and I knew he would die.


  John Blane went past, helping one of his crew drag a bight of hose. I cupped my hands around my mouth. John! Check the back.


  He spun, saw me and nodded.


  A roaring sound came from above, and I switched my attention back to where the fire was snaking out of the first floor. The flames had shattered the window of the floor above and were devouring
  everything inside. A shrill, piercing scream issued from the glowing interior, and a womans ravaged face appeared at the second-floor window.


  A tongue of bright orange flame grew from the side of the window and enveloped her for an instant. Then she was gone.


  Raising an arm across my face to shield it from the intense heat, I scanned the building. Glass and debris showered down as the fire struggled to take hold and break the building in its
  grasp.


  All around, without having to be told, crews were working rapidly to carry out rescues and get water on to the fire, ignoring the wind-driven rain that pounded them.


  I moved back and to the side to allow a crew to pitch a ladder. I wasnt sure if theyd seen the woman, so I grabbed one of them by the shoulder. On the second . . .
  theres a woman up there!


  He looked up at the window. Well try, guv.


  I turned back to look at the street and saw the man I was looking for. Harry!


  Harry Wildsmith dropped the hose he was carrying and ran towards me. I scribbled an assistance message on a pad and thrust it into his hand.


  From me. Make pumps six . . . persons reported. 


  He glanced down, checked the written note, then nodded and turned away.


  And when youve sent that, I called after him, send the informative . . . A block of shops and dwellings of three floors, forty by fifteen metres, fifty per
  cent of ground and first floors, twenty-five per cent of second floor, alight . . . Its written on the other side.


  He turned the pad over and held his hand up to indicate that hed understood. For the briefest moment he held my gaze, absorbing the uncertainty he found there, and then a smile spread
  across his face.


  As Harry disappeared I took a moment to survey the entire scene. My eye fell on Wayne Bennett and Mike Scott, off to my left. They were rigging in breathing apparatus with the intent efficiency
  of men only too aware of the danger awaiting them. With them was Dave Chase, who took their name tallies to enter them on the BA control board.


  People, neighbours and strangers, were milling around uneasily, sensing the increasing urgency of our efforts. Their faces painted hostile beneath the harsh sodium lighting of the streetlamps.
  One of them, a thin man with a shock of dark hair and the glazed look of a drunk, shouted for us to hurry.


  I glared at him, bit back my anger and ran over to make sure that Dave and Mike knew about the woman on the second floor. I watched as they climbed the ladder towards the inferno above them. It
  was then that realisation flooded the drunks face, and his hand came up slowly to his mouth as his head shook from side to side.


  John came running up to me, his long face calm, but tension edging his voice.


  What have you made them, guv?


  Six for the moment, but Im considering eight. Whats the back like?


  Its going like a bomb. If those extra appliances are going to be any use theyd better put their foot down.


  Best get back round there, John. Keep me posted.


  Will do, guv.


  He loped off, zigzagging between the men laying out hose. I glanced at my watch. It was 11.55 p.m. Wed been in attendance just two minutes, but time was meaningless.


  At fires like this the situation is punctuated by incidents  water on, breathing apparatus crews entering, people rescued, bodies recovered. You send messages which the driver tells you
  have been sent, quoting a time that has lost the power of reference. Time has shifted. It has lost hours and minutes and gained instead intervals of action. It has shortened, contracting to rob you
  of what you need, conspiring with the fire to set you an impossible task.


  I ran to the side of the building, from where I knew I would be able to see the front and rear at once. The back of the building was shrouded in thick black smoke, contrasting the sheets of
  flame erupting from the front.


  We were losing it. Everybody was doing three jobs at once, but the fire was getting away from us. Time!


  At the front the men were performing miracles; ladders now reached up to both the first and second floors and crews climbed them, dragging charged lengths of hose, their shadows thrown against
  the brick exterior by the lighting units.


  I ran back and stood at the centre of the building from where I could see and direct things more easily, and grabbed a fireman who was laying out hose for one of the ladder crews.


  When youve connected up, stay at the foot of the ladder and feed it up to them, I shouted.


  I was telling him the obvious, things he would have done automatically, but he replied with a simple Yes, guv and returned to his task.


  The fire was moving rapidly upwards, seemingly away from the men climbing towards it. Then another window burst and a swirl of red and orange lunged at the men on the ladders before being
  replaced by a dense cloud of smoke.


  A lone fireman dropped the hose he was carrying and picked up a covering jet laid out at the base of the ladder. He opened the jet up and subdued the flames threatening the men on the
  ladder.


  Guvnor!


  John was running towards me, his face taut and his normally deep voice tinny, strained from taking smoke.


  Have you got enough men round there?


  He shook his head. We could use another crew. He wiped his face, leaving a greasy smear down one cheek. If we dont get hold of this quick its all going to turn
  to rat shit.


  Im going to make pumps eight . . . do what you can.


  John disappeared and I went in search of Harry. I found him at the back of our pump ladder.


  Eight it is, guv . . . howre we doing?


  Marvellous.


  Ill pass it on.


  Do that.


  A voice from behind alerted me to the arrival of two reinforcing machines; Ilfords pair. Control had sent them on receiving multiple calls. I spoke hurriedly to Stuart Docherty,
  Ilfords Station Officer.


  I need a BA crew to make an entry up the main staircase, Stuart. The stairwells smoke-logged and theres flats above this lot. Weve already had one jumper.


  He nodded. Anything else, Steve?


  Johns at the back and hes struggling.


  Ill take a crew around there myself and leave the other here for BA.


  With Ilford I had a chance to swing the fire back to our advantage. As the designated crew collected their BA sets and returned to me, I gave them a briefing. Quickly, I outlined the task and
  what we knew of the building. They absorbed the disjointed pieces of information and asked the minimum of questions. They knew there wasnt time for more.


  I struggled to hold a mental picture of the whole fire. As more elements were added to the equation, I was getting more and more drawn in. It wasnt a question of not knowing what to do,
  but rather of wanting to be actively involved with every action, to influence each task.


  The jobs to be done poured out like a stream of consciousness, experience, learning, intuition all playing a part. To read a fire you must anticipate its options; allow for the shape of the
  building, the extent of it, its fire loading. Each in turn will contribute to your decisions, yet barely any of it is seen in isolation. You dont think it, you feel it, and all the time a
  little voice is telling you to remain detached; see it all without seeing one part too intensely.


  A flash of white in the corner of my eye alerted me to the arrival of an ambulance. The crew were two women whose faces I knew from previous jobs. They were both good paramedics, and more than
  once I had seen them pull someone back from the brink.


  There was a half-smile of recognition in the drivers face. Casualties?


  There. I pointed out the burnt man lying on the pavement, being attended to by Sandy Richards with a resuscitator.


  Anyone else?


  Were searching for at least one woman . . . could be more.


  They took over from Sandy and quickly intubated the man, leaving Sandy to continue the resuscitation.


  It was finely balanced now, that dead time when you know what youve got, have all your people committed; yet are still waiting for the arrival of enough resources to contain
  it. The trick was to keep your nerve.


  In the distance, above the noise of the fire and the shouts of the men fighting it, I could hear the faint wailing of approaching appliances. For the hundredth time I scanned the building; had I
  missed anything?


  My thoughts were interrupted as a white Rover came through the slanting rain, forcing the crowd, who were pushing forward, to ripple from its path. The car pulled in behind the ambulance and
  from it climbed a heavy-set man, his tunic collar turned up and his helmet angled across his face: Bob Grant, the Station Commander from our neighbouring station.


  He retrieved a radio and lamp from the back of the car, then walked slowly towards me.


  What have you got, Steve?


  Ive just made them eight, Bob . . . one jumped virtually as we arrived and theres a woman up on the second.


  He peered at the paramedics and Sandy working on the horrifically injured man. That the jumper?


  Thats him.


  Will he make it?


  I shook my head. Dont think so. Hes well burnt.


  Bob turned and surveyed the building, pausing momentarily at each area of interest, each micro-incident within the whole, nodding slowly as his appreciation of the situation grew.


  Anything else I should know?


  You can see what were doing at the front and Ive got John Blane and Stuart Docherty around the back.


  He stared at the shopfront. Dummies lay scattered among the shattered glass in a way that seemed to mock the dead. Normally jokes would flow out of such a situation, but not tonight.


  He nodded slowly as he looked from one end of the building to the other, What were you intending to do next? he asked.


  Commit the additional crews in BA as soon as they get here. The whole block will need to be searched from end to end.


  Fair enough. He didnt add to his words, just stood with his hands behind his back, his heavy body still, but his eyes darting from side to side. If you didnt know him
  you could have mistaken the look on his face as amusement.


  Somewhere a burglar alarm screamed its indignation against the night and the scenes of chaos that held us. The voices of the crowd rose up behind us as a large sheet of flame surged from the
  second floor. They were caught by the drama now, unable to leave.


  In the aftermath, the media would deplore them, calling them ghouls and thrill-seekers, but they were neither, just human beings awed by the horror before them. Despite the wind and rain, they
  would stay till the end.


  Are you going to take over straight away?


  Bob shook his head. Five minutes . . . just to weigh it.


  A few moments later a second car weaved between the appliances and came to a halt at the kerbside behind us. Bob turned and peered through the rain.


  God help us . . . its Charnley. He sighed.


  I looked at Bob.


  Divisional Officer Maurice Charnley, fresh from eighteen months in Fire Safety, two years at Fire Service College before that. His voice trailed away.


  You know what they say at the College, Bob . . . experience isnt everything.


  Do they, by Christ. His mouth turned down at the edges. Find out where the control unit is parked. They were just behind me. Ill brief Mr Charnley.


  We both looked in Charnleys direction and saw his pale, boyish face set in a frown of uncertainty; a child who had enthusiastically bought a ticket to the zoo only to find that the cages
  didnt have bars.


  


  An hour and a half later, after the last pockets of fire had been extinguished, we had completed the search of the building. Steam now seeped from the gutted shop and flats, and
  the whole operation had wound down.


  As the crowd reduced to a straggle of drunks and a few of the more curious neighbours, the adrenaline ebbed from me and I began, for the second time that evening, to feel cold and tired.


  With the major drama over, Charnley had disappeared, leaving Bob Grant in charge. Hed given orders for the hoses to be withdrawn and substituted with the smaller hose-reels, to minimise
  water damage.


  Apart from Bob, only my two appliances remained at the incident, awaiting the relief crews. In twos and threes the lads sought out bulleyes, hot spots in the building timbers, as I
  walked about the fire- blackened interior of the shop, trying to piece together the way the fire had spread and, most importantly, its point of origin.


  The bitter aroma of charred timber was everywhere. The fire spread had been fast. Plaster had spalled away in great chunks, and the brickwork beneath was smoke-damaged. This and the fact that
  the glass that remained was marked by gently curving cracks pointed to rapid temperature rise.


  I made notes on where the fire had burned the most intensely, how it had moved through the ground floor and spread vertically. Automatically, I allotted percentages to the heat, smoke and water
  damage.


  The area around the staircase was virtually destroyed, whereas the lower portions of the walls and timber flooring were only superficially damaged, and everywhere the metal skeletons of dress
  racks lay twisted and scorched in tangled heaps.


  A triple extension ladder had been laid across the charred timbers of the open-plan staircase to the first floor. I was about to climb it when Mike Scott shouted down the ladder.


  Guv, can you come up here a minute?


  On my way, Mike.


  My eyes felt red raw and I rubbed them, only to see the image of a man coming through the second-floor window and hitting the ground. I sighed.


  The anticlimax of the aftermath of fire-fighting always strikes me the same way. Some men joke too readily, some want to relive their every action, others go quiet. I rerun it all in my mind,
  like a slow-motion video, wincing when I detect a mistake or think of something extra we might have done.


  When I first joined the job there existed among some of the older firemen a mythology that fire was a woman, that it behaved like a woman. As a young fireman I found that too fanciful; now
  Im not so sure. If it is a woman, then its a particular type  a bitch, a siren that lures . . . and kills. Either way its hard to deny that fire does appear to have
  life, for it needs oxygen to breathe, it deceives and stalks you, and is never the same twice.


  I took off my helmet and glanced into a cracked and smoke-stained mirror hanging lopsidedly on the rear wall. My face was smudged and blackened and my blond hair lank and sweat-soaked. When you
  added that to the unease and insecurity that had taken up residence in my face since Jennys return, the result wasnt attractive.


  I replaced my helmet and adjusted the chinstrap, then climbed the ladder to the first floor. Mike Scott and Wayne Bunnett stopped working as I appeared and pointed to a doorway.


  Theres a staircase behind it, guv, said Mike. It leads to a flat on the second floor.


  I quickly looked about the first-floor workshop. It was gutted. Heaps of dresses and coats lay burnt where they had been turned over and dampened down by the crews. A steel-framed chair lay on
  its side in the middle of the room, at the centre of most of the damage.


  Show me the flat, Mike.


  The door to the staircase was badly charred on the workshop side, but its inner face was relatively untouched.


  Fire-stop door to protect the flat, said Mike.


  I nodded.


  We climbed the single flight of stairs, its walls bearing random sticky patches of black. Thin, wispy smoke hung at the head of the stairs and it snaked and coiled as Mike swung the door
  open.


  The top of the staircase opened out into a large living-room area, across which an erratic trail of burnt debris led to a smashed picture window. None of us spoke.


  I studied the room. Even with the damage, it was possible to see that whoever lived here had expensive taste. The furniture was modern and stylish, the choice of which strongly suggested a
  man.


  The window drew me.


  I looked down at the wet street below and saw Bob Grant at the front of the building. This was without doubt the window the human torch had jumped through.


  He was trying to put the fire door between him and the fire.


  Even as I said it I conjured up a vision of the desperate man; burning, blind, his melting skin sticking to the staircase walls as he stumbled upwards, probably from sheer instinct.


  It would explain why there was only slight smoke and fire damage this side of the door. In agony and dying, he would not have been aware of having left the fire behind; for by then his clothes
  would have been alight and everywhere would have been pain. Jumping through the window had been a last desperate act to flee.


  Was this where you thought you saw the woman, guv? said Mike.


  Yes.


  We couldnt find anything . . .


  I saw her, Mike.


  He shrugged. Probably managed to get out herself. It was pandemonium at the time.


  I didnt reply. I had had the crews search every inch of the building, but the woman had disappeared. No one other than me had seen her at the window.


  Wayne broke the awkward silence. Cant you smell it, guv?


  I looked up. Smell it?


  Petrol, said Wayne quietly. The workshop stinks of it.


  He led me back down the stairs to the workshop. I blew my nose and sniffed hard, just catching the petrol through my cold.


  It started here, then? I offered.


  Looks favourite, guv, said Wayne.


  Looking from the metal frame of the chair to the head of the extension ladder as it poked up from the ground floor, I had to agree.


  The fact that the lower levels of the ground-floor shop were not as badly damaged as the top suggested strongly that the fire had spread from above. Falling debris and sparks would initially
  have caught the racks of dresses alight.


  Guv? John Blanes head popped up from the stairwell. The Fire Investigation Teams here . . . Jesus! Can you smell it?


  Smell what? said Wayne.


  The petr. . .He stopped and gave his face a small slap. Mike and Wayne grinned like a pair of kids. Best leave it all to the FIT, guv.


  John was right. I had been on an emotional rollercoaster, and whether I realised it or not, any judgements made would be influenced and my senses dulled.


  The whole point in having Fire Investigating Teams was to place objective brains at the scene of the fire. They were able to interview the crews and witnesses as well as collate evidence before
  deciding on a cause; although in theory the officer whose fire ground it was had the responsibility for deciding the cause of fire.


  Which FIT is it?


  George Harris and Jack Grocott.


  I left Mike and Wayne on the first floor and climbed down to the shop with John. As we emerged out on to the street, Sandy Richards came up to us.


  Guv, the plod are here and they want a word.


  I yawned. The fatigue was like a lead overcoat. The law can wait a bit until Ive spoken to the FIT. I turned to John. Make sure we leave a hose-reel in there for the
  moment, John.


  As long as we were still technically fighting the fire, the police couldnt take over and our FIT would get a chance to look for a cause.


  Sandy looked behind him at a group of uniformed and plainclothes police gathered about a patrol car.


  Something else, Sandy?


  Keeping his body between the police and us, he reached into his tunic and produced a six-inch tangle of plastic binding, about half an inch wide. When he spoke again his voice was low.


  That bloke, guv . . . the one that crashed through the window just after we arrived . . .


  Spit it out, Sandy.


  He leaned forward. This was wound around one of his wrists and the other wrist had a loop of it melted into his skin.


  I suppressed a yawn and Sandy nearly danced in front of me.


  He stank of petrol, guv. His voice was rising. I think he was tied up . . . and torched!
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