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1. THE Z CLUB

CAPTAIN TREY BROWN, ENGINE 28, C SHIFT>

I was seventeen the first time I stole India from my brother.

They say you never forget your first love, and I guess it’s true, because even though I haven’t laid eyes on her in almost two decades, I find my thoughts straying in India’s direction often. But then, my life changed forever that summer, so why shouldn’t my thoughts stray to that time? There were a lot of changes during the course of those months: our oldest brother dying in a car wreck, India’s sister the victim of an assault that changed her life and mine forever, the dark evening I got myself blackballed out of the Carmichael family on what was essentially a hand vote.

Perhaps it is because memories of youth are so often marbled with yearning that I believed parts of our summer might one day be recovered. Memories of desire heated to the melting point dim slowly. The summer India and I cheated on my brother, I was seventeen and she had just turned eighteen. At the time I believed we were more in love than any other two people on earth. Had events turned out differently, that feeling might have eased out of my soul of its own accord instead of being jerked out like a gaffed flounder. Oddly, her last name is Carmichael now, a detail that lends more angst to my recollections than anything else.

Being excommunicated from the family was only the beginning of my troubles. At seventeen I came as close as I ever would to a jail cell, and then had the stuffing beaten out of me by two ex-pro boxers while Barry Renfrow stood by and watched. Renfrow’s back now, too, which shows how circular life can be.

Though I hadn’t laid eyes on India during the intervening years, I’d seen pictures of her in the newspaper: at a Mariners game sitting with the president of the ball club and his wife; a wedding photo the week after she married Stone Carmichael; and more recently, functioning as the hostess at a charity ball attended by Puget Sound’s hoity-toity, the odd software billionaire sprinkled in among the five-thousand-dollar gowns and designer tuxedos. For me the photos were freeze-frame glimpses of a life I’d been banished from.

Even now I remember our last night together, the silky feel of her breasts under my touch, the ultimate tension in my loins as her thighs tightened. Oddly enough, she married into the only family on this planet who held me in lower regard than her own family did. But that’s a long story. Only weeks ago Seattle suffered its most devastating fire in recent history, and the irony that disaster can reunite us just as disaster once split us apart does not elude me. Today I am a lonely man of common tastes, who wonders occasionally not whether his lost love thinks of him as frequently as he thinks of her, but whether she thinks of him at all.

 

This morning I debated whether or not to take the Harley to work, but in the end decided the riots would probably be over by six forty-five when I left the house. The radio reported rock throwing in the Rainier Valley, random gunshots on Beacon Hill, bricks thrown at a fire station several blocks from my home. In the nine days I’d been out of town, the public outcry over the fire had snowballed from bitch sessions to rioting. If things continued in this vein, it was only a matter of time before more deaths were added to the fourteen at the Z Club—fifteen if you counted the witness who was murdered two blocks from the fire.

It was four weeks after the tragedy, a Friday morning, early October, and Seattle was sleepwalking through a typical fall of fog-shrouded mornings and hazy afternoons. The news said rain was moving in.

At the intersection of Martin Luther King and Jackson, a gaggle of black teenagers stood idly in the fog. I could tell from their body language that they’d been out all night, hunting up hassles and emboldening one another with tough talk and macho posturing. A small grocery store on the northwest corner revealed broken windows and graffiti streaming across the front door like cartoon captions. As I waited at the red light, one of the boys realized I was the only motorist at the intersection and threw a half-full beer bottle onto Jackson, where it burst twenty feet from my front tire. Several of them laughed, the others waiting for my reaction. I wanted to tell them that if this was a black-white revolution, perhaps they should go after a white guy instead of yours truly, but all I did was blip my throttle a couple of times and roar away when the light changed.

I’d been in a cocoon of my own making for the past nine days, having flown to Las Vegas on my annual trek with my mom and brother, my real family. I hadn’t had time to catch up on all the news, but I knew the official fire department report had come out two days ago and yesterday the papers had unloaded a bombshell that made the report look like a pack of lies. Since then, all hell had broken loose. While my minor burns from the Z Club fire had healed, the community rebellion had grown worse.

This would be my first shift on Engine 28 in almost a month, and as much as I detested Las Vegas, making the trip each year specifically for my mother and brother, who couldn’t get enough of it, the journey had been a respite from the angry speeches, department arm-twisting, and political diatribes prompted by the Z Club fire.

As did other papers in the country, the Las Vegas Review-Journal had carried daily updates on the unrest in Seattle. USA Today sported a photo of bodies under a large tarpaulin on the sidewalk outside the Z Club, and it was because of those bodies that last Friday and Saturday night African-American youth rioted in Seattle in a manner that hadn’t been seen here since the late sixties. Monday morning, almost sixteen hundred marchers, black and white, forced the mayor to stand in the rain outside the municipal building and give a conciliatory speech about knitting the community back together. So far nobody had been killed in the riots, although one police officer received a broken shoulder when some moron dropped a cinder block from a roof. Each day there had been organized marches, and later, under cover of darkness, a different set of protesters staged mini-riots, break-ins, and looting.

According to reports I heard on the radio, the vice president’s visit this morning had forced the SPD to maintain an expansive presence on the streets. I was afraid my little brother Johnny, who had a penchant for lunacy and a compulsion to be part of any crowd, would get sucked into the maelstrom, so I had hoped the ruckus would have died down by the time we returned from Nevada. In fact, we had taken the Vegas trip a month early trusting in just such an eventuality. But instead of dying down, the turmoil had mushroomed.

Thirteen black civilians and one white firefighter had died at the Z Club fire. One version of the story had a mostly white fire department pouring water into the building in a cowardly style from the sidewalk while frantic young blacks tried to escape the premises without any help. Another version painted a picture of firefighters so intent on saving one of their own that they ignored relatively easy civilian rescues, leaving more than a dozen African Americans to die. If I bought into either of those scenarios, I might have been tempted to march in the streets, too.

Yesterday afternoon the mayor’s office issued its official reaction to the fire department’s report on the Z Club fire and to the news stories yesterday morning which supposedly debunked that report. The TV news had been filled with cautiously worded affirmations from city administrators and fire department brass juxtaposed with statements from the outraged local NAACP chapter president, from angry black ministers, from family and friends of the victims, and from more fortunate partygoers who’d escaped the Z Club that night. Melinda Burns, the lieutenant I would be relieving on Engine 28 this morning, was interviewed during one newscast, announcing rather lamely that it was “always a shame when people had to die at a fire.” From the department’s perspective, the interview probably wasn’t a great idea, since Melinda was white, the victims were black, and that distinction had been the number one topic of contention from the get-go.

Situated on Rainier Avenue, Station 28, my home away from home, was a stereotypical firehouse with three tall roll-up apparatus bay doors and hard tile floors throughout. Because of the institutional nature of our structure and furnishings, I often thought the building could serve as the living quarters for the staff in a state facility, most likely a nuthouse.

I shut off the Harley and rolled into the station without getting off, walking the bike quietly between the rigs to the rear of the station under the basketball hoop. It was seven A.M>., and most of the firefighters from yesterday’s shift were just climbing out of their bunks. In half an hour, today’s crews would take over and hold the fort until seven-thirty tomorrow morning: four firefighters on Ladder 12, three of us on Engine 28, and two paramedics on Medic 28.

Lieutenant Burns, who met me outside the engine officer’s room, was thick through the middle—like someone who’d been drinking beer for too many years—but had been a star athlete in college: rugby and lacrosse. She was anxious about living up to department standards, even though as far as I could tell, she generally surpassed them.

“All heck’s been breaking loose,” she said.

“Oh, yeah?” I left the door open a few inches while I went into the small engine officer’s room, tugged off my motorcycle boots, and stepped into a freshly laundered fire department uniform I’d carried to work in my saddlebags.

“We bunked four times last night,” she said from the hallway. “Had two Dumpster fires down near Alaska. Got called to the South Precinct after they pepper-sprayed a couple of guys outside one of the holding cells. They must have had eighteen or twenty people under arrest for rioting. People are really bent out of shape over that report. Tonight might be more of the same.”

“Yeah, it’s Friday.”

It was unexpected and a little sad to see the black community so angry at the fire department. Historically it was the police department that attracted our wrath, as it had not been too long ago when police officers killed a mentally unstable black man who’d held two women hostage for ten hours. Although the guy had been armed only with a kitchen knife, the police shot him seven times, which did a grand job of stirring up righteous indignation. Four months later when the Z Club fire came along, the black community was still simmering.

“By the way, Melinda. I saw you on the news. You looked good.”

“The chief called and chewed me out. They want either a chief or the PIO to be talking to the media. Nobody else.”

“There was a memo to that effect before I left. You didn’t see it?”

“I did, but they stuck a microphone in my face and asked me to say something, and I just went ahead and shot my mouth off. I don’t know why.”

“So what’s going on around here?” I’d changed and was in the corridor, the two of us walking toward the beanery, which had begun to fill up with yawning firefighters from yesterday’s shift. Somebody was grinding coffee beans in the kitchen alcove.

The kitchen, or the beanery in department parlance, was a big room suffused with the odors of aftershave, yesterday’s cooking, and the residue of smoke from last night’s fires. A television sat in the far corner, and a long wooden table dominated the room. One corner had two refrigerators, a range, and a sink. Rank-and-file firefighters slept in the large bunk room on the other side of the apparatus bay, while the engine and truck officers slept in the offices behind us. The medic room was sandwiched between the officers’ rooms.

Except for Melinda and one incoming medic, everybody in the room was male. Two firefighters in the corner were discussing a bow-hunting trip. Other than that, all talk centered around the civil unrest. When the phone rang, I snapped it up. “Captain Brown. Station Twenty-eight.”

“Cap? This is Garrison. I’m going to be late. I-Five’s a parking lot. I heard on the radio there’s another protest south of the old Rainier Brewery. If it’s like last week, it’ll gum things up for hours.”

“I’ll tell Hannity,” I said, picking up the remote off the table and switching the TV to the local news. A chopper was displaying a sky view of about a hundred fifty sign-waving marchers on Interstate 5. They had taken over all four of the northbound lanes, and the southbound lanes were stalled with gapers. “If Hannity can’t stay over for you, I’m sure somebody else will.”

“All they’re doing is making people mad. There’s going to be like six thousand people late for work.”

“We’ll cover for you.”

Winston, one of the incoming medics, had been studying the TV images and said, “Gee, I wonder how they work that? Do they call their boss and say, ‘I need to take a few hours of comp time so I can be on the freeway fucking up the morning for everybody else?’ Or do they call in sick and scam a day off the company? Or maybe they all work the night shift? Maybe they’re independent entrepreneurs and are planning to make up the lost time by working this evening. Jesus.”

The ridicule in his voice was rich with the implication that none of the black marchers had jobs, thus were able to mess up the day for hardworking white people, who did. The secondary implication was an old one I was familiar with, that the marchers didn’t have jobs because they didn’t want to work for a living.

“The squeaky wheel gets the grease,” said Lieutenant Black cheerfully.

“If you ask me, the squeaky wheel should get greased,” growled Winston, making a gesture toward the TV with thumb and forefinger as if shooting someone.

“If I remember correctly, this is still America,” I said. “A guy decides to march with a sign, you don’t shoot him. That’s banana-republic SOP. Besides, their goal isn’t to foul up commuters. It’s to stall the vice president, who’s landing at Boeing Field at eight o’clock. They want to disrupt his schedule so they can make the national news. I’m not saying it’s right. I’m just saying they’re not out to make regular people late.”

“Whatever it is, it’s a load of crap!” Winston said.

Somebody else said, “You’re right, Captain. If they can tie up the vice president on his way to see the mayor, it’ll make national.”

“The city blew it,” Melinda said, “letting that report out without having all the facts. Then that nine-one-one call on the news. That recording: ‘Help me. Help me. Please don’t leave me here. The firemen keep walking past me.’ They’ve been playing it every half hour. It doesn’t sound good.”

“It had to be a fake,” said Smollen. “No firefighter would leave a victim.”

“They got headlines, all right,” said Lieutenant Black, who’d picked up the remote and switched to the Today show on NBC. The same chopper pictures we’d been viewing locally were being broadcast nationally.

“Anybody read the SFD report?” I asked.

“It’s not in the stations yet,” said Melinda, “but on the news yesterday they said it absolved the fire department of all wrongdoing.”

“As well it should have,” said Winston. “I was at that fire. We worked our butts off. Somebody wants to torch a place, there’s not a lot you can do to stop them. This is just another…” He looked up at me and stopped.

“Go ahead. Say it.”

“This is just another case of the black community not being able to face the fact that their problems are of their own making. I’m sorry, but that’s the way I feel.”

“What about that nine-one-one tape?”

“I don’t know about that. I’d like to see them identify those firefighters who supposedly passed that guy up. If they exist.”

Most people in the fire department kept their thoughts on race, whatever those thoughts were, to themselves. Winston was one of the outspoken ones, and in some ways I appreciated his candor, if not his attitude. The room grew quiet. As a captain I was the ranking officer as well as the only black man in the room. “Opinions are like ass-holes,” I said. “Everyone has one.”

“Yeah, I know,” Winston said. “But you don’t agree?”

“You mean, do I agree the marchers should be shot?”

“I shouldn’t have said that. I mean do you think that tape is legit?”

“It sounded real to me.”

Somebody said, “Where’d that nine-one-one tape come from, anyway? Why didn’t we have it the first day after the fire?”

“Maybe the dispatcher held it back from the city investigators so the fire department wouldn’t look bad,” I said.

“So who was bypassing victims?”

“God only knows,” I said, although in the back of my mind I had an idea.

The most recent and inflammatory news report had been a clip from a dispatch tape reportedly made on the night of the Z Club fire, in which a man who claimed he was trapped in the fire called the 911 dispatchers on his cell phone to tell them that firemen were passing him by. Sounds of fire and even an MSA mask operating could be heard in the background. They were playing snippets of the tape on every newscast. The pleas had been heartrending, given the fact that the man had apparently died shortly thereafter. No survivors had admitted to making the call, and the phone had been found beside one of the victims on the second floor.

“Okay, they’re saying we didn’t try hard enough to get those people out because they were black,” said Winston. “A lot of firefighters at the Z Club were black. They’re trying to make it into this huge racial thing when it wasn’t.”

The worst part about the controversy for black firefighters was that when we defended the black community, we were looked on with suspicion by white firefighters, and when we stuck up for the fire department, the black community called us Uncle Toms. There was no way to win. But then, there never is.

“They just don’t get it,” Winston continued. “Not everything is racial.”

I said, “That’s just it. Everything is racial.”

“How can you say that?”

“How can you deny it?”

“Because it isn’t. Take you, for instance. You’re a captain in the fire department. You got that position because you were black. Not in spite of it. How do you figure you’ve been hurt by racism?”

“You got about a year to listen?”

“Don’t give me that. The type of racism these people are talking about doesn’t exist in Seattle. I doubt it exists anywhere in the country anymore.”

“You paint yourself black for a year and then I might give some thought to what you’re saying.”

“Walk in the other man’s shoes? Is that what you’re telling me? Why don’t you paint yourself white?”

“I’ve already been white.” The room grew quiet. One by one we focused on the TV and the vice president’s motorcade heading onto the freeway. It was a little like watching the O.J. chase, excruciating in its slowness and in the inevitable knowledge that when the motorcade collided with the protesters, the outcome would be dismaying.

Twenty-five minutes later Clyde Garrison had just signed into the daybook when the bell hit, and Garrison, Kitty Acton, and I rushed out to the apparatus bay and climbed onto Engine 28. It was good to be back.



2. THE VICE PRESIDENT’S LIMO RUNS OVER A FOOT

TREY>

Over eighty-five percent of our emergency calls in Seattle are aid calls. This one was in a neighborhood west of the station near the freeway, a few blocks off Graham Street. The house was a pink-and-white rambler on a slight embankment in a pleasant enough neighborhood. I was the first one through the door, followed in rapid succession by Garrison and Acton, lugging the aid kits. The first thing I noticed were two angry black men standing in the kitchen in Raiders jackets, looking as if they’d arrived just moments in front of us.

Our patient was in her sixties, wearing warm clothing but no jacket, the toes of her shoes wet, as if she’d traipsed across the same grass wetted by the overnight fog we’d just crossed. She was weeping so copiously she could barely see us, her raspberry-colored blouse and huge bosom streaked with tiny comets of tears.

“What’s going on this morning?” I asked.

“The police sprayed me. I’m sixty-one years old, and they went and sprayed me.”

“Were you at the march?” I asked. When she didn’t reply, I glanced into the kitchen, where the two brothers had been joined by two more brothers, one wearing a white bandanna on his head. He had watery eyes, too, though he wasn’t as bad off as our patient.

“Motherfuckin’ president’s ride ran over some woman’s foot,” he said. “We’re going to sue that motherfucker.”

“How you going to do that? He’s going to be outa town in twenty-four hours,” said one of the other men.

“Somebody’s going to pay.”

“It was the vice president’s motorcade,” said Clyde Garrison under his breath. “Not the president’s.” He took a reading of our patient’s blood pressure while I got a quick medical history, and Kitty began irrigating the woman’s eyes with lactated ringers from our aid kit.

“Fuckin’ tear gas,” said one of the men, stepping into the kitchen doorway. “My mother never even got to the demonstration.”

“The best treatment is to irrigate with water,” I said. “It usually takes about twenty minutes.”

“What do you mean, ‘irrigate’? I don’t want nobody irrigating my mother.”

“We wash her eyes,” said Kitty.

It took just over twenty minutes before she felt better. As we left, the brother with the pepper-sprayed eyes stood in the middle of the living room blocking our exit just enough so that we had to detour around him. He stared at me as if we were about to step into the ring together and said, “If you’re done, I want your funky Uncle Tom ass out of here.”

One of the older men from the kitchen said, “Hey, thanks for coming,” then turned to the man in the bandanna and said, “Shut up, DeShawn.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, staring at the man in the white bandanna as if he’d been the one to thank us.

Outside, Kitty was furious. “They call us for help and then act like we’re intruders. There’s just no gratitude.” During the drive back to the station, Garrison and I kept our thoughts to ourselves while Kitty, a tall, slender woman with a penchant for letting little things eat at her for an entire shift, continued to rant. To make it worse, she found a broken eggshell and a yellow smear of raw egg on top of the crew cab.

When we got back to the station everybody was gathered in the beanery along with our battalion chief and a civilian woman who appeared to be half black and half Filipina. You could tell everybody in the room was being super polite because of her. It suddenly hit me where I knew her from. Her name was—

“Jamie Estevez,” said Chief Horst, looking at me, “let me introduce Captain Brown.”

She stood and reached for my hand. “I’ve heard good things about you, Captain.”

“You’re on the news. Channel Four?”

“I was on four. I’ve signed a contract with KIRO, but I won’t be there for a few months.”

Although she had never been one of my favorites, I had to admit Jamie Estevez was arguably the best-looking news reporter in the area, and whenever she showed up on TV, somebody in the station remarked on it. She had black shoulder-length hair, mocha skin, dark eyes, and a figure that several of the guys in the room were trying hard not to ogle, currently displayed to good effect in high heels, a hot pink blouse, and a navy skirt and blazer.

When Kitty Acton entered the room, she began plying Estevez with questions about the news business. Chief Horst stared at me through the general chatter that was beginning to fill the room and said, “I’ve brought a man to replace you for a couple of hours while we go to a meeting. Can Acton act?”

“What’s going on?”

“All I know is, I have orders to skip the conference call this morning and drive you and Ms. Estevez to a meeting. They’re in a hurry.”

“This isn’t about the award, is it?”

“I have no idea.”

“Do you know what this is about?” I said, interrupting Kitty’s interrogation of our guest. I might have waited for her to finish, but Kitty didn’t finish anything verbal in less than half an hour; we called her Chatty Kathy.

Estevez turned to me. “Can we talk about it in the chief’s car?”



3. WHATEVER YOU DO, DON’T TELL HIM HOW HE FIGURES INTO THIS

JAMIE ESTEVEZ>

As we sat around the kitchen table at Station 28, engaging in the kind of chitchat strangers use to whittle down the time they must spend together, I tried to decide whether I’d made a mistake taking on a project that was going to bite a good chunk out of my life, both in terms of time and emotional involvement. Having arrived at Station 28 just as Engine 28 careened out onto Rainier Avenue and sped away, we’d been forced to wait almost thirty-five minutes. I’d caught a fleeting glimpse of Captain Brown as they sped off, a man with a small mustache and a chiseled profile. I hadn’t been expecting him to be black, although given the circumstances, it certainly made sense. I had, in the way that I irrationally expect it of all firemen, expected him to be handsome, however, and was not disappointed.

Finally somebody said Engine 28 was returning, and a minute later Captain Brown came shambling through the door as if he owned this half of the world. Even in a room filled with confident firefighters, Captain Brown stood out as the big dog.

Except for Chief Horst, all of the men in the room were big, with thick arms and shoulders, but none were sculpted like a professional athlete until Captain Brown showed up—the kind of macho bastard I’d been falling for my whole life. His skin tone was a couple of shades lighter than mine, and his eyes were gray and bore evidence of more than one Caucasian ancestor. When he spoke, his voice was deep and rumbling, a voice that should have had a tranquilizing effect, yet I found myself nervous and unexpectedly hoping he was either gay or taken.

After we piled into the chief’s Suburban, the two men sitting up front, Captain Brown turned around and said, “So what’s up?”

I cleared my throat. “I’ve been retained by a group calling themselves the Z Club Citizens for Truth. They’ve asked for and received permission to set up an independent inquiry into the Z Club fire, with city funding. They’ve hired me to investigate the fire and write a report.”

“Because of the nine-one-one call?”

“That and other things. Nobody was happy with the official report before that call became public, but now there’s even more reason for a second inquiry.”

“We’ve already got a number of investigations, don’t we?” Captain Brown asked. “There’s the fire department report. Labor and Industries is doing one. And ATF.”

“This one will be accountable only to the families of the victims.”

“Are you working for KIRO TV or for this group?”

“For the Z Club Citizens for Truth.”

“So where are we headed?”

“We’re on our way to meet with the committee.”

Captain Brown turned to Chief Horst. “I don’t understand why I’m here, Chief.”

“All I can say is, I got a phone call this morning from Chief Douglas. Said Ms. Estevez was showing up and we were to take you along. Arrange the manpower and be there by nine o’clock. That’s all I know. We’re already late. Mount Zion Baptist Church.”

“Where we’ll be talking to community leaders and your big chief,” I added. “I assume they’re going to give me whatever parameters they feel are necessary, and we’ll proceed from there.”

“I still don’t see why they need me at this meeting.”

“I’ve asked for an assistant from the fire department,” I said. “Somebody who knows all the players.” Horst, who had warned me not to let on that Captain Brown would be the appointed liaison, tossed me a look over his shoulder.

“You don’t think they’re going to try to saddle me with it, do you?” Brown asked.

“I’m sure I would look forward to working with you, too.”

“That’s not what I meant. I meant—”

“I know what you meant,” I said, “and I’m sure you don’t have anything to worry about.”

“Well, I’m glad I’m not going to be part of it. Good luck. This whole thing is going to be explosive. I wouldn’t touch it with a ten-foot pole.”

It was quiet for a while, our silence punctuated by the sounds of the fire department radio mounted on the dash. Chief Horst and I both knew Captain Brown had already been selected. After a bit, Horst said, “Ms. Estevez started out in radio and TV in Spokane. Isn’t that right?” He peered at me in the rearview mirror.

“Something like that. How long have you been in the fire department, Captain Brown?”

“Going on fifteen years.”

“You don’t look old enough.”

“You look like you just got out of high school yourself.” He turned around and faced me, and as he looked me over, I could feel my face heating up.

Probably my biggest flaw—and the reason I wasn’t with somebody now—was that I gravitated toward rebels and mavericks (my high school sweetheart got kicked off the football team and the basketball team), iconoclasts, people my grandmother would have called dadgummed chicken thieves. It was probably the reason I was mulling over what Chief Horst had told me on the drive to Station 28. He said Brown had pissed off a lot of people downtown by not showing up to accept an award they wanted to give him for his actions at the Z Club fire. To make matters worse, there were people in the black community who interpreted his refusal of the award as support for their contention that the fire had been run badly.

The three of us remained silent for most of the drive. We were headed for the Mount Zion Baptist Church, probably the largest African-American church in the region and certainly in the city, where the pastor and deacons had been instrumental in trying to quell unrest during the past few weeks. Ironically, they’d also been instrumental in stirring up that same unrest with repeated public pronouncements that they suspected a cover-up.

Under the stoplight at 23rd and Jackson, the intersection was mobbed with people waving signs, marching, chanting, and shouting at cars. On the far corner a cluster of black males shouted angrily at passing vehicles. “You can’t kill us anymore! You can’t kill us anymore!” Several of the signs that people carried had large photographs of victims from the Z Club fire, mostly enlarged high school yearbook photos, grainy and sad in their blurriness. A hundred feet from the intersection a solitary police car was parked on the sidewalk outside a Starbucks coffee shop, two burly officers looking on with what I could only term feigned disinterest.

When we caught the red light and stopped, our fire department vehicle quickly became the focus of a splinter group of sign carriers, all women, stepping into the street to get a gander at the fools in the SFD Suburban. If half an hour earlier I’d been asked whether five middle-aged women in ski parkas carrying signs on sticks could have frightened the living hell out of me, I would have scoffed at the suggestion. But that’s exactly what they were doing: approaching so that their signs rattled against the roof and the spittle from their shouting peppered my window, which they beckoned angrily for me to lower. They shouted at Captain Brown to lower his, too, and for a few moments I was afraid he was going to because he began fumbling with the controls, inexplicably failing at each attempt. Only after we vacated the intersection did he lower the window and then raise it, causing me to laugh nervously at the realization that he’d been toying with them. I wondered if he’d done it out of some warped sense of fun or as a defense mechanism to stall the women.

The chief and captain were both in uniform, but God only knew what the protesters thought I was doing in my pink blouse and navy blazer besides sweating.

I read as many signs as I could. “First the cops/now the firemen.” “JUSTice for the Z Club.” “What Really Happened?” And my two favorites, probably because of the misspellings: “Stop the Z Club liers.” “Give us the truth. Don’t let our children die in vane.”

As we passed Fire Station 6 three blocks later, we could see where the building had been pelted by stones, vegetables, and eggs, with two windows in the garage doors broken. Somebody had spray painted something on one of the building’s cream-colored outer walls, but it had been hastily painted over.

Frankly, if I’d known what a powder keg the situation was, I might not have agreed, but two weeks earlier I’d pledged my support to Miriam Beckmann, the founder of the Z Club Citizens for Truth. She convinced me that my training and my standing in the community made me uniquely qualified to head up a secondary probe, should the results of the first probe turn out to be unsatisfactory.

“Can’t investigate yourself,” Miriam had said to me on the phone the night before. “And this new tape from the nine-one-one dispatchers proves it.”
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