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The Team of Two 
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In a small brick house with a squeaky garden gate, life was filled with noise. There was the thwack of a football in the garden, the clatter of Lego bricks, and the booming laugh of Phil. 

Leo was an only child, which meant he and his dad were a permanent team. Phil wasn’t just a dad; he was a coach, a storyteller, and a master of Saturday morning pancakes. But one Tuesday in November, the noise stopped. Phil stayed in bed. He said he felt like he had the flu, but his skin was cold, and he couldn't stop shivering. 





Leo watched from the window as the blue lights of the ambulance turned the neighbourhood trees into flashing ghosts. 


“Sepsis,” the paramedics whispered. 


Leo didn’t know what that meant. It sounded like a word from a science fiction movie. His mum explained that Phil’s body was fighting a war against a tiny germ, but the "good guys" in his blood were getting confused and hurting his own body. 

The Intensive Care Unit at West Middlesex Hospital was a forest of machines. Leo wasn't allowed inside the glass doors. He spent his days in the family room, a place that smelled of strong coffee and old magazines. 


His mum would come out every few hours, her 

face looking more tired each time. 

"Dad is very sick, Leo," she said, holding his hands. "The sepsis is hurting his organs—his heart and his kidneys. And his skin... it’s turned very yellow." 

Leo drew a picture of his dad as a golden lion. If Dad was yellow, he would be a brave lion. 
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The Three Goodbyes 
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Three times, the phone rang in the middle of the night. Three times, the family was told to come quickly because the doctors thought Phil might not make it. 

The first time, Leo stayed with his great granny, praying hard.  The second time, the doctors said Phil’s kidneys were very weary and his organs were failing.  The third time felt different; the air was cold and still. A gentle priest was called to the ICU to give Phil a special blessing for people who are about to go to heaven. 
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Leo’s mum took him into a small room. Leo closed his eyes so tight he saw stars. 

"Dad," he thought. "The team isn't finished yet. 

You're the captain. You can't leave the game." 
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The Miracle and the Move 
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Miracles don't always happen with a flash of light. 

Sometimes, they happen with a twitch of a thumb. 

Three days after the priest's visit, Phil’s yellow skin began to fade. His fever broke. When he finally opened his eyes, he didn't know where he was, but he saw two nurses. 

The sepsis was gone, but it had left its dark impression and a cost. The doctors had to move Phil to St Mary’s Hospital in Paddington because his blood had struggled to reach his extremities during the fight, his legs and fingers had died while still attached to his body and had turned black. 
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The Cost of Survival 
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When Phil was strong enough, the surgeons at St Mary’s had to remove both of his legs below the knee and the fingers on both his hands to save his life. 

Leo was scared to see him. "Will he still be Dad?" he asked. 

"His heart is the same," Mum said. "He’s just a shorter version of the man he was." 

When Leo finally walked into the room at St Mary’s, Phil was sitting up. His hands were wrapped in thick white bandages like a boxer’s. 


"Hey, buddy," Phil said. "I'm a bit more 


'streamlined' now, but I'm still here."  After weeks of operations at St Mary’s, the ambulance took Phil to Queen Mary’s Hospital in Roehampton. This was a place of work. 


The Douglas Bader Rehabilitation Centre was named after a famous pilot who, like Phil, had lost his legs but never stopped flying as Phil (a keen historian) explained. The air in the gym didn't smell like medicine; it smelled like rubber mats and determination. This was where Leo and Dad could finally be a team again. 
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The Parallel Bars, step-ups and trust 
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The gym was filled with the sounds of "The 


Parallel Bars." These were two long, silver rails that Phil had to hold onto.  The Weight Shift was Phil’s first exercise was just standing. He had to learn how to shift his weight from his left side to his right without falling. 

The Fingerless Grip as Phil had lost his fingers, he had to learn to use the palms of his hands and his strong arms to steady himself on the bars.  The physiotherapist would hold out a bright yellow ball. "Reach for it, Phil," she’d say. Leo would stand on the other side. "Grab it, Dad! I’ll catch you!" 


Once Phil could stand, the real "Super-Dad" training began. In the corner of the gym was a set of wooden steps with blue handrails. 

"Up with the good, down with the bad," the therapist would chant. Phil had to lift his new legs onto the step. It was heavy work. Leo counted the repetitions like a tiny gym coach. 

"That’s five, Dad! Give me five more! Think of the garden gate—we’ve got to get you over that squeaky gate!" 

The hardest exercise wasn't the walking; it was the "Falling Practice." The therapists taught Phil how to fall safely onto big, squishy blue mats and how to get back up using his core and his arms. 

Leo sat on the mat. "Don't worry, Dad. Even 


Batman falls over sometimes. It’s the getting up that makes you the hero." 

Phil looked at his shortened hands and his metal legs with black socket which held the stump at the end of his leg. He took a deep breath, pushed off the mat, and stood tall. 
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The Lego Challenge 
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Back at home for visits, the living room floor was covered in a sea of primary colours. Before the sepsis, Phil was the master builder, but now, without fingers, the tiny bricks looked like a mountain. 

Phil used the palms of his hands and the clever way his thumbs had been healed to scoop up the pieces. Leo became the "finer-details" specialist. When Phil managed to snap a large wing piece into place, a loud click echoed through the room. 

"Did you hear that, Leo?" Phil grinned. "That’s the sound of the team being back in business." 
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