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To my sons
 Cosmo and Joe


I couldn’t be prouder.







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 heavy 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 black 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 the body part of ‘I’ 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 drips 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 telly, 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 Radio 4.


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 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’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-metre dash, the sack race, the obstacle course. You can’t really see the school in summer time, those huge pollarded oaks hide it from view, but I knew a reception class was still in there and I thought it was a shame the youngest children couldn’t be out enjoying the summer afternoon too.


Adam was wearing his ‘I am 8!’ badge from our card this morning – just this morning. He came dashing 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 frou-frou 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 a jolly-hockey-sticks Sloane in 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?’


‘An M&S chocolate tray-bake. Addie dug out a trench with a teaspoon and we took off all the Maltesers and replaced them with soldiers. It’s a World War One cake. Which is violent but fits with key stage two, 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 always came last by a mile but didn’t give a hoot! She has never owned a piece of Lycra clothing and, unlike virtually every other mum 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 towards 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 recognised one, the mother of a reception child. They were the mothers of the four-year-olds coming to do their usual pick-up. 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 crocodile; 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 blonde 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 realised 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 any more.


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 practice 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 coloured 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 onto 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 beanbags and fruit cut up into slices at break-time.


It was safe.


Another step.


All around me I heard and felt chunks of Jenny 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 alright. All alright 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 was 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 till 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 onto 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 hot, steamy jungles and blazing, arid deserts, and you want 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, fish-like, 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 inky black 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. Panic 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/Oyster card/number 8 Beast Quest book.


Thinking about Beast Quest books and missing earrings because the little details of our lives helped to root me a little, 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 lift banks, and oncology and outpatients and paediatrics – a mini-kingdom of wards and clinics and operating theatres 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 amongst 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 centimetre 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 got 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 blonde glinting hair was charred, her face swollen and horribly burnt. Two doctors were talking about percentage of BSA and I realised they were discussing the percentage of her body that was burnt. Twenty-five per cent.


‘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 in the corridor, her arms around her knees.


The girl I’d recognise 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 any more.


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 summarises 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 out of 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 realised that you are nearly always smiling.


You came into the hospital, and it was all wrong seeing you here in this hectic, frightening, sanitised 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 sat-navs. 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 the telly, and then she looked at you with sympathy.


‘I’ll bleep Dr Gawande, and he’ll come to get you straight away.’


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 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 which 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 make-up 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 emphasise that.’


‘I can’t believe she put on make-up,’ Jenny said.


‘She’s like one of those French MPs,’ I said. ‘You know, with the lipgloss next to the state papers? Make-up 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 were 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.’


‘Alright. 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 per cent 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 onto 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 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 recognise.


*    *    *


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 per cent chance of surviving.’


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


‘Everything is going to be alright, 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 marvellous. 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 lifebuoy 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 onto 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 recognised 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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Each of Sarah’s words a razor blade to be swallowed.


Someone had deliberately done this. My God. Deliberately.


‘But why?’ Jenny asked.


At four years old we’d nicknamed her the ‘Why-Why Bird’.


‘But why doesn’t the moon fall on top of us? But why am I a girl not a boy? But why does Mowgli eat ants? But why can’t Grandpa get better? (Answers: Gravity; Genes; They are tangy and nutritious. By the end of the day, worn out: ‘It’s just the way it is, sweetie.’ A tired kind of answer, but an answer.)


There was no answer to the why in this.


‘Do you remember anything, Jen?’ I asked.


‘No. I remember Ivo texting at half past two. But that’s it. I can’t remember anything after that. Nothing.’


Sarah touched you lightly on the arm and you flinched towards her.


‘Whoever did this, I’ll kill them.’


I’d never seen you angry like that before, as if you were fighting for survival. But I was glad of your rage; an emotion that met this information head on and fought back.


‘I need to see Grace now. And then I want you to tell me everything you know. After I’ve seen her. Everything.’


I hurried ahead to my ward, wanting to know before you did what state I was in, as if I could prepare you in some way.


There were tubes and monitors attached to my body now, but I was breathing without any equipment, and I thought that must be a good thing. I was unconscious, yes, but I really looked hardly injured apart from the neatly dressed wound on my head. Maybe it wasn’t so bad.


‘I’ll be outside then,’ Jenny said.


She’s never given us privacy before; never seemed to even consider we might need it. It’s Adam who dashes out of the kitchen when we have a hug and a kiss. ‘Being mushy! Yuck!’ But Jenny’s radar hasn’t detected any embarrassing parental passion. Maybe like most teenagers, she thinks that’s long gone, while they discover it and keep it all for themselves. So I was touched by her.


I waited for you; listening to the sound of trolleys and bleeping machines and the soft foot-fall of nurses in plimsolls; wanting to hear your footsteps, your voice.


The seconds ticked past and I had to be with you. Right now! Please.


And then you were running over the slippery linoleum towards my bed, a nurse pushing a trolley out of your way.


You put your strong arms around my body, holding me tightly against you; the softness of your linen important-meetings-shirt against my creased stiff hospital gown. And for a moment the room smelt of Persil and you, not the hospital.


You kissed me: one kiss on my mouth and then one on each closed eyelid. For a moment, I thought that like a princess in one of Jenny’s old storybooks your three kisses would break the spell and I’d wake up and I’d feel your kiss – your stubble scratchy on my skin by that time of day.


But thirty-nine’s probably a little old to be a sleeping princess.


And maybe a bash on the head isn’t as easy to reverse as a witch’s curse.


Then I remembered – how could I have forgotten, even for three kisses – Jenny outside; waiting for me.


I knew that I mustn’t wake up, mustn’t even try, not yet, because I couldn’t leave her on her own.


You understand that, don’t you? Because if your job as a father is to protect your child, and mend her when she’s broken, my job as a mother is to be there with her.


‘My brave wife,’ you said.


You called me that when I’d just given birth to Jenny. I’d felt so proud then – as if I’d stopped being the usual me and had instead abseiled down from the moon.


But I didn’t deserve it.


‘I didn’t get to her in time,’ I said to you, my voice loud with guilt. ‘I should have realised something was wrong before; I should have got there before.’


But you couldn’t hear me.


We were silent – when have we ever been silent together?


‘What happened?’ you asked me, and your voice cracked a little, as if you were winding back the years to your teenage self. ‘What the hell happened?’


As if understanding could make it better.


I started with the strong, warm breeze at sports day.


*    *    *


Your eyes are closed now, as if you can join me if your eyes are shut too. And I’ve told you everything I know.


But of course you couldn’t hear me.


‘So why do it?’ that bossy nanny voice says to me. ‘Waste of time! Waste of breath!’ A cognitive therapist would send her packing but I’ve got used to her and besides I think it’s good for a mother to have someone bossing her around, so she knows what it’s like.


And she has a point, doesn’t she?


Why talk to you now when you can’t hear me?


Because words are the spoken oxygen between us; the air a marriage breathes. Because we have been talking to each other for nineteen years. Because I would be so lonely if I didn’t talk to you. So no therapist in the world, with whatever logic they brought to bear, could get me to stop.


A woman doctor is coming purposefully towards us. I’m reassured by her being in her fifties; by her air of tired professionalism. Beneath her sensible navy blue skirt she’s wearing high, spiky red shoes. I know, a silly thing to notice. You’re looking at her name badge and rank; the important things. ‘Dr Anna-Maria Bailstrom. Neurologist. Consultant.’


Is it the Anna-Maria in her that wears the red shoes?


‘I thought she would look worse,’ you say to Dr Bailstrom. Neurologist. Consultant. ‘But she’s hardly hurt, is she? And she’s breathing for herself, isn’t she?’


The relief in your voice strings your words together.


‘I’m afraid that her head injury is severe. A firefighter told us that a part of the ceiling had fallen on her.’


There’s tension stringing Dr Bailstrom’s words together.


‘She has unequal pupil reflexes and isn’t responding to stimuli,’ she continues, her voice tight as wire. ‘The MRI, which we will repeat, indicates significant brain damage.’


‘She’ll be alright.’ Your voice is fierce. Your fingers tense around mine. ‘You’re going to be fine, my darling.’


Of course I am! I can quote medieval poetry and tell you about Fra Angelico or Obama’s health reforms and the heroes in Beast Quest books – and how many people can do all that? Even my bossy nanny is still in place, in her element actually. The thinking me isn’t in the body me, but I’m right here, my darling, my mind undamaged.


‘We have to warn you that there’s a likelihood she may never regain consciousness.’


You turn away from her, your body language saying, ‘Bollocks!’


And I think you’re right. I’m pretty sure that if I tried, I’d be able to get back into my body. And then – maybe not right away but soon – I’d wake up again. Regain consciousness, to put it into Dr Bailstrom language.


Dr Bailstrom is now leaving, precipitous on her red spiky heels on the slippery linoleum. She’s probably letting you have some time for it to sink in. Dad, with his GP hat on, was a firm believer in sinking-in time.


I’m talking too much. The problem with being ‘out of body’ is that you don’t need to take a breath for new sentences and so there are no natural physical pauses.


And you’re so quiet. I think you have stopped talking to me altogether. And I am so afraid that I scream at you.


‘Jenny’s been badly hurt, darling,’ you say. And my fear is swept away in compassion for you. You tell me that she’ll get better. You tell me that I’ll get better too. We’ll be ‘right as rain,’ again.


As you talk I look at your arms: strong arms that years ago carried three boxes of my books at a time from the bottom of the student house to my room at the top; that on Tuesday carried Jenny’s new chest of drawers upstairs to her bedroom.


Is your character that strong too? Is it really possible to be as brave as you are now – this resiliently hopeful?


You talk about the holiday we’re going to take when this is ‘all over’.


‘Skye. And we’ll camp. Adam’ll love that. Making a fire and fishing for our supper. Jenny and I can climb the Cuillins. Addie can manage the smallest one now. You can take a whole stack of books and read by a loch. What do you think?’


I think it sounds like a paradise on earth that I never knew was there.


I think that while I have my head in the clouds, you climb a mountain to do it.


As I did earlier at Jenny’s bedside, I cling onto your hope; let myself be carried by it.


I see that Sarah has arrived on the far side of the ward, on her phone. Busy, efficient Sarah. The first time you introduced us I felt I was being interviewed for something I’d inadvertently done wrong. But what? The crime of loving you and plotting to take you away from her? Or, worse, of being fraudulent in my affections and not loving you enough? Or maybe – the one I picked – not being worthy of you; not being as interesting and beautiful and downright remarkable as I should be if I was going to claim her brother and become a part of your clan.


Even before this, I saw myself paddling round a duck pond in a rubber dinghy, while she steered her life on a fast, direct course to a clearly mapped destination. And now here I am, unable to speak or see or move, let alone help you or Jenny or Adam, head partially shaved, in a hideous hospital nightgown – and she’s sailed in, competent and capable, at the helm.


My nanny voice would be a lot happier if I were more like her. You reassured me, touchingly, that you wouldn’t be.


A nurse is with her and I see they’re debating the phone, with Sarah flashing her warrant card, but the nurse is clearly adamant and Sarah leaves again. You spot her as she leaves, but stay with me.


We return to that camping trip to Skye – to arching blue-grey skies and still blue-grey water and huge blue-grey mountains, their soft colours so alike that they are almost indistinguishable from one another; to Jenny and Adam and you and me, softly coloured, not separated from each other. A family.


We leave my ward and Skye, and I see Jenny waiting for me in the corridor.


‘So, what’s happening to you?’ she asks me, her voice anxious.


‘They’re doing scans and what not,’ I say.


She hasn’t been giving us romantic privacy, I realise, but medical privacy; like me staying out of the room now when I take her to the GP’s.


‘And that’s it?’ she asks.


‘So far, yes. Pretty much.’


She doesn’t question me more closely – afraid, I think, to know any more.


‘Aunt Sarah’s in the family room,’ she says. ‘She’s been talking to someone at the police station. It’s funny, but I think she knows I’m here. I mean, she kept kind of glancing around at me. Like she’d caught a glimpse.’


It’ll be sod’s law if the only person who has any real inkling of Jenny and me turns out to be your sister.


It must be late evening now and in the family room, someone – who? – has brought a toothbrush and pyjamas for you and put them neatly at one end of the single bed.


Sarah closes the phone as she sees you.


‘Adam’s at a school-friend’s house,’ Sarah says. ‘Georgina’s on her way from Oxfordshire and will pick him up. I thought it would be best if he was in his own bed tonight and he’s particularly close to Grace’s mum, isn’t he?’


In all of this Sarah has found space and time to think about Adam. Has had the kindness to worry about him. I’ve never been grateful to her before.


But you can’t take Adam on board, not with me and Jenny already weighing you down this heavily.


‘Have you spoken to the police?’ you ask her.


She nods and you wait for her to tell you.


‘We’re taking statements. They’ll keep me fully informed. They know she’s my niece. The fire investigation team are working at the scene of the fire.’


Her voice is police officer, but I see her reach out her hand and that you take it.


‘They’ve said that the fire started in the Art room on the second floor. Because the building was old, it had ceiling, wall and roof voids – basically spaces connecting different rooms and parts of the school – which means that smoke and fire could travel extremely fast. Fire doors and other precautions couldn’t stop its spread. Which is one reason it could overwhelm the whole building as quickly as it could.’


‘And the arson?’ you ask, and I can hear the word cutting at your mouth.


‘It is likely, more than likely, that an accelerant was used, probably white spirit, which causes a distinctive smoke recognised by a firefighter at the scene. As it’s an Art room, you’d expect to have some white spirit, but they think it was a large quantity. The Art teacher says that she keeps the white spirit in a locked cupboard on the right-hand side of the Art room. We think the fire was started in the left-hand corner. A hydrocarbon vapour detector should give us more information tomorrow.’


‘So there’s no doubt?’ you ask.


‘I’m sorry, Mike.’


‘What else?’ you ask. You need to know everything. A man who has to be in full possession of the facts.


‘The fire investigation team have established that the windows on the top floors were all wide open,’ Sarah says. ‘Which is another signifier for arson because it creates a draught, drawing the fire more quickly up through the school; especially given the strong breeze today. The head teacher told us that the windows are never left wide open because of the danger of children falling out.’


‘What else?’ you ask and she understands you need to know.


‘We think that the Art room was deliberately chosen,’ she continues. ‘Not only because there was a chance that the arsonist could get away with it – the use of an accelerant being camouflaged as it were by Art supplies – but because it’s the worst possible place for a fire. The Art teacher has inventoried what materials were kept.


‘There were stacks of paper and craft materials, which meant the fire could take hold easily and spread. There were also different paints and glues, which were toxic and flammable. She’d brought in old wallpaper samples for a collage, which we think were coated in a highly toxic varnish.’


As she describes an inferno of poisonous fumes and choking smoke I think of children making collages of hot-air balloons and papier-mâché dinosaurs.


You nod at her to go on and she sturdily continues.


‘There were also cans of spray mount in the room. When they are exposed to heat the pressure builds and they explode. Vapours from the spray mount can travel long distances along the ground to an ignition source and flash back. Next to the Art room was a small room, little more than a cupboard, where the cleaning materials are kept. They too would have contained combustible and toxic substances.’


She pauses, looking at you; sees how pale you are.


‘Have you eaten anything yet?’


The question irritates you. ‘No, but—’


‘Let’s talk more in the canteen. It’s not far.’


It’s not up for negotiation. When you were younger, did she bribe you to eat then too? A favourite TV programme if you finished your shepherd’s pie?


‘I’ll tell them where you are, just in case,’ she says, preempting any arguments.


I’m glad she’s making you eat.


She goes to tell the staff in my acute neurology ward where you will be; you go to tell the burns unit.


Once you’ve gone, Jenny turns to me.


‘It’s true, what Mrs Healey said about the windows not being left open. Ever since that fire-escape accident, they’re paranoid about children falling and hurting themselves. Mrs Healey goes round herself, checking them all the time.’


She pauses a moment, and I see that she is awkward. Embarrassed even.


‘You know when I went to your bed?’ she says. ‘Before Dad got there?’


‘Yes.’


‘You looked so…’ She falters. But I know what she wants to ask. How come I am so undamaged compared with her?


‘I wasn’t in the building as long as you,’ I say. ‘And I wasn’t so close to the fire. And I had more protection.’


I don’t say that I was in a cotton shirt with sleeves I could pull down and thick denim jeans and socks with trainers, not a short, gauzy skirt and skimpy top and strappy sandals, but she guesses anyway.


‘So I’m the ultimate fashion victim.’


‘I’m not sure I can do gallows humour, Jen.’


‘OK.’


‘Positive and even silly,’ I say. ‘That’s fine. That’s great. And black humour, that’s alright too. But when it becomes gallows – well, that’s my line.’


‘Point taken, Mum.’


We could almost be at our kitchen table.


We follow you into the absurdly named Palms Café; the Formica-topped tables reflecting the overhead striplights.


‘Great atmosphere,’ Jenny says and for a moment I can’t work out if this statement is because of her relentlessly positive attitude, inherited from you, or her sense of humour, which she gets from me. Poor Jen, she can’t be positive or funny without one of us taking the credit for it.


Sarah joins you with a plate of food, which you ignore.


‘Who did this?’ you ask her.


‘We don’t know yet, but we will find out. I promise.’


‘But someone must have seen who it was, surely?’ you say. ‘Someone must have seen.’


She puts her hand on your arm.


‘You must know something,’ you say.


‘Not much.’


‘Do you know what they were doing to Jenny, when I left her just now?’ you ask.


‘Jen, leave, please,’ I say to her, but she doesn’t budge.


‘They were giving her an eye toilet, an eye toilet, for Christ’s sake.’


I feel Jenny stiffen next to me. Sarah’s eyes fill with tears. I’ve never seen her cry.


She hasn’t yet asked how Jenny is. I see her brace herself. I will her not to do it.


‘Have they told you the chances of…?’ she asks, her voice trailing off, unable to continue. Her life is spent questioning people, but she can’t finish this one.


‘She has a less than fifty per cent chance of surviving,’ you say, repeating Dr Sandhu’s words exactly; maybe it’s easier than translating them into your own voice.


I see Sarah pale, literally turn white, and in the colour of her face I see how much she loves Jenny.


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Sarah asks you, and her words could be Jenny’s to me.


‘Because she will be alright,’ you say to Sarah, almost angrily. ‘She will get better.’


‘There were only two members of staff, apart from Jenny, who weren’t at sports day,’ she tells you. ‘We think it highly unlikely it was one of them.


‘The school has a gate, which is permanently locked with a code. The secretary buzzes people in via entry phone from her office. No parents or children are told the code; they all have to be buzzed in. Members of staff know it, but they were all out on the playing field at sports day. So we’re probably looking at an outsider.’


‘But how could they get in?’ you ask. You’d wanted a culprit but now you don’t want that person to have access; as if you can change what’s happened if you prove it was impossible.


‘He or she could have slipped in earlier in the day,’ Sarah replies. ‘Possibly behind a legitimate person who was buzzed in. Perhaps blended in somehow and not been noticed if parents thought they were a member of staff and vice versa. Schools are busy places, lots of people coming and going. Or the arsonist may have watched a member of staff key in the code and memorised it and come back while everyone was out at sports day.’


‘Surely you can’t just walk in, though? Surely…’


‘Once someone is through the main gate there’s no more security, the front door isn’t locked and there’s no CCTV or other security device.


‘That’s really all we’ve got so far, Mike. We haven’t yet made it public that it’s arson. But the investigation is urgent; they’re allocating as many people as they can to it. Detective Inspector Baker is running the case. I’ll see if he’ll have a meeting with you but he’s not the most sympathetic of people.’


‘I just want the police to find the person who did this. And then I will hurt him. Hurt him like he’s hurt my family.’
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‘Your definition of “fine” is a more than fifty per cent chance of dying?’ Jenny asks, and I hear a tone in her voice that sounds like teasing, but surely she can’t be?


‘I’m sorry.’


‘I don’t want to look at myself but I do want to know what’s happening. I need the truth, OK? If I ask for it, it means I can take it.’


I nod and pause a moment, chastened.


‘The scarring,’ I say. ‘What I told you about that, it was the truth.’


I see her relief.


‘I will be alright,’ she says. ‘Like Dad said, I know I will. And so will you. We will get better.’


I used to worry about her optimism, thinking she hid behind it instead of facing things.


‘In a way it’s a good thing, Mum,’ she’d said about flunking her A levels. ‘Better to realise I’m not cut out for university now, than three years and a large overdraft too late.’


‘Of course we will get better,’ I say to her.


Further along the corridor, we spot Tara coming towards you. I remember seeing her earlier, in the melee of press. Now she’s tracked you here. Jenny has also noticed her.


‘Isn’t she the one who thinks the Richmond Post is the Washington Post?’ Jenny asks, remembering our joke.


‘That’s the one.’


She reaches you, and you look at her, perplexed.


‘Michael… ?’ she says, using her purring voice.


Men are usually hoodwinked by Tara’s girlish rosy face, slender body and pretty glossy hair, but not a man whose wife is unconscious and daughter critically ill. You shy away from her, trying to place her. Sarah joins you.


‘She was asking me about Silas Hyman earlier,’ you tell Sarah.


‘Do you know her?’


‘No.’


‘I’m a friend of Grace’s,’ Tara calmly butts in.


‘I doubt it,’ you snap.


‘Well, more a colleague. I work with Grace at the Richmond Post.’


‘So a journalist,’ Sarah says. ‘Time to go.’


Tara’s not going to budge. Sarah flashes her warrant card.


‘Detective Sergeant McBride,’ Tara reads, looking smug. ‘So the police are involved. I presume that this teacher, Silas Hyman, is a line of enquiry you’ll be taking?’


‘Out. Now,’ Sarah says in her uniform-and-truncheon voice.


Jenny and I watch as she virtually manhandles Tara towards the lifts.


‘She’s fantastic, isn’t she?’ Jenny says and I nod, not graciously.


‘She was wrong though earlier,’ Jenny says. ‘Or at least Mrs Healey was when she told her about the code on the gate. You know, that people don’t know it? Some of the parents do. I’ve seen them letting themselves in when Annette takes too long answering the buzzer. And a few of the children know it too, though they’re not meant to.’


I don’t know the code, but then I’m not pally with the in-the-know kind of mothers.


‘So a parent could have come in,’ I say.


‘All the parents were at sports day.’


‘Perhaps someone left.’


I try to think back to this afternoon. Did I see something and not realise?


The first thing I remember is cheering on Adam in the opening sprint, his face anxious and intent, his spindly legs going as fast as he could make them, desperate not to let down the Green Team. I was worrying about him coming last and you not being there and Jen’s retakes; not seeing the huge truth that we were all alive and healthy and undamaged. Because if I had, I’d have been sprinting around that field, cheering till my voice was hoarse at how fantastic and miraculous our lives were. A blue-skies and green-grass and white-lines life; expansive and ordered and complete.


But I must focus. Focus.


I can remember a group of parents from Adam’s class asking me if I’d go in for the mothers’ race.


‘Oh go on, Grace! You’re always a sport!’


‘Yeah, a slow sport,’ I replied.


I look again at their smiling faces. Did one of them, shortly afterwards, leave for the school? Perhaps he or she had left a container of white spirit in the boot of their car. A lighter slipped into a pocket. But surely their smiles were just too relaxed and genuine to be hiding some wicked intention?


A little while later, and Adam hurried up to tell me he was going to get his cake right now! Rowena had to collect the medals from school so she was going with him. And as he left with her, I thought how grown-up she looked now in her linen trousers and crisp white blouse; that it hardly seemed a minute since she was a little elfin girl with Jenny.


I’m sorry, not relevant at all. I have to look harder.


I turn away from Adam and Rowena, swinging my focus to the right then to the left, but memory can’t be replayed that way and nothing comes into focus.


But at the time I did check round the playing field, a broad sweep from one end to the other, looking for Jenny. Maybe if I concentrate on that memory I will see something significant.


She’ll be so bored, I was thinking as I scanned the playing field. Up in the sick-room on her own. Surely she’ll leave her shift early.


A figure at the edge of the playing field, half obscured by the border of chest-high azalea bushes.
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