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            A Fiery Night and an Overcast Morning
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      The flames licked at the walls above the broken windows of the three-storey terrace. Natasha Bright stood across the street, behind a hastily erected police ticker tape line, while a tall fireman stood on the other side, arms spread wide as though expecting any of the dozen former residents to suddenly make a rush for the front door.

      ‘I managed to get my phone, my purse, and my gymnastics medals,’ said Hannah Lucas, who lived in Flat 2A, on the middle floor, across the hall from Natasha. As though to emphasise the joy these saves brought, she did a quick stretch of her lithe arms. ‘What about you?’

      Natasha gave a frustrated flap at her dressing gown and slippers. ‘I’d just got out of the shower,’ she said, eyes glazing over as she stared at the flames licking up the side of the building, seemingly unperturbed by the fire hoses attempting to put them out. ‘I was just choosing a book to read before bed when the alarm went off.’

      ‘Oh, did you think it was a drill? I always grab my phone and purse, just in case. You never know when the bad luck god might point his finger at you.’

      Natasha sighed. ‘I didn’t even know the building had an alarm,’ she said.

      ‘But you wrote down all your important contacts, didn’t you?’

      Natasha felt her frustration boiling over. ‘Yeah, but not on a piece of paper I keep in my dressing gown pocket.’

      Hannah just gave a nervous laugh, as though Natasha had been attempting a joke. ‘Well, at least no one was hurt. What do you think caused it?’

      ‘Probably Mrs. Williams and her heaters,’ Natasha said. ‘The floor was always so warm I didn’t need to use mine.’

      ‘Oh. Maybe that saved you a little money. Heating’s not cheap these days, is it?’

      Natasha wasn’t quite sure what to say, so thought it best to say nothing. She stared at the flames flickering inside her own windows now, having eaten their way through the floor, then winced as a fireman smashed the window with a rock thrown from below, in order to angle a hose inside. Everything, gone. She had work in the morning and she could neither dress for it nor call in sick.

      ‘I imagine you’ll miss your little pencil flat,’ Hannah said.

      Don’t slap her. Stare at the flames and watch your life burn.

      ‘2B,’ Hannah said, in case Natasha didn’t get it.

      Please don’t say it.

      ‘I suppose it’s more like 2B or not to be,’ Hannah said, and Natasha stuffed her hands into her dressing gown pockets to stop herself from wrapping them around Hannah’s neck. Hannah didn’t appear to notice, as she chuckled suddenly and said, ‘So … you’re an evening shower person, are you? I’m more of a morning one, myself.’

      There was a hatchet lying on the ground near one of the fire engines. Natasha purposely turned away and started walking up the street in her slippers, to resist the temptation to run and grab it.

      ‘I think it’s going to rain,’ Hannah said from behind her. ‘That would be convenient, wouldn’t it?’
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      An hour later, Natasha found herself in a police station sitting on a plastic chair, clutching a paper cup of scalding coffee. A young secretary barely older than the teenagers Natasha taught seemed more interested in the gum she was chewing than writing down Natasha’s answers to her questions.

      ‘So, did you smell any smoke?’

      ‘Of course I did.’

      Chew, chew. Scribble, scribble.

      ‘And was it hot?’

      ‘It’s always hot, because the woman downstairs is some kind of desert dweller who cranks her heating to maximum even in midsummer.’

      ‘Do you have any injuries?’

      ‘No because I went outside when the alarm sounded.’

      ‘Right.’ Chew, chew. Scribble, scribble.

      ‘Have you notified anyone?’

      ‘No, because I don’t have my phone or any money, and no one will let me borrow a computer so I can go online and send an email.’

      ‘Yeah, sorry. Wi-Fi’s off. Budget cuts.’ A shrug. ‘Coffee’s free though, right?’

      ‘A good job too, because I have nowhere to sleep tonight.’

      ‘Don’t you have a boyfriend?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Family?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘You should call them.’

      Natasha flapped her free hand up in the air. The secretary chuckled. ‘Don’t worry. They’ll probably see it on the news.’
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      Eventually she found herself in a courtesy hotel, bland and small, but at least clean, warm, and not fire damaged. There were even clean towels, and a bath robe. With nothing else to do, she took another shower, then wrapped herself in the bath robe and wished they’d given her a pair of jeans and a sweater instead. She was still sitting there, staring out of the window at the distant flicker of headlights on the nearby ring road, when the room’s internal phone rang.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Ms. Bright? Sorry to bother you so late. This is Sargent George Wilson of Gloucestershire Police. We’ve managed to recover a few of your belongings from your flat. Can you come in tomorrow and pick them up?’

      Natasha looked down at her bathrobe, then at her dressing gown, slung over the back of her room’s desk chair.

      ‘Sure,’ she said.
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      Over the years, Natasha had read dozens of stories and watched numerous documentaries about amazing tales of survival. Plane crashes in the Andes, marooned on Pacific islands, lost in the desert, abandoned in a rainforest. She hadn’t really understood how resilient the human soul could be when it really needed to survive, not until now. Quite unsure how she managed it, she somehow found herself at work the next day, sitting at her desk at the back of the teachers’ room at Brentwell Secondary, wearing an ill-fitting suit borrowed from a kindly member of staff at the hotel, and trying to look interested while the headmaster droned on about mock exam results for the Fourth Years.

      ‘Were you on the sauce again last night?’ came a voice at Natasha’s shoulder. ‘You look like you didn’t sleep a wink.’

      ‘My house burned down,’ Natasha said, giving Tina Jones, a middle-aged science teacher with a penchant for a misspent youth, a tired smile.

      ‘Yeah, that’s what I used to say,’ Tina said. ‘Nudge, nudge, wink, wink. Did you happen to leave a window open for a man to fall inside?’

      ‘Unfortunately not,’ Natasha said. ‘I could have used him to douse the fire.’

      Tina leaned back in her chair and sighed. ‘I wish I’d left my window open a few more times when I could still turn an eye,’ she said. ‘You’re what, thirty? Still got petrol in the tank. Don’t waste the good days or you’ll find yourself an old hag like me before you know it.’

      The headmaster, calling them out for talking at the back of the room, saved Natasha the need to reply.
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      Her phone was a charred ruin but the police had found her purse, and her bank cards were intact. The courtesy hotel didn’t extend for a second night, so Natasha had to run down to the local Tesco superstore after work and buy enough clothes to last until the end of the week, plus a cheap pay-as-you-go phone, then booked herself into another hotel to get her bearings. During a free period at work, she had gone online and contacted her family and a few friends about her current predicament. While two of her friends had offered her a place to stay, one lived in Ireland, and the other was currently working in Basingstoke, neither of which took her fancy. Her mother had of course offered Natasha her old bedroom, but Natasha was reluctant to go home. Despite Tina’s almost flattering estimation of her age as thirty, Natasha would be thirty-three in October and the thought of living with her parents again filled her with dread. Her younger sister, Bethany, still lived at home at twenty-nine, and picking up where they had left off with teenage arguments, not to mention her mother’s smothering attention, made the idea of a hotel room’s solitude far more appealing.

      Even so, she couldn’t handle sitting in the hotel room all evening, so she called Hannah on her chunky cheapo phone and invited her now ex-neighbour for a drink.
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      They met in a wine bar near Brentwell station. Natasha ordered a double vodka and lemonade while Hannah got a wine spritzer. Considering she was also similarly now homeless, Hannah seemed in good spirits.

      ‘It was the push Brad needed,’ she said, raising her glass to make a phantom solo toast. ‘He asked me to move in with him. I’m pretty sure he’d have gone one step further, but he needs time to choose the right ring.’

      Hannah, twenty-four, slim, bubbly, and almost painfully gorgeous, was probably long overdue getting married. Brad, whom Natasha had only met once and didn’t consider even remotely in Hannah’s league, had probably been holding out over the fear that his beer nights with his mates would soon be over. Hannah, who had cornered Natasha in the common lobby a number of times to complain about her loser boyfriend, didn’t understand the shelf the way Natasha did. Natasha’s last boyfriend had gone on holiday to Spain a few years ago and had never come back, sending her a belated postcard to inform her of his decision to start a new life as a scuba diving instructor in a pretty white-washed Costa Del Sol village, the name of which he neglected to mention perhaps in fear that she would attempt to track him down. Natasha had simply shrugged, and shuffled a little further along the shelf, towards the inevitable incinerator.

      ‘Congratulations,’ Natasha said, reaching up to clink Hannah’s glass on the way down. ‘I’m sure you’ll be very happy.’

      ‘You don’t sound very sincere.’

      Natasha wasn’t, but at least she had an excuse. ‘My house just burned down,’ she said. ‘As you know.’

      ‘Do you think I’m making a mistake?’

      ‘To be honest, if any of my exes from the last ten years called me up and offered me a place to stay, I’d offer them a memorial shag in payment. Better than a hotel.’

      ‘Would you really?’

      ‘It would depend how much weight they’d put on.’

      ‘I always thought you were a strong, independent woman.’

      ‘Not by choice. You enjoy your chance.’

      ‘What are you going to do?’

      Natasha sighed. ‘I’m not sure. There’s a week left in the school term. I could probably justify taking it off considering the circumstances, but I never realised I actually cared so much about my class until I was faced with abandoning them a week before they break up. I need to find somewhere else soon, though. I can’t afford to stay in a hotel for more than a few days.’

      ‘Brad has a two up, two down. Do you want me to see if you can have his sofa for a few days? It’ll save you some money.’ Hannah, struggling to hold a serious look, suddenly grinned. ‘But you might need to drink yourself to sleep. We could be making a bit of noise upstairs.’

      ‘I’ll be all right.’ Natasha lifted her glass, surprised to see it was already empty. ‘At least I will be in a minute. Do you want another?’

      ‘Perhaps you should slow down a little.’

      ‘I’ll be fine. The woman who sits next to me at work thinks I’m an alcoholic anyway. I might as well live up to her expectations for once.’ She got up and went over to the bar, ordering another double vodka. Perhaps she ought to slow down. After all, she didn’t drink that often. But it wasn’t every day that your house burned down. Picking up another wine spritzer for Hannah, she went back to their table.

      Hannah, however, looked crestfallen.

      ‘I just texted Brad,’ she said, holding up her phone as though to prove it. ‘He said he’d love to let you stay on the sofa, but he’s just this evening spilt a cup of coffee down the back, so he needs to get it reupholstered.’

      Natasha just blinked as though she were passing through a fleeting dream, then shrugged. ‘Really, I’m fine with the hotel. And when term ends, perhaps I’ll go back to my parents or something. A few weeks at home will give me a bit of breathing space to figure out the whole living situation.’

      ‘You mean, remind you while you moved out in the first place?’

      ‘Something like that.’

      ‘It must be awful being single at a time like this. No one to gee you up, look after you.’

      Natasha waved a hand, almost knocking her drink off the table. ‘As you say, I’m a strong, independent woman.’

      ‘Do you think I’m weak?’

      ‘No, of course not. You had your own flat, didn’t you?’

      Hannah twisted the end of a plait, and for a moment Natasha thought she might start to chew on it. ‘Well, yeah, but Brad was paying for it.’

      ‘Seriously?’

      ‘Yeah….’

      ‘Why?’

      Hannah wrapped the plait around her finger and tugged on it, jerking her head sideways like a puppet with a tic.

      ‘He thought it would be good for me to learn to be independent before we made a bigger commitment,’ she said.

      ‘It sounds like he was paying to keep you at arm’s length.’

      ‘Oh no, he said I could move in eventually, but he wanted to give me time to learn to be myself.’

      ‘That sounds … odd.’

      ‘You think so?’

      ‘Well, it must be expensive.’

      ‘He has rich parents.’

      ‘That’s lucky. Another reason to marry him, isn’t it?’

      Hannah’s titter was like that of an innocent little bird, and Natasha couldn’t help but wish she was a cat. Instead, she downed what was left of her vodka and slammed the glass against the hard tabletop.

      ‘Another? One for the road.’

      ‘I haven’t started my second one yet. Are you sure you don’t drink too much?’
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      The hangover was so bad that she would have called in sick if it weren’t for a stubborn refusal to give Tina Jones the satisfaction. Instead, she crawled into work with a plan to play DVDs in all her classes while sitting at the back of a dark classroom with a towel over her head. Unfortunately, she remembered that a fire drill had been scheduled for midmorning, requiring her to act sharp and dedicated in helping her pupils survive, while all the while wishing that Mrs. Williams and her heaters lived in the basement below the school rather than her own flat.

      She was standing at the front of her class line in the playground, sweltering in a July heatwave, when the headmaster called her name.

      ‘Miss Bright, would you come here a moment?’

      As she sidled over, the headmaster turned to the pupils lined up like fresh military recruits on their first parade, and lifted the megaphone to his lips.

      ‘You may or may not be aware—depending on how much time you spend in the real world compared to the virtual one—that two nights ago there was a fire on Campbell Street. A terraced house caught fire, and six flats were damaged. Luckily no one was hurt. Miss Bright here lived on the second floor and had a very lucky escape. Just so you understand the gravity of the situation, I’d like her to tell you about her experience.’

      The whispers were in full flow before Natasha made it to where the headmaster was standing. Even as teachers tried in vain to stamp them out like players in a giant Hit-the-Frog game, she caught several:

      ‘I bet she was smoking puff.’

      ‘Not so bright now.’

      ‘Boiling a bunny and left the stove on.’

      ‘Banging her boyfriend and he dropped a cig.’

      ‘I bet she started that fire in the community centre last year.’

      ‘Always had her down as a pyro.’

      She tapped the megaphone because that’s what she thought she was supposed to do, then lifted it to her mouth and sighed a little more dramatically than she had intended, a huge, depressing drone that bled out of the speaker like a poisoned gas.

      ‘Mr. Andrews is right,’ she said, looking around the assembled pupils, about half of whom were listening while the other half looked like they’d rather be somewhere else. ‘There was a fire in the flat below mine, and by the time it was discovered, it was too late. I was in the shower at the time, and had to escape in my dressing gown.’

      ‘Told you she was banging her boyfriend.’

      ‘I bet she was drinking.’

      ‘Browsing retired guys on Tinder.’

      Natasha gave a loud cough into the megaphone which resulted in a jarring, discordant crackle. It did nothing to stop the mutterings from further back, but at least the kids near the front looked suitably discomforted enough to make her feel better.

      ‘I thought it was a drill, otherwise I would have grabbed my—’

      Lifting a hand, Mr. Andrews quickly said, ‘But you followed correct procedure, didn’t you? You left everything behind, and walked but didn’t run—’

      ‘I was in my slippers—’

      ‘And you didn’t talk or panic—’

      ‘I didn’t really have time to.’

      ‘She was probably smashed.

      ‘Or high.’

      ‘Both!’

      ‘You set a good example to the school,’ Mr. Andrews said, shaking his free hand to request the megaphone back. As Natasha handed it over, he turned to the pupils. ‘That’s how we expect you to behave. Not pushing each other into the toilets, or slamming doors in other people’s faces.’

      The kids looked keen to get back to class. Mr. Andrews kept them for a few more lingering seconds, before calling an end to the fire drill and ordering everyone back inside. As the pupils filed off the playground, he turned to Natasha.

      ‘I have to say, your dedication to your job in the face of such terrible circumstances is exemplary. It will definitely be considered when your performance review comes up in November.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘You might want to take the tags off your clothing and wash the vodka out of your hair.’

      Aware vodka had no noticeable smell, Natasha looked up at Mr. Andrews and frowned. ‘How did you—’

      ‘Tina told me you were out drowning your sorrows last night. She happened to be walking home from the station and noticed you in a bar.’

      ‘I wasn’t drunk enough to pour vodka over my head.’

      ‘She said you looked … how did she describe it? “Wrecked”.’ Mr. Andrews watched her with a smug look.

      Natasha glared back for a moment, before deciding to drop it. Getting into an argument with the headmaster would achieve nothing. Plus, she would need her rage good and ready for when she next bumped into Tina, whom she very well knew lived on the outskirts of Brentwell, drove to work, and had no reason whatsoever to be wandering around near the station late on a Monday night.

      She didn’t see Tina until after school had finished, when she found the older woman sobbing into a tissue at her desk in the staffroom. Pretty much at the end of her increasingly frayed tether, Natasha had been planning to give the old bag a piece of her mind, but the sight of Tina in obvious distress diffused the fire that had been stoking nicely in her belly all afternoon.

      ‘Are you alright?’

      Tina, the blotches on her face matching the faded carnations on her floral blouse, blew her nose dramatically, then looked up and wiped a tear out of the side of one overly mascaraed eye, the makeup smearing into a point which gave her a lopsided, elderly Cleopatra look.

      ‘I can’t believe she’s dead.’

      ‘Someone died? Who?’

      ‘Lindsay Dean Hagfield. She was the voice of my childhood. I can’t believe it.’

      ‘Who?’

      Tina held out a magazine spread which had a large colour picture of an extremely old woman sitting in a rocking chair, holding a children’s book in arthritic, liver-spotted hands, a warm smile on her ancient face as she looked with an expression of nostalgic vacancy out of a window at a quaint, flowery garden. The headline read: Beloved radio personality dies aged 98.

      ‘My parents were always too busy to read to me as a child,’ Tina whined. ‘They used to put the radio in my room and play “Bedtime with Lindsay Dean” to get me to sleep. She used to read all the classics. Enid Blyton, things like that.’ Then, with a sudden dramatic wail that caused a teacher standing by the coffee machine to spill his drink down his shirt, she howled, ‘My childhood is dead!’

      Natasha, wondering if she was getting trolled, couldn’t help but get in a little dig. ‘Is that why you’re so notoriously mean to your classes? Because your own childhood was so bad?’

      Tina sniffed. ‘Never underestimate the importance of a bedtime story,’ she said. ‘Lindsay Dean was like the grandmother I never had. And now she’s … dead.’

      ‘Like your actual grandmother?’

      ‘No, one of them is actually still alive. She’s a hundred and three, and lives in a care home in Bristol. She ran a laundry service, and I had to go round there after school to wait until my parents finished work. She was a dragon and a half. My sister and I had to fold sheets for her, and heaven forbid if the creases didn’t line up.’

      ‘That’s too bad.’

      ‘Oh, Lindsay….’

      As Tina’s forehead thumped down on her desk, Natasha took the opportunity to retreat. It was nearly five o’clock, and she began to run dinner scenarios through her mind. Another night on the sauce was out of the question, the hotel didn’t have a restaurant, and she couldn’t afford to splurge on any kind of takeaway. It looked like another microwave dinner from Tesco, which she could ask the hotel staff to heat up so she could eat it in her room.

      A sudden aching loneliness overcame her. She’d never really thought about it before, but now that she did, she realised she didn’t have any friends she could call up for a coffee or a dinner date, or even a chat. Falling into modern world trappings, she’d kept in contact with old university and school friends via a variety of apps on her phone, but actual face-to-face contact was rare. She was friendly with a couple of teachers, but it was the last week of term and everyone was flat out busy.

      There weren’t many options left, so she decided to call her mother.

      Her parents didn’t have mobile phones, just an old dial phone which had one of the rubber feet missing, and would shudder its way to the edge of the telephone table if it went unanswered too long. As she waited for someone to answer, Natasha wondered how close it was getting, and whether she’d soon hear that familiar call failure sound which meant the phone had pitched over the side. She didn’t know why they’d never fixed it. Perhaps, in their passive way, it was a way to inject a little masochism into their quiet retirement days.

      ‘Hello?’

      It wasn’t her mother or father, but her sister, Bethany. Unaware that her sister actually did anything more than lay on her bed in the dark, playing the video games that most people had either grown out of by twenty-nine or compartmentalised enough that they could make more productive use of their time, Natasha found herself momentarily speechless.

      ‘If that’s you, Terry, you weirdo—’

      ‘No, it’s not Terry, it’s me. Natasha.’

      ‘Oh, Nat. Sorry, I thought it was this guy who’s been trolling me online. I think he must have scraped Mum’s number.’

      ‘I was just wondering—’

      ‘Oh, Mum and Dad told me about the fire. That’s brutal. Did you get any burns?’

      ‘No, I … ah … didn’t even see it until I was outside. I thought someone downstairs had burned their dinner.’

      ‘Must have been quite a life event. Did you get pics?’

      ‘Ah, no. I left my phone behind.’

      ‘Are you serious? Like, how are you still alive?’

      ‘Possibly because I left my phone behind.’

      ‘Wow, mental. Anyway, I’ve got to get back. Mum and Dad are out. Did you want something?’

      A place to live, a decent home-cooked meal, a boyfriend, a shoulder to cry on, a few spare clothes, and a bed which wasn’t made so tightly that it hurt her feet to push them under the covers every night—

      ‘No, it’s all right. I just rung up for—’

      The phone line went dead. Natasha tried to pretend that her parents’ house had just been hit by a meteorite or blown away by a tornado, but the truth was that her little sister had just hung up on her. It was nothing new, but today it felt worse than usual.

      Natasha sighed. Life sucked. At least the room was comfortable, if bland. And in a few days, when the term ended, she could go back home to her parents’ for a while … or maybe not. Perhaps, in a few days, when her savings ran out, she would wander up the road to the park, find a dry spot under a park bench, and lie down.

      Life sucked.

      Her phone rang. Unused to the trill ring of the little pay-as-you-go, she found herself reminded so much of the fire alarm that had begun this nightmare that her heart started to thunder, and it took a few seconds to get control of herself enough to pick up the phone and answer.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Natasha?’

      ‘Yes? Is this—’

      ‘Hannah. Sorry to call like this, but—’

      'How did you get this number?’

      ‘I called your parents. I spoke to someone, a girl. Your sister? Sorry, but—’

      ‘You called my parents?’

      ‘Yes. She gave me this number.’

      ‘Wow, that was quick.’

      ‘Yes, I know. Look, I’m sorry, but I didn’t know who else to ask. You know me so well, after all. I need a place to crash. Brad just kicked me out.’
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      The bed wasn’t really big enough for them both, but Hannah was petite enough that after she had cried herself to sleep, Natasha was able to shove her close enough to the wall side that she could lie down. Hannah had an annoying habit of sleeping in a fetal position, and whatever nightmares she was having about the end of her relationship with Brad were causing her to jerk her knees forward, knocking Natasha in the back. In the end, she forewent a pillow in order to squeeze it between them, making do with a rolled-up bath towel instead.

      Then, lying in the half-dark that was the best hotels ever seemed to offer these days with their thin curtains and nightlights that never went out, she tried to sleep.
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      When she came out of the shower the next morning, she found Hannah sitting up in the bed, her knees bunched up, a pile of bedsheets cascading over them like the aftermath of an exorcism.

      ‘I’m so sorry to have imposed on you like that,’ Hannah said. ‘I didn’t know where else to go. My best friend was at spinning class and my mother hates me calling after seven p.m.’

      ‘That’s all right,’ Natasha forced herself to say. ‘That’s what … friends are for.’

      Hannah brightened up. Even with her hair a frizzy mess and her makeup smeared, she looked gorgeous, like a young Helena Bonham-Carter modelling for a punk magazine.

      ‘I’ll be out of your hair by this afternoon,’ Hannah said. ‘Once I find a place to stay.’

      ‘I can’t believe Brad kicked you out. I mean, you’d only been there what, a day?’

      ‘Twenty-seven hours,’ Hannah said. ‘He got upset because I did a little bit of reorganising in the kitchen and I threw away some out-of-date cans. He told me I was taking over his life, that I was too controlling.’ She gripped two clumps of her hair and rocked back and forth as though trying to roll herself upside down. ‘I love him so much! My life is over!’

      ‘It’s really not,’ Natasha said.

      ‘How would you know?’

      ‘I’ve been dumped,’ she said, turning around the desk chair and sitting down. ‘Three times, actually.’

      ‘How did you survive?’ wailed Hannah. ‘I feel like giving my life to the cloth.’

      Natasha sighed. ‘Don’t worry, you’re not convent-bound just yet. Give it a few days.’

      ‘I don’t know if I can. I’m not strong and independent like you.’

      Natasha rolled her eyes. ‘You mean, old and single?’

      ‘You’re not that old.’

      Natasha smiled. ‘One too many words in that sentence. Look, I’ve got to go to work. It’s the last week of term, and I have to finish up a couple of units in the textbook and then take out my frustration by lumping my Fourth Years with summer homework. You just take it easy. Watch the TV or something.’

      ‘I’ll
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