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would get out in case of fire, the man snarls: ‘You wouldn’t.’

i:ﬂpi‘a.l'nﬂl'ul.l'Fudhﬂs pn'mm, though monastic, quanﬂfsmmafmn:rmmupsrﬂlrﬁ' A
seldom-used, highly polished pole isin background.

behind the counter deesn’t seem im-
pressed, He merely grunts when Purl
inteoduces himsalf and asks to see the
boiler. The man jerks his head toward
the back room, amd there Purl finds a
passable furnace but an unacceptable
stash of litter piled against the rear
exit. He returns. “"With that back door
blocked, how the hell would you get out

of here in case of fire?"" Purl asks. Now
the man’s grunt sounds more like a
snarl. “You wouldnt,” he says. Purl
frowns. **You better get it cleared,
then.” The man glares. “There isn't no
place to go out there anyway,” he says.
“Just a tiny space between the build-
i.n III

Es‘fw're supposed to have bwo en-

trances."

“Well, I'll clear it ouwf then."

Purl heads for the one door that
works, “We'll probably be back in three
or four months to check,' he says. “I'l
mark you OQK, though. But you take
care of it."

The men of Engine Company 28 re-
turn to quarters. Their obligations (o
the computer printouts have been ful-
filled for now. Other dutfes await.

A visitor on any given day might find
the crew stretching and recolling the
hoses {a precaution against wear and
kinking), washing the windows, serub-
bing the wooden stairways with a stiff
brush, practicing with the Mine Safety
Appliance (a clumsy but effective brea-
thing device with air tank and face
mask}), tyving knots {(another frequent
drilly, shining the two brass poles {in-
frequently used but still in place),
swabbing the main room, hosing down
the pumper’s undercarriage {on “Un-
derneath Day™)y. . . .

But wisitors seldom do come by to see
the work. “Years ago, they tell us, the
neighbors were really friendly,”” says
Lt. Craven. “They used to come down
and shoot the breeze with the firemen.
MNow evervthing’'s changed; they aren’t
like that anymore. Oh, they'll say hello
to you as they go by, but they used to
hang around and shoot the bull with the
firemen, bring cakes. We had one old-
timer, 1 understand, who was here 37
yvears. He walched the kids grow up,

and they invited him to their wed-
dings.”

Al night, the firchouse feels more like
g lonely outpost than a community in-
stitution. The men begin to yawn and
strebeh around 10 p.om. They used the
last bit of their energy to watch “Benny
Hill" on Channel 32 before they retire.
“That's it," says Jim O'Brien. " ‘Benny
Hill' is gone." And in a moment, 0"Brien
i5 gone, too, upstairs im his cot, sound
asleep. Soon, all of them leave — Lt.
Kaufmann (to his separate but monas-
tie quarters in the front room upstairs),
engineer Bob von Vrasck, Tony Tas-
sone, Fred Martan.

They leave Joe Pawlak, the youngest
regular, to stand watch., He spends the
three hours looking with disinterest at a=
couple of mindless films-made-for-TV,

Tony Tassone relieves him, announc-
ing his arrival with groans and loud
yvawns. He still doesn't feel very well, so
he stretches on the two park benches
and stares al an even more mindless
late movie,

Tassome must not sleep during this
time, Somehow, he keeps his eyes half-
open, and when the telegraph key
sounds one of its infrequent clacks, his
head moves sideways half an inch until
the code numbers move on to another
district far away, perhaps to a “busy"
house, where the men fight off fires
ingtead of slumber during the last 1{!
hours of their 24.
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