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**Cara Devlin receives extensive skin grafts after a factory fire.**

**The donor was a young man named Joel.**

**Six weeks later, she begins experiencing his last day.**

**Every cycle, it gets worse.**
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*She feels his last day. Every cycle, it gets worse.*
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# Chapter One - The Work the Fire Did

The mirror was travel-sized, the kind that came in a toiletry set someone had left in the family room. Cara had found it in the drawer beside the bed and kept it there, using it the way she used everything in the ward: methodically, at intervals, without sentiment. Twice a day she checked the graft sites the way a person checks a wound they are responsible for managing. She held the mirror at angles the overhead lights cooperated with. She noted changes. She put it back in the drawer.

The grafts were healing. That was the thing to understand. The skin was doing what it was engineered to do, which was close gaps, bind to the tissue beneath, begin the long work of becoming part of her. The surgical team told her this with the careful enthusiasm of people delivering good news they weren't sure would land. She nodded. Asked the follow-up questions she'd been keeping in a list on her phone: timeline for full sensation return, likelihood of contracture, percentage chance of revision surgery, what her range of motion would look like in six months versus twelve. The registrar, a young man who'd clearly been expecting tears, typed her answers into his notes with slightly too much speed and told her she was doing very well.

She didn't say: doing well compared to what.
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The fire had started in the textile processing section, which Cara had always privately considered the section that smelled worst and paid worst and which the youngest workers rotated through with a resentment they were too new to fully articulate. She had worked in processing for three months when she was twenty-two. She was thirty-four now and worked on the finishing floor, quality control, which meant she knew every machine in the building by sound and could tell from the pitch of a belt drive whether something needed attention before the morning shift reported it.

She had been doing exactly this - walking the floor at the end of her shift, listening, running one hand along the idle conveyor casing the way she had ten thousand times - when the alarm went.

Later, the fire investigator would establish that the origin point was a blocked exhaust duct in processing combined with a dry summer and a fault in the suppression system that had been logged and deprioritised three months prior. Cara had read the report. She found it useful to read the report. The sequence of events was clear and avoidable and had been avoided at several points before it wasn't, which was how most things went, in her experience.

What she remembered of the fire itself was selective and not in a way she could control. She remembered the sound - not an explosion, more a concussive whomp that she felt in her chest before she heard it. She remembered the speed with which the air changed quality. She remembered that she had not panicked, which she mentioned to no one because it struck her as nothing to be proud of, just a fact of how she was made - she had assessed, and moved, and the movement had taken her toward the external door at the north end of the finishing floor, which was the correct door, the one she would have identified in advance as the correct door, and she had known where it was because she had worked in this building for six years and paid attention.

What she did not remember with any clarity was the ceiling panel. The fire investigator said it would have been burning for several minutes before it failed. She had been thirty metres from the door.

She remembered heat. Not the way you remember being warm - a qualitative distinction she had tried to explain to the hospital psychiatrist and failed. She remembered her body registering something for which it had no precedent, a sensation beyond the scale she'd used to measure sensation until that point, and then she remembered a kind of quiet, the way you can hear a loud noise and then hear only the space where it was.

Then the hospital. The gaps between the first hospital and the transfer and the burns unit were significant and she did not try to fill them. What she had was what she had: waking in a room with pale blue curtains, a bag of fluid, and a nurse named Trish who called her love in a way that was entirely professional and nonetheless felt specific to her.
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The decision about the grafts was framed as a decision, which Cara understood was a courtesy. The burns to her arms and upper chest were extensive enough that her own donor sites - the back of her thighs, her abdomen - could not supply enough material alone. The surgical team had been in contact with the tissue bank. They had what they needed. Did she have questions?

She had questions. She asked them in order. The surgeon, an older woman named Mr. Osei who had the calm of someone who had answered every possible question before, answered each one without impatience. The grafted tissue would integrate. The healing process would take months. Sensation would return but might be altered - heightened at sites, diminished in others, occasionally mismapped in ways that would resolve over time. There would be follow-up surgeries, possibly. There would definitely be physiotherapy. She would likely return to full function.

*Likely,* Cara noted. She wrote it in her phone.

"And the donor," she said. "The tissue donor."

Mr. Osei said that the tissue bank operated according to strict anonymity protocols. The donor would not be known to her, and she would not be known to the donor's family.

"Is it skin," Cara said. "Specifically."

"Cadaveric split-thickness skin graft," Mr. Osei said. "Combined with your own autograft where possible. Yes. It is skin."

Cara looked at her arms, which were wrapped and which she had not yet seen. She thought: the mathematics of this. Someone gave this. Someone - a family, an institution, a set of administrative processes - had made a decision that what was left of a particular person's skin after they had finished with it should go toward situations like hers. She found she did not know what to do with this. It didn't go anywhere, the thought. It didn't produce an emotion she could name and manage. She filed it under *pending* and said: "Thank you. When do we schedule the procedure?"
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The night before the grafting, Trish sat with her. This was not part of the standard protocol, as far as Cara could tell; the ward was busy and Trish worked long shifts and yet here she was, in the chair beside the bed at nine in the evening, with a cup of tea she'd brought for each of them and no particular agenda.

They talked for a while about nothing significant. Trish had a daughter in her last year of school. Cara's factory had been in the news - not the fire itself but the subsequent investigation, the question of who had known about the suppression fault and when. Trish said she'd seen it. Then there was a comfortable silence of the kind Cara rarely had with people she'd known longer.

After a while, Trish said: "Someone gave you this, you know. The skin. A family made a decision in a terrible week and one of the things they decided was to say yes to donation."

Cara held her cup. "I know."

"I don't say that to make you feel something about it," Trish said. "I know you'll feel what you feel about it in your own time and that's not my business. I just think it's worth knowing."

"I know," Cara said again. And then, because Trish had been honest: "I don't know what to do with knowing it."

Trish said: "Most people don't. At first."

The implication being: at first. Cara lay awake after Trish left and thought about that phrase, the temporal assumption it contained, that there was a *after first*, that she was currently in a phase which would give way to another. She didn't know if she believed that. She was not good at phases. She was good at states. She was in a state currently: she had been burned, she was going to receive new skin, she would recover and return to function or she would not. The state had parameters. She could work within parameters.

She turned off the light. She lay on her back, careful of the wrappings. She thought: someone said yes. A family that was having a terrible week made a specific choice about a specific person's body, and that choice was making her procedure possible, and she was grateful, and she did not know what gratitude looked like pointed at a source she couldn't see.

She slept badly, which she noted, and she woke at five to the pale blue curtains and the sound of the ward finding its morning, and she got through the day the way she got through most things, which was one stage at a time, without looking at the whole of it.
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The grafts took. This was the phrase Mr. Osei used: *the grafts have taken.* As if they'd passed a test. As if the skin had decided.

The early weeks of recovery were a particular kind of work - not active, which Cara was bad at resting from, but endurance. Lying still while things healed. Accepting help with tasks her body wasn't yet able to perform. Eating what she was given. Sleeping when the medication made her sleep. She did all of this with the same methodology she'd brought to everything else, which meant the nursing staff found her easy and the hospital psychiatrist found her difficult. The psychiatrist visited twice a week. Cara answered all his questions fully and accurately, which apparently was not the same as being cooperative.

"You seem to be managing very well," the psychiatrist said, in the tone of someone for whom *managing very well* was a diagnostic category.

"I'm healing," Cara said. "The graft sites are closing. My range of motion is improving. I'm managing in line with the surgical team's expectations."

"And emotionally," he said.

"I'll let you know when I've identified anything to report," she said. She meant this literally. He made a note that she did not ask to see.

The truth was more complicated than management, but the complexity was not yet available to her in any form she could discuss. What she had was this: in the hospital bed, in the first weeks, she would sometimes become aware of her own skin in a way she hadn't been before. The new skin was slightly different - in texture, in temperature response, in the way it caught the light through the window. She could feel where hers ended and the grafts began, not painfully but definitively, the way you can feel a seam in a fabric.

She had never thought much about her skin before. It had been there, doing its job. It covered her. It was the interface between her and the world and she had not given this any particular thought because why would you, until the interface is compromised and then repaired with something that is almost your own and you lie in a hospital bed at two in the morning holding your forearm up to the light and looking at the patch below the elbow that has a slightly different quality to it, a slightly different tone, and you think: *this is someone else's.*

Not in a horror-film way. In a factual way. The cells were a different person's cells. The genetics were not hers. The skin remembered - she'd read this during one of the long insomnia stretches, on her phone under the covers - the skin retained a kind of history at the cellular level, immunological, some long biological memory of the body it came from. Her body was slowly, carefully arguing that history into submission, claiming the cells, rewriting the narrative. The process had a word: integration.

She said the word to herself in the dark. Integration. She thought: this is happening at a scale I cannot observe. Billions of negotiations I am not party to. The skin is working out what it is now.

She put her arm down. She slept.
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Six weeks after the grafts, they discharged her.

The flat she came home to had been maintained by her friend Bea, who had watered the one plant Cara owned (a succulent she had been neglecting since purchase and which appeared to have thrived on the neglect), checked the post, and left a casserole in the fridge with a note that said *reheat at 180 for 20 min, call me when you're back, I mean it Cara.*

Cara reheated the casserole. She called Bea. She answered all of Bea's questions, which took twenty-two minutes and covered her pain levels, her sleep, whether she'd cried yet (she said: *I'll let you know*), whether she was angry about the factory (she said: *that's a different question*), and whether she needed company this week. She said: *I'll let you know about that too.* Bea said: *that's not as reassuring as you think it is.* Cara said: *I know.*

She unpacked her hospital bag. She did her laundry. She made a list of the things she needed to do in the first week: physiotherapy appointment, GP follow-up, insurance paperwork for the factory claim, email to the union rep who had left four messages, response to the solicitor who had left two. The list was satisfying in a way the hospital had not been able to provide. She was back in her own home with her own parameters and she could work within them.

That night, before bed, she did what she'd been doing in the hospital: the inventory. She sat on the edge of the bath in the bathroom with its better light, and she looked at her arms. The graft sites had their particular quality - still pink, still slightly raised in places, the texture different, less fine, but healing well. Mr. Osei had been pleased at the final check. She rolled up the sleeve on her left arm and examined the patch below the elbow. The patch on the inside of her wrist. The area across her upper chest that she had to use the bathroom mirror to see.

She was someone who had been burned. She was someone who had been given new skin. The new skin was healing. These were the facts.

She turned off the bathroom light. She got into bed and lay on her back, her arms outside the duvet because the sensation of the duvet's weight on the graft sites was still something she was managing. She looked at the ceiling. The ceiling was the same as it had always been: a small crack by the light fitting she'd been meaning to fill for two years.

She closed her eyes.

The flat was quiet. Outside, the street was doing what streets do in the middle of the night: a car, distant; a fox somewhere making its complaint; the irregular city hum that she had stopped hearing years ago and would presumably stop hearing again once she got used to being home. She lay in the stillness and conducted a body-check the physio had taught her, moving her attention from feet to crown, noting sensation, noting tension, noting the status of things.

Her arms, outside the duvet.

The difference, under her attention, between her original skin and the grafts.

She lay there for a long time, feeling that distinction, the seam between herself and the skin that had joined her. It was not distressing. It was just information. It was just the current state of the body she was responsible for.

She thought: someone gave you this. A family that was having a terrible week.

She did not know who. She would not know who. That was the protocol and she respected protocols because protocols were what kept things orderly in situations that were not.

She slept. Outside, the fox made its complaint again, or a different fox, and the city turned in its sleep, and in the morning the succulent on the windowsill caught the early sun and Cara woke before her alarm and lay still for a moment, taking stock.

She was home. The skin was healing. There were fourteen items on the list.

She got up.
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# Chapter Two - Warmth

The physiotherapy was three times a week in a clinic fifteen minutes from the flat, which Cara reached by the same route each time: down the terraced street, right at the post office, along the main road past the dry cleaner's and the betting shop and the Turkish place that did good lunches. She had established this route in the first week because variety required energy she was directing elsewhere. The physiotherapist was a steady, undemonstrative man named Rahat who told her what he was doing before he did it and why, which she appreciated, and who seemed unbothered by her habit of asking follow-up questions while he worked on her range of motion.

"This tightness here," she said one afternoon, in the fourth week home, as he worked on the area below her left elbow. "Is that contracture or is it normal healing?"

"Normal at this stage," Rahat said. "The skin's still consolidating. It'll soften."

"Timeline?"

"Weeks, not months. You're moving well for four weeks post."

She filed this. She asked two more questions about the sensation mapping he'd explained the previous session - the way the nerve pathways rerouted themselves, finding new connections, sometimes temporarily mismapping signals so that touch on one area registered as sensation in another. Rahat confirmed the mechanism, drew a small diagram on the paper liner of the examination table, and tore it off for her to keep.

She kept it. She added a note to the drawing: *reactivation of severed pathways = false signals possible during healing period.* Then she folded it and put it in the small folder she'd started carrying to appointments, which held her notes, her prescription information, and the leaflet about scar management that she'd actually read rather than recycled.

She was, in the language of the ward, a compliant patient. She did her exercises. She showed up on time and worked hard and asked questions with the diligence of someone who understood that information was a resource. Rahat had told her once, in a moment of uncharacteristic disclosure, that she was the most prepared patient he saw. She'd thanked him and asked what the least prepared looked like, which he hadn't answered, which was fair.

—-
[image: ]


She returned to work in the sixth week. Half-days, administrative only, desk-based. The factory floor was not available to her yet and wouldn't be for months; she had been quietly told by the union rep that the finishing floor was still the subject of the investigation and there were questions about whether it would reopen at all. She did not ask these questions. She asked only the questions she needed answered now. The investigation was a separate matter and one she would attend to at the right time, which was not yet.

The desk work was in the small office off the main admin building - scheduling, supplier correspondence, inventory reconciliation. She was good at it. She had always been good at it, when she'd been asked to cover before, though she'd preferred the floor. The floor was physical. The floor had a clarity to it: something was working or it wasn't, and the evidence was sensory and immediate and she trusted it. The desk was inference. The desk was paperwork describing things that might or might not correspond to the actual state of machinery she couldn't see.

She was sitting at the desk on a Tuesday afternoon in the sixth week - doing a reconciliation, matching delivery notes to the stock system, a task she found soothing in the way that repetitive accurate work was always soothing - when she felt it.

She would think about this later: that she had not been thinking about her arms. She had not been doing the inventory. She was not paying attention to the graft sites in any particular way, just sitting at the desk with her sleeves rolled to the elbow because the office was warm, and her attention was entirely on the delivery note for the March shipment, which did not match what the system showed by seven units, which was either a data entry error or an actual discrepancy and she needed to determine which.

The sensation arrived the way a thought arrives sometimes: not at the front of attention but from somewhere behind it, slipping in without announcement. Warmth, on the inside of her left wrist. Localised - she could have drawn a circle around it if she'd had a marker, maybe five centimetres across, right in the graft site below the wrist bone. Warmth that was not coming from outside her, not from a heating vent or the sun through the window, because she checked both reflexively. The window was behind her. The vent was to her right. Neither was positioned to produce a localised sensation at the inside of her left wrist.

She set down her pen.

She held her arm up slightly, the way you might hold up a hand to check for rain. She turned her wrist over and looked at the site. It looked normal. It looked exactly as it had at the morning inventory. Pink, slightly raised, healing well. No redness. No swelling. No external contact.

She put her arm back down. She sat very still.

The warmth persisted for what she later estimated as ninety seconds, though she hadn't been watching the clock. She did start watching it about forty seconds in. The second hand on the clock on the office wall made one full circuit and then a half-circuit, and the warmth faded as gradually as it had arrived - not switched off, more like the way a hot stone cools, steadily and without drama.

When it was gone she sat at the desk for another full minute. The delivery note for the March shipment was still in front of her. The seven-unit discrepancy was unresolved.

She pulled out her phone, opened the notes app, and wrote: *Left wrist. Warmth. Interior site. Approx 14:30. Lasted 90 seconds. No external cause. Localised to graft site.* She saved it. She stared at it for a moment, then added: *Not painful. Not alarming. Novel.*

She put the phone away. She picked up the pen. She resolved the delivery note discrepancy: data entry error, two units of the same SKU entered separately, corrected.

She did not call anyone.
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On the way home she stopped at the chemist and bought a small notebook - not the kind she used for medical appointments, the spiral-bound one; she bought a different kind, with a hard cover and graph paper, the kind she used at work for measurements when accuracy mattered and a recycled envelope wasn't good enough. She bought it and two pens without fully deciding what she was going to do with them, and she went home and made tea and sat at the kitchen table with the new notebook open in front of her.

She wrote the sensation entry again, more precisely: time, duration, location, a small diagram of the wrist indicating the affected area, a note about the direction of the warmth (diffuse, not directional), a note about quality (comfortable, not medical). Then she wrote: *Possible explanations.*

She listed them. She was methodical about this. She listed: nerve regeneration artifact (most likely; Rahat had described mismapped signals as a healing phenomenon); referred heat from internal process (possible; she'd been sitting in a warm office); phantom sensation (technically applicable if nerves were rerouting); psychosomatic response to sustained focus on graft sites (possible; she had been paying attention to the sites more than before).

She looked at the list. She wrote: *Does not fit neatly into any category because the sensation was external-seeming, not internal. More like being touched than like an internal physiological process. This distinction may be significant or may not be.*

She made a second cup of tea. She thought about calling Rahat, then decided the call would be better made with more data. One data point was an anomaly. Two data points was a pattern. She would gather more data before she called anyone.

She closed the notebook. She put it in the drawer where she kept the travel mirror. She went back to the evening in the ordinary way: dinner, an hour of reading, the news, the body-check before sleep. During the body-check she paid particular attention to the left wrist. It felt normal. The graft site felt the way the graft site had felt for weeks: slightly different, healing, no longer hers in the way it once wasn't hers.

She slept, eventually. It took longer than usual.
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In the following days, nothing happened. Or rather: only the things she was expecting happened. She went to physiotherapy. She went to the half-days at work. She ate, slept, did her exercises, made entries in the medical notebook (scheduled appointments only). She conducted the morning and evening inventory with the same attention she always brought to it. She checked the left wrist specifically, twice a day, holding still and attending to the site for a full thirty seconds. The graft site was warm in the morning because she'd been under covers. It was cooler in the evening. This was normal. This was physiology and ambient temperature and nothing else.

She thought: perhaps that was a one-time event.

She thought: one-time events happen, in healing. Nerves find paths. Signals misfire. It was not necessarily interesting.

She thought: and yet she had bought the notebook.

—-
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On the ninth day after the first sensation, it happened again.

This time she was at home, early evening, standing at the kitchen sink washing up the dinner plates. The hot water was running over her right hand. The left was holding the plate. Her sleeves were pushed up. The graft sites were visible on both forearms and she was not thinking about them at all; she was thinking about the email she'd drafted to the union rep and whether the second paragraph was too direct, and also whether the dry cleaner's on the main road did leather, because she had a jacket that needed attention.

The warmth arrived in the same place - inside of the left wrist, the graft site, the same five-centimetre radius, the same quality. Not the hot water from the tap, which was on the opposite hand. Not transferred heat. The same thing as before.

She turned off the tap.

She set the plate on the draining board with care.

She stood at the sink with her arms at her sides and let the sensation run its course.

Ninety seconds, approximately. She counted. It faded.

She dried her hands. She went to the drawer and took out the notebook and wrote the second entry: time, duration, site, context, quality. Same as the first entry in all essentials. She wrote at the bottom: *Pattern: two occurrences, same site, same quality, same duration, both in conditions of no external heat source at that specific location. Recommend: collect more data before drawing conclusions.*

She sat with the notebook in her lap for a while.

The thing she did not write, because she was not yet ready to write it, was the thing she had noticed about the quality of the warmth. Both times, she had thought: *this is comfortable.* Not comfortable the way a heating pad was comfortable, not therapeutic warmth. Comfortable the way - and she reached for the comparison and found it and set it aside twice before writing it down, in a sentence she subsequently crossed out and then uncrossed, deciding she might as well be precise: *comfortable the way another person's hand on your wrist is comfortable, if you are not startled by it, if you are glad of it.*

She crossed it out again. She thought about that. Then she picked up the pen and wrote below the cross-out, in very small letters: *Noting the comparison. Not concluding anything from it.*

She put the notebook away. She finished washing up. She went to bed and lay on her back with her arms outside the covers and paid attention to the left wrist, which felt exactly like itself: healing, graft-site, slightly different from the surrounding skin, and otherwise unremarkable.

She thought: two data points. Not a pattern yet. Not really.

She thought: ninety seconds.

She thought: comfortable.

She closed her eyes and breathed slowly, and from outside came the sounds of the street in the late evening, and the flat settled around her, and eventually she slept. She did not dream, or if she dreamed she didn't remember it, which amounted to the same thing. In the morning
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