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To my sons, Cosmo and Joe—
I couldn’t be prouder
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To see a world in a grain of sand

And a heaven in a wild flower,

Hold infinity in the palm of your hand

And eternity in an hour.



William Blake, “Auguries of Innocence”                  


Prologue

I couldn’t move, not even a little finger or a flicker of an eye. I couldn’t open my mouth to scream.

I struggled, as hard as I could, to move the huge hulk that my body had become, but I was trapped under the hull of a vast ship wrecked on the ocean floor and moving was impossible.

My eyelids were welded shut. My eardrums broken. My vocal cords snapped off.

Pitch-dark and silent and so heavy in there; a mile of dense water above me.

Only one thing for it, I said to myself, thinking of you, and I slipped out of the wrecked ship of my body into the black ocean.

I swam upwards towards the daylight with all my strength.

Not a mile deep after all.

Because I was suddenly in a white room, brightly gleaming, smelling pungently of antiseptic. I heard voices and my name.

I saw that the body part of “me” was in a hospital bed. I watched a doctor holding my eyelids open and shining a light into my eyes; another was tipping my bed back, another putting an IV into my arm.

You won’t be able to believe this. You’re a man who dams rivers and climbs mountains, a man who knows the laws of nature and physics. “Hogwash!” you’ve said to the TV when anyone talks about anything paranormal. Although you’ll be kinder to your wife, not consigning my words to be fed to pigs, you’ll think it’s impossible. But out-of-body experiences do happen. You read about it in the papers, hear people talking about it on the radio.

But if this was real, what should I do? Push my way through the doctors and elbow out the nurse who was shaving my head? “Excuse me! Gangway! Sorry! My body, I think. I’m right here actually!”

Thinking ridiculous things because I was afraid.

Sick, goose bumps, shivering afraid.

And as I felt afraid I remembered.

Blistering heat and raging flames and suffocating smoke.

The school was on fire.
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You were in your important BBC meeting this afternoon, so you I won’t have felt the strong warm breeze—“A godsend for sports day,” parents were saying to each other. I thought that even if a God existed, he’d be a little tied up with starving people in Africa or abandoned orphans in Eastern Europe to worry about providing free air-conditioning for Sidley House School’s sack race.

The sun shone on the white lines painted on the grass; the whistles hanging around the teachers’ necks glinted; the children’s hair was shiny-bright. Touchingly too-big feet on small legs bounced on the grass as they did the one-hundred-meter dash, the sack race, the obstacle course. You can’t really see the school from the playing field in summer time—those huge pollarded oaks hide it from view—but I knew a reception class of four-year-olds was still in there and I thought it was a shame the youngest children couldn’t be out enjoying the afternoon too.

Adam was wearing his “I am 8!” badge from our card this morning—just this morning. He came hurrying up to me, that little face of his beaming, because he was off to get his cake from school right now! Rowena had to get the medals so was going with him; Rowena who was at Sidley House with Jenny all those moons ago.

As they left, I looked around to see if Jenny had arrived. I’d thought that after her A-level disaster she should immediately start revision for her retakes, but she still wanted to work at Sidley House to pay for her planned trip to Canada. Strange to think I minded so much.

I’d thought her being a temporary teaching assistant at seventeen was challenge enough—and now she was school nurse for the afternoon. We’d gently crossed swords at breakfast.

“It’s just a little young to have that much responsibility.”

“It’s a primary school sports day, Mum, not a motorway crash.”

But now her shift was almost over—with no accidents at all—and soon she’d be out to join us. I was sure she’d be itching to leave that small stuffy medical room stuck at the top of the school.

I’d noticed at breakfast that she was wearing that red froufrou skirt with a skimpy top and I’d told her it didn’t really look very professional, but when did Jenny ever listen to my advice on clothes?


“Just count your lucky stars I’m not in bumsters.”

“You mean the jeans that hang around boys’ bottoms?”

“Yup.”

“I always want to go and give them a hitch up.”

She bursts out laughing.

And her long legs do look rather wonderful under the too-short, gauzy skirt; and despite myself I feel a little proud. Though she got her long legs from you.



On the playing field, Maisie arrived, her blue eyes sparkling, her face one large smile. Some people dismiss her as slightly eccentric in her fun shirts (long sleeves a different pattern to the rest) but most of us love her.

“Gracie,” she said, giving me a hug. “I’ve come to give Rowena a lift home. She texted me a little while ago, said the tubes were up the spout. So Chauffeur-Mum to the fore!”

“She’s getting the medals,” I told her. “Adam’s gone with her to get his cake. They should be back any minute.”

She smiled. “What kind of cake this year?”

“A chocolate tray-bake. Addie dug out a trench with a teaspoon, and we took off all the candy and replaced it with soldiers. It’s a World War One cake. Which is violent but fits with the curriculum, so I don’t think anyone’ll mind.”

She laughed. “Fantastic.”

“Not really, but he thinks so.”

“Is she your best friend, Mum?” Adam asked me recently.

“Probably, yes,” I said.

Maisie handed me a “little something” for Adam, beautifully wrapped, which I knew would contain a spot-on present. She’s brilliant at presents. It’s one of the many things I love her for. Another is that she ran in the mothers’ race every single year that Rowena was at Sidley House and came in last by a mile every time but didn’t give a hoot! She has never owned a piece of Lycra clothing and, unlike virtually every other mother at Sidley House, has never been inside a gym.

I know. I’m dawdling on that sunny playing field with Maisie. I’m sorry. But it’s hard. What I’m getting to is just so bloody hard.

Maisie left to find Rowena in the school.

I checked my watch; it was almost three.

Still no sign of either Jenny or Adam.

The PE teacher blew his whistle for the last race—the relay—bellowing through his loudspeaker for teams to get in position. I worried that Addie would get into trouble for not being in his designated place.

I looked back at the school, thinking surely I’d see them coming towards me any moment.

Smoke was coming from the school building. Thick black smoke like a bonfire. I remember the calm most of all. The absence of panic. But knowing it was accelerating towards me, like a juggernaut.

I had to hide. Quickly. No. I am not in danger. This terror isn’t for me. My children are in danger.

It hit me in the chest, full on.

There is a fire and they are in there.

They are in there.

And then I was running at the velocity of a scream. Running so hard that I didn’t have time to breathe.

A running scream that can’t stop until I hold them both.

Darting across the road, I heard sirens blaring on the bridge. But the fire engines weren’t moving. There were abandoned cars by the traffic lights blocking their path, and women were getting out of other cars just left in the middle of the road and were running across the bridge towards the school. But all the mothers were at the sports day. What were these women doing, kicking off their high-wedged shoes and tripping over flip-flops and screaming as they ran, like me? I recognized one, the mother of a reception child. They were the mothers of the four-year-olds coming to do their usual pickup. One had left a toddler in her abandoned SUV and the toddler was hitting the window as he watched his mother in this ghastly mothers’ race.

And then I was there first, before the other mothers because they still had to cross the road and run down the drive.

And the four-year-olds were lined up outside the school with their teacher, a neat little two-by-two line; and Maisie was with the teacher, with her arm around her, and I saw how shaken the teacher looked. Behind them black smoke poured out of the school like a factory chimneystack, staining the summer-blue sky.

And Adam was outside—outside!—by that bronze statue—and he was sobbing against Rowena and she was holding him tightly. And in that moment of relief, love flooded out from me not only onto my boy but onto the girl who was comforting him.

I allowed myself a second, maybe two, to feel gut-wrenching relief for Adam and then I was looking for Jenny. Bobbed blond hair, slender. No one like Jenny outside. From the bridge the sirens wailed.

And the four-year-olds were starting to cry as they saw their mothers, running full tilt towards them down the drive, tears streaming down their faces, arms outstretched, waiting for that moment to hold their child.

And I turned towards the burning building, black smoke billowing out of the classrooms on the second and third floors.

Jenny.
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I ran up the main steps to the school and opened the door into the small vestibule, and for a moment everything was normal. There was that framed photo on the wall of the first pupils at Sidley House, smiling their baby teeth smiles. (Rowena exceptionally pretty then, Jenny our gawky little duckling.) There was the day’s lunch menu, with pictures as well as words: fish pie and peas. And I was overwhelmingly reassured. It was like coming into school every morning.

I tried to open the door from the vestibule into the school itself. For the first time I realized how heavy it was. A fire door. My hands were shaking too hard to get a grip on the handle properly. And it was hot. I’d had my shirtsleeves rolled high up. I unrolled them and tugged them over my hand. Then I pulled the door open.

I screamed her name. Over and over. And each time I screamed her name, smoke came into my mouth and throat and lungs until I couldn’t scream anymore.

The sound of burning, hissing, and spitting; a giant serpent of fire coiling through the building.

Above me something collapsed. I heard and felt the thud.

And then a roar of rage as the fire discovered fresh oxygen.

The fire was above me.

Jenny was above me.

I could just see my way to the stairs. I started climbing them, the heat getting stronger, the smoke thicker.

I got to the first floor.

The heat punched me full in the body and face.

I couldn’t see anything—blacker than hell.

I had to get to the third floor.

To Jenny.

The smoke went into my lungs, and I was breathing barbed wire.

I dropped onto my hands and knees, remembering from some distant fire drill at my old school that this is where oxygen is found. By some small miracle I found I could breathe.

I crawled forwards, a blind person without a stick, fingers tapping in front of me, trying to find the next flight of stairs. I ought to have been crossing the reading area with the huge, brightly colored rug. I felt the rug under my fingers, the nylon melting and crinkling in the heat, and my fingertips were burning. I was afraid my fingertips would soon be too burnt to feel. I was like the man in Adam’s mythology book, holding on to Ariadne’s thread to find his way out of the labyrinth—only my thread was a melting rug.

I reached the end of the rug and felt the texture change, and then I felt the first step.

I began to climb the stairs up to the second floor, on my hands and knees, keeping my face down to the oxygen.

And all the time I was refusing to believe it could really be happening. This place was soft-cheeked children and fidgeting on the stairs and washing lines strung up across classrooms with flying pennants of children’s drawings. It was reading books and chapter books and bean-bags and fruit cut up into slices at snack time.

It was safe.

Another step.

All around me I heard and felt chunks of Jenny’s and Adam’s childhoods crashing down.

Another step.

I felt dizzy, poisoned by something in the smoke.

Another step.

It was a battle. Me against this living, breathing fire that wanted to kill my child.

Another step.

I knew I’d never get to the third floor, that it would kill me before I could reach her.

I felt her at the top of the stairs. She had managed to get down one flight.

She was my little girl and I was here and everything was going to be all right now.

“Jenny?”

She didn’t speak or move and the fire’s roar was getting closer and I couldn’t breathe much longer.

I tried to pick her up as if she were still tiny, but she was too heavy.

I dragged her down the stairs, trying to use my body to shield her from the heat and smoke. I wouldn’t think how badly hurt she was. Not yet. Not till the bottom of the stairs. Not until she was safe.

I cried to you, silently, as if by telepathy I could summon you to help us.

And as I dragged her, step by step, down the stairs, trying to get away from burning heat and raging flames and smoke, I thought of love. I held on to it. And it was cool and clear and quiet.

Maybe there was telepathy between us, because at that moment you must have been in your meeting with the BBC commissioning editors about the follow-up to your Hostile Environments series. You’d done sweltering, steamy jungles and blazing, arid deserts, and you wanted the next series to be in the contrasting frozen wilds of Antarctica. So maybe it was you who helped me envisage a silent, white acreage of love as I dragged Jenny down the stairs.

But before I reached the bottom, something hit me, throwing me forwards, and everything went dark.

As I lost consciousness I talked to you.

I said, “An unborn baby doesn’t need air at all, did you know that?” I thought you probably didn’t. When I was pregnant with Jenny, I found out everything I could, but you were too impatient for her to arrive to bother with her prologue. So you don’t know that an unborn baby, swimming around in amniotic fluid, can’t take a breath or she would drown. There aren’t any temporary gills so that she can swim, fishlike, until birth. No, the baby gets her oxygen from the umbilical cord attached to her mother. I felt like an oxygen supply attached to a tiny, intrepid diver.

But the moment she was born, the oxygen supply was cut off and she entered the new element of air. There was a moment of silence, a precipitous second, as if she stood on the edge of life, deciding. In the old days they used to slap the baby to hear the reassuring yell of lungs filled with air. Nowadays they look closely to see the minute rise of a baby-soft chest, and listen to the whispering—in and out—to know that life in the new medium of air has begun.

And then I cried and you cheered—actually cheered!—and the baby equipment trolley was wheeled out, no need for that now. A normal delivery. A healthy infant. To join all the billions of others on the planet who breathe, in and out, without thinking about it.

The next day your sister sent me a bouquet of roses with Gypsophila, known as “baby’s breath,” sprays of pretty white flowers. But a newborn baby’s breath is finer than a single parachute from a blown dandelion clock.

You told me once that when you lose consciousness, the last of the senses to go is hearing. In the darkness I thought I heard Jenny take a dandelion-clock breath.
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I told you already what happened when I woke up—that I was trapped under the hull of a vast ship wrecked on the ocean floor.

That I slipped out of the wrecked ship of my body into the dark ocean and swam upwards towards the daylight.

That I saw the body part of “me” in a hospital bed.

That I felt afraid and, as I felt fear, I remembered.

Blistering heat and raging flames and suffocating smoke.

Jenny.

I ran from the room to find her. Do you think I should have tried to go back into my body? But what if I was trapped, uselessly, inside again, but this time couldn’t get out? How would I find her then?

In the burning school, I had searched for her in darkness and smoke. Now I was in brightly lit white corridors, but the desperation to find her was the same. Panicking, I forgot about the me in the hospital bed and I went up to a doctor, asking where she was: “Jennifer Covey. Seventeen years old. My daughter. She was in a fire.” The doctor turned away. I went after him, shouting, “Where’s my daughter?” He still walked away from me.

I interrupted two nurses. “Where’s my daughter? She was in a fire. Jenny Covey.”

They carried on talking to each other.

Again and again I was ignored.

I started screaming, loud as I could, screaming the house down, but everyone around me was deaf and blind.

Then I remembered that it was me who was mute and invisible.

No one would help me find her.

I ran down a corridor, away from the ward where my body was and into other wards, and then on again, frantically searching.

“I can’t believe you’ve lost her!” said the nanny who lives in my head. She arrived just before I gave birth to Jenny, her critical voice replacing my teachers’ praise. “You’re never going to find her like this, are you?”

She was right. Fear had turned me into a Brownian motion molecule, darting hither and thither, with no logic or clear direction.

I thought of you, what you would do, and made myself slow down.

You would start on the bottom floor, far left, like you do at home when something is lost for good, and then you’d work your way to the far right, then up to the next floor, methodically doing a sweep and finding the missing mobile phone/earring/number 8 Beast Quest book.

Thinking about Beast Quest books and missing earrings, because the tiny details of our lives helped to root me, calmed me a little.

So I went more slowly along the corridors, although desperate to run, trying to read signs rather than race past them. There were signs to elevator banks, and Oncology and Outpatients and Pediatrics—a mini-kingdom of wards and clinics and operating theaters and support services.

A sign to the mortuary tore into my vision and lodged there, but I wouldn’t go to the mortuary. Wouldn’t even consider it.

I saw a sign to Accident & Emergency. Maybe she hadn’t been transferred to a ward yet. I ran as fast as I could towards it.

I went in. A woman on a trolley was pushed past, bleeding. A doctor was running, his stethoscope flapping against his stomach; the doors to the ambulance bay swung open and a screeching siren filled the white corridor, panic bouncing off the walls. A place of urgency and tension and pain.

I looked into cubicle after cubicle, flimsy blue curtains dividing intense scenes from separate dramas. In one cubicle was Rowena, barely conscious. Maisie was sobbing next to her, but I only paused long enough to see that it wasn’t Jenny and then I moved on.

At the end of the corridor was a room rather than a cubicle.

I’d noticed doctors going in, and none coming out.

I went in.

There was someone appallingly hurt on the bed in the middle of the room, surrounded by doctors.

I didn’t know it was her.

I had known her baby’s cry from any other baby’s almost the moment she was born; her calling for Mummy had sounded unique, unmistakable among other toddlers; I could find her face immediately, however crowded the stage. I knew her more intimately than I knew myself.

As a baby I knew every square centimeter of her, each hair in her eyebrows. I’d watched them being drawn, pencil stroke by pencil stroke, in the first days after birth. For months, I’d stared down at her for hour after hour, day after day, as I fed her from my breasts. It was dark the February she was born, and as spring turned to summer it brought increased clarity in how I knew her.

For nine months, I’d had her heart beating inside my body, two heartbeats for every one of mine.

How could I not know it was her?

I turned to leave the room.

I saw sandals on the appallingly damaged person on the bed. The sandals with sparkly gems that I’d bought her from Russell & Bromley as an absurdly early and out-of-season Christmas present.

Lots of people have those kind of sandals, lots and lots; they must manufacture thousands of them. It doesn’t mean it’s Jenny. It can’t mean it’s Jenny. Please.

Her blond glinting hair was charred, her face swollen and horribly burnt. Two doctors were talking about percentage of BSA, and I realized they were discussing the percentage of her body that was burnt. Twenty-five percent.

“Jenny?” I shouted. But she didn’t open her eyes. Was she deaf to me too? Or was she unconscious? I hoped that she was, because her pain would be unbearable.

I left the room, just for a moment. A drowning person coming up for one gulp of air before going back into that depth of compassion as I looked at her. I stood in the corridor and closed my eyes.

“Mum?”

I’d know her voice anywhere.

I looked down at a girl crouched on the floor, her arms around her knees.

The girl I’d recognize among a thousand faces.

My second heartbeat.

I put my arms around her.

“What are we, Mum?”

“I don’t know, sweetheart.”

It may seem strange, but I didn’t even really wonder. The fire had burnt away everything I once thought of as normal. Nothing made sense anymore.

A trolley with Jenny’s body on it was wheeled past us, surrounded by medical staff. They’d covered her up using a sheet like a tent so the fabric wouldn’t touch her burns.

Beside me I felt her flinch.

“Did you see your body?” I asked. “Before they covered it, I mean.”

I’d tried to let out the words delicately, but they fell with a clump on the floor, forming a boorish, brutal question.

“Yeah, I did. ‘Return of the living dead’ kind of summarizes it, doesn’t it?”

“Jen, sweetheart—”

“This morning I was worried about blackheads on my nose. Blackheads. How ridiculous is that, Mum?”

I tried to comfort her, but she shook her head. She wanted me to ignore her tears and believe the act she was putting on. Needed me to. The one where she is still funny, lively, buoyant Jenny.

A doctor was talking to a nurse as they passed us.

“The dad’s on his way, poor bloke.”

We hurried to find you.
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The large hospital atrium was crowded with press. Your TV fame from presenting the Hostile Environments series had attracted them. “Not fame, Gracie,” you’d corrected me once. “Familiarity. Like a tin of baked beans.”

A smartly dressed man arrived, and the people who’d been buzzing around with cameras and microphones moved towards him. I wondered if Jenny also felt vulnerable and exposed in this swarm of people, but if she did, she gave no sign of it. She’s always shared your courage.

“This will just be a brief statement,” the suited man said, looking annoyed at their presence. “Grace and Jennifer Covey were admitted at four fifteen this afternoon with serious injuries. They are now being treated for those injuries in our specialist units. Rowena White was also admitted suffering from minor burns and smoke inhalation. At this point we have no further information. I’d be grateful if you would now wait outside the hospital rather than here.”

“How did the fire start?” a journalist asked the suited man.

“That’s a question for the police, not us. Now if you’ll excuse me.”

They carried on shouting out their questions, but we were looking through the glass wall of the atrium for you. I’d been looking for our Prius, and it was Jenny who spotted you first.

“He’s here.”

You were getting out of an unfamiliar car. The BBC must have driven you in one of theirs.

Sometimes looking at your face is like looking in the mirror—so familiar it’s become a part of me. But there was a mask of anxiety covering your usual face, making it strange. I hadn’t realized that you are nearly always smiling.

You came into the hospital, and it was all wrong seeing you here in this hectic, frightening, sanitized place. You are in the kitchen getting a bottle of wine out of the fridge or in the garden waging a new offensive against snails, or driving out to dinner, me next to you, bemoaning traffic jams and praising the GPS. You belong next to me on the sofa and on the right-hand side of our bed, moving slowly in the night towards mine. Even your appearances on TV in a jungle on the other side of the world are watched by me and the children on our family squashy sofa, the foreign mediated through the familiar.

You didn’t belong here.

Jenny ran to you and put her arms around you, but you didn’t know she was there and hurried on, half running up to the reception desk, your stride jerky with shock.

“My wife and daughter are here, Grace and Jenny Covey.”

For a moment the receptionist reacted—she must have seen you on TV—and then she looked at you with sympathy.

“I’ll beep Dr. Gawande, and he’ll come to get you straightaway.”

Your fingers drummed on the counter, your eyes flicking around, a cornered animal.

The journalists hadn’t yet spotted you. Maybe that mask over your old face had foxed them. Then Tara, my ghastly colleague at the Richmond Post, made a beeline towards you. As she reached you she smiled. Smiled.

“Tara Connor. I know your wife.”

You ignored her, scanning the room and seeing a young doctor hastening towards you.

“Dr. Gawande?” you said.

“Yes.”

“How are they?” Your quiet voice was screaming.

Other journalists had seen you now and were coming towards you.

“The consultants will be able to give you a fuller picture,” Dr. Gawande said. “Your wife has been taken to have an MRI scan and will then return to our acute neurology ward. Your daughter has been taken to our burns unit.”

“I want to see them.”

“Of course. I’ll take you to your daughter first. You can see your wife as soon as she’s finished her MRI, which will be in about twenty minutes.”

As you left the foyer with the young doctor, journalists hung back a little, demonstrating unexpected compassion. But Tara brazenly followed.

“What do you think about Silas Hyman?” she asked you.

For one moment you turned to her, registering her question, and then you walked quickly on.

The young doctor accompanied you swiftly past the outpatient clinics, which were deserted now, the lights off. But in one empty waiting room a television had been left on. You stopped for a moment.

On the screen, a BBC News 24 interviewer was standing in front of the gates to the school. I used to tell Addie that it was a seaside house that had grown too big for the seafront and had to move inland. Now its pastel blue stuccoed façade was blackened and charred, its cream window frames burnt away to reveal pictures of the destruction inside. That gentle old building, so intricately associated with Adam’s warm hand holding mine at the beginning of the day and his running, relieved little face at the end of the day, had been brutally maimed.

You looked so shocked, and I knew what you were thinking because I’d felt the same when the rug was melting in my hands and masonry was falling around me—if fire can do this to bricks and plaster, what damage must it do to a living girl?

“How did we get out of there?” Jenny asked.

“I don’t know.”

On the TV, a reporter was giving the facts but, shocked by the image on screen, I caught only fragments of what he was saying. I don’t think you were listening at all, just staring at the school’s cadaver.

“… private school in London … cause at the moment unknown. Fortunately most children were at sports day. Otherwise the injuries and death toll … Emergency services were prevented from reaching the scene as desperate parents … One thing as yet to be explained is the arrival of press before the fire services …”

Then Mrs. Healey came onto the screen, and the camera focused on her, mercifully blocking out most of the school in the background.

“An hour ago,” the reporter said, “I spoke to Sally Healey, the headmistress of Sidley House Preparatory School.”

You went on with the young doctor, but Jenny and I stayed for a little while longer watching Sally Healey. She was immaculate in pink linen shirt and cream trousers with manicured nails occasionally coming into view. I noticed her makeup was flawless; she must have retouched it.

“Were there any children in the school when the fire started?” the reporter asked her.

“Yes. But not one child at the school was hurt. I’d like to emphasize that.”

“I can’t believe she put on makeup,” Jenny said.

“She’s like one of those French MPs,” I said. “You know, with the lipgloss next to the state papers? Makeup in the face of adversity.”

Jenny smiled; sweet, brave girl.

“There was a reception class of twenty children in the school at the time of the fire,” Sally Healey continued. “Their classroom is on the ground floor.”

She was using her assembly voice, commanding but approachable.

“Like all our children, our reception class had rehearsed an evacuation in the event of fire. They were evacuated in less than three minutes. Fortunately, our other reception class was at an end-of-term outing to the zoo.”

“But there were serious casualties?” asked the interviewer.

“I cannot comment on that, I’m sorry.”

I was glad that she wasn’t going to talk about Jenny and me. I wasn’t sure if she honestly didn’t know, if she was being discreet on our behalf, or if she was just trying to maintain a pink-linen façade that everything went according to plan.

“Have you any idea yet how the fire started?” the reporter asked.

“No. Not yet. But I can reassure you that we had every fire precaution in place. Our heat detectors and smoke detectors are connected directly to the fire station and—”

The reporter interrupted. “But the fire engines couldn’t get to the school?”

“I am not aware of the logistics of them getting to the school; I just know that the alarm went immediately through to the fire station. Two weeks ago some of the same firefighters came to give a talk to our year-one children and let them look at their fire engine. We never dreamt, any of us, that …”

She trailed off. The lipgloss and assembly voice wasn’t working. Under that carefully put-together frontage she was starting to fall apart. I liked her for it. As the camera panned away from her and back to the blackened school it paused on the undamaged bronze statue of a child.

We caught up with you in the corridor that leads to the burns unit. I could see you tense, trying to ready yourself for this, but I knew nothing could prepare you for what you’d see inside. Next to me I felt Jenny draw back.

“I don’t want to go in.”

“Of course. That’s fine.”

You went through the swing doors into the burns unit with the young doctor.

“You should be with Dad,” Jenny said.

“But—”

“At some level he’ll know you’re with him.”

“I don’t want to leave you on your own.”

“I don’t need babysitting, really. I am a babysitter nowadays, remember? Besides, I need you to keep me updated on my progress. Or lack of.”

“All right. But I won’t be long. Don’t go anywhere.” I couldn’t bear to have to search for her again.

“OK,” she said. “And I won’t talk to strangers. Promise.”

I joined you as you were taken into a small office, grateful that they were doing this by degrees. A doctor held out his hand to you. I thought he looked almost indecently healthy, his brown skin glowing against the white walls of his office, his dark eyes shining.

“My name’s Dr. Sandhu. I am the consultant in charge of your daughter’s care.”

I noticed that as he shook your hand his other hand patted your arm, and I knew he must be a parent too.

“Come in, please. Take a seat, take a seat …”

You didn’t sit down, but stood, as you always do when you are tense. You’d told me once it’s an atavistic, animal thing, meaning you are ready for immediate flight or fight. I hadn’t understood until now. But where could we run to and who could we fight? Not Dr. Sandhu with his shining eyes and softly authoritative voice.

“I’d like to start on the positives,” he said, and you nodded in vehement agreement; the man was talking your kind of talk. “However tough the environment,” you say in the middle of some godforsaken place, “you can always find strategies to survive.”

You hadn’t seen her yet, but I had, and I suspected that “starting with the positives” was putting a few cushions at the bottom of the cliff before pushing us off it.

“Your daughter has achieved the hardest thing there is,” continued Dr. Sandhu. “Which is to come out of that intensity of fire alive. She must have huge strength of character and spirit.”

Your voice was proud. “She does.”

“And that already puts her ahead of the game, as it were, because that fight in her is going to make all the difference now.”

I looked away from him to you. The smile lines around your eyes were still there, too deeply etched by past happiness to be rubbed out by what was happening now.

“I need to be frank with you about her condition. You won’t be able to take in all the medical speak now, so I’ll just tell you simply. We can talk again—we most definitely will talk again.”

I saw a shake in your leg, as if you were fighting the instinct to pace the room, flee from it. But we had to listen.

“Jennifer has sustained significant burns to her body and face. Because of the burns, stress is being placed on her internal organs. She has also suffered inhalation injuries. This means that inside her body her airways, including part of her lungs, are burnt and not functioning.”

She was hurt inside as well.

As well.

“At the moment I’m afraid I have to tell you she has a less than fifty percent chance of surviving.”

I screamed at Dr. Sandhu: “No!”

My scream didn’t even ruffle the air.

I put my arms around you, needing to hold on to you. For a moment you half turned towards me as if you felt me.

“We are keeping her heavily sedated so that she won’t feel any pain,” Dr. Sandhu continued. “And we are breathing for her with a ventilator. We have a highly skilled specialist team here who will be doing everything possible for her.”

“I want to see her now,” you said in a voice I didn’t recognize.

I stood close against you as we looked at her.

We used to do that when she was small, after coming in from a party. We’d go to her room and stand and watch her as she slept—soft pink feet sticking out of her cotton nightie, silky hair across her stretched-out arms, which were yet to reach beyond her head. We made her, we’d think. Together we somehow created this amazing child. Chocolate moments, you called them, to make up for broken nights and exhaustion and battles over broccoli. Then we’d each separately give her a hug or a kiss, and feeling—I admit it—smugly proud, we’d go into our own room.

I was glad, for your sake, that her face was covered in dressings now. Just her swollen eyelids and damaged mouth visible. Her burnt limbs were encased in some kind of plastic.

As we looked at her, Dr. Sandhu’s sentence coiled inside us like a viper. “She has a less than fifty percent chance of surviving.”

Then you made yourself stand tall, and your voice was strong.

“Everything is going to be all right, Jen. I promise. You’re going to get better.”

A pledge. Because as her father your job is to protect her; and when that’s failed, you make everything better.

Then Dr. Sandhu explained about the intravenous lines and the monitors and the dressings and, although he didn’t intend this, it quickly became clear that if she got better it would be because of him, not you.

But you don’t take that lying down. You don’t just hand over power over your daughter. So you asked questions. What did this tube do exactly? That one? Why use this? You were learning the lingo, the techniques. This was your daughter’s world now, so it was yours and you would learn its rules, master it. The man who stripped down a car engine at sixteen and then rebuilt it following a manual—a man who likes to know exactly what he’s putting his trust in.

At sixteen I would have been reading George Eliot, as equally useless now as a car engine manual.

“How badly will she be scarred?” you asked.

And your optimism was glorious! Your courage in the face of it all was marvelous. I knew you didn’t give a monkey’s arse about how she looked compared to whether she lived. Your question was to show your belief that she will live, that the issue of scarring is a real one because one day she will—will—face the outside world again.

You’ve always been the optimist, me the pessimist (pragmatist, I’d correct). But now your optimism was a life buoy and I was clinging to it.

Dr. Sandhu, a kind man, didn’t mention your question’s hopefulness when he replied.

“She has suffered second-degree partial-thickness burns. This type of burn can be either superficial, which means the blood supply is intact and the skin will heal, or deep, which inevitably means scarring. Unfortunately it takes several days before the burns reveal which type they are.”

A nurse came up. “We’re arranging a family room for you to stay in tonight. Your wife has been brought back to the acute neurology ward, which is just across the corridor.”

“Can I see my wife now?”

“I’ll take you there.”

Jenny was waiting for me in the corridor. “Well …?”

“You’re going to be fine. A long haul ahead, but you’re going to be fine.”

Still holding tightly to your optimism. I couldn’t bear to have told her what Dr. Sandhu said.

“They don’t yet know about scarring,” I continued. “If they’re the kind of burns that leave a scar.”

“But they might not?” she asked, her voice hopeful.

“No.”

“I thought I was going to look like that permanently.” She sounded almost euphoric. “Well, maybe not quite as bad as that, like a Halloween mask, but something like that. But I really might not at all?”

“That’s what the consultant said.”

Relief shone out of her face; made her luminous.

Looking at me, she didn’t see you come out of the burns unit. You turned your face to the wall and then your hands slammed on to it, as if you could expel what you’d seen and heard. And I knew then how hard-won your hopefulness was, the bravery and effort it took. Jenny hadn’t seen.

We heard footsteps pounding down the corridor.

Your sister was hurtling towards you, her police officer’s radio hissing at her side.

I instantly felt inadequate. If Pavlov’s dog had had a sister-in-law like Sarah, it would be a recognized emotional reflex. I know. Unfair. But spiky emotion makes me feel a little more resilient. Besides, it’s not that surprising, is it? The most important woman in your life from the age of ten till you met me, a sister-in-law/mother-in-law rolled into one—little wonder I feel intimidated by her.

Her voice was breathless.

“I was in Barnes, doing a joint thing with their drugs—Oh, for God’s sake, it doesn’t matter where I was, does it? I’m so sorry, Mikey.”

That old childish name that she uses for you. But when was the last time? She put her arm around you, held you tightly.

For a little while she didn’t say anything. I saw her face stiffen, hardening herself to tell you.

“It was arson.”
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