The Angry Room

Jack and Ruth Barber were asleep.  Ruth moved restlessly.  She was hot and sweaty.  Jack coughed.  He tossed his head on the pillow and coughed again.  A deep, throaty cough.  Ruth also began to cough.  Soon they would be unable to regain full consciousness; or if they did, it would be too late.

Their two sons were also coughing, but they were awake.  Their room was next-door to their parent’s room.    Their eyes were streaming and their strength was almost gone.  Aged eleven and twelve they had strong, healthy voices but their shouts were weak.  They managed to shout dully for their father and mother between coughs, now violent and retching.

Their sister, fourteen years old, was also out of bed.  Her room was at the back of the house, past the bathroom and above the kitchen, where the fire had begun.  It was her scream, as she saw the smoke and flames coming up through the floor that had awoken the two boys.  In her panic she had fallen and struck her head and now she lay stunned, struggling to defeat the wave of unconsciousness that was threatening to overcome her.

Jack Barber coughed continuously now.  Heavy, raucous coughs that shook the whole of his body.  There was a blanket of fog around his head, numbing his consciousness, shrouding him in a choking sleepiness that he fought to obliterate with frantic desperation.  He was drowning in that choking fog, slipping away forever and somehow he knew it.  ‘Get up!’ he told himself silently.  ‘Get up!’  He pulled on an invisible rope and fell back, then pulled again, and again until he awoke, coughing and gasping for breath.  It took him a long moment to see beyond the tears in his eyes and a moment longer to perceive what he was seeing.  Thick, black smoke; everywhere.

Jack shook his wife violently.   She did not respond.   He shook her again, even harder.

“Ruth! Ruth! Wake up.  The house is on fire!”

She moved and for a moment he thought she had heard but she fell back to lie on her face.  Frantically Jack lifted her into a sitting position and slapped her face, none too gently.  Her eyes shot open wide and she jumped away from him and was taken over by a coughing fit before she could speak.

“Ruth, the house is on fire….we must get everybody….out.” Jack shouted between bouts of coughing.  Jack dragged her unceremoniously to her feet as he spoke then pulled her towards the door.  The smoke poured down his throat and he collapsed, gagging, a foot away from the door.  Crawling, he reached the door and put his hand on the doorknob.  It felt clammy but cool.  He flung the door wide and they dragged themselves out onto the upstairs landing.  Jack swung the door shut behind them.

On the landing the smoke was a little thinner, more grey and wispy.  Jack pushed Ruth towards the stairs.

“Get outside….Ruth, and call the fire brigade.  Don’t use our ‘phone.”

“Where is it?” Ruth shouted.  He knew she meant the fire.

“I don’t know.  I’ll get the children.”

“It will be quicker if we both do it.”

“All right.”

They could hear the crackle of flames somewhere in the house and this spurred them on to greater speed.  Jack flung open his son’s bedroom and rushed into the room to be reduced immediately to a gasping, kneeling blind man.  He forced himself to his feet and tried to see through the thick, black smoke.  A hand pushed him on and suddenly he saw his youngest son, John, lying motionless on his bed.  Jack swept him up and virtually threw him into the arms of his wife.  He crouched low to search for his other son, Carl, and saw the yellow flicker of flames beginning to creep over the floor and two of the walls.  Coughing raucously again, Jack pressed on into the room.  He found Carl lying before the window, coughing feebly, his eyes streaming.  Jack gathered him in his arms and dashed from the room.

Jack almost fell downstairs with his burden.  He handed Carl over to Ruth.

“Get them….out.  Knock them up…..next door….the fire might…spread.”

He turned to dash back up the stairs but hesitated as he saw the kitchen door consumed with a fierce, bright furnace of yellow/orange flames.  He tore himself away and began to run up the stairs.

“Jack!  May be the living room is all right.  If I ‘phone from there it will save time.”

“No, Ruth.  Don’t take the chance.  Get the boys…..”

A chilling scream cut him off.  He leapt to his daughter’s bedroom and without thinking or hesitating, charged the door open.  Even before he could see into the room he could feel the heat.  Suddenly the door was wide open and he was standing in angry flames that leapt at him and pushed him back with pain and fear.

“Daddy!”  His daughter screamed at him, but for that moment her voice was a soft whisper calling in the distance.  He was too busy fighting the flames that were eating his pyjamas.

To Ruth Barber watching at the foot of the stairs it seemed as though the flames had attacked her husband as they swept out of the room in a swishing roar of fresh oxygen.  She saw Jack cry out and stumble back, losing sight of him as he collided with the landing wall.

“Go outside and stay outside.  Go to Mrs. Roberts,” she directed quickly to the boys then rushed up the stairs.  “Jack!”

Upon reaching the landing she found Jack rolling on the floor, beating at the flames on his body.  As she neared him the searing heat from her daughter’s bedroom made her step back with a gasp.  Flames were licking hungrily at the landing walls on either side of the bedroom door and the smoke was becoming heavier.  She felt it clutching her throat as if it had hands.  Suddenly Jack was beside her, his clothes burnt, his hair singed and his skin scorched in several places.

“Daddy!  Help me! Help me! Daddy” Their daughter’s continuous sobbing screams made their skin tighten and filled them both with dread and anguish.

“Hold on, Rachel.  I’m coming!  Keep away from the flames, Rachel, I’m coming!”

They could see Rachel on the other side of the room, cowering from the angry flames that had all but devoured the room.

“Mummy!”

They both whirled at the sound of Carl’s frightened voice.  Ruth caught her breath.  The fire was spreading quickly and now the living room door and the hallway walls on either side of it were showing signs of the heat.  The plaster was blistering and yellow tongues of fire were spitting with a flat crackle like a wolf licking its lips.

“Get the boys out!” Jack shouted.

Ruth ran down to the boys and pushed them outside.  Jack did not stop to watch.

“I’ll be back in a second, Rachel.  Don’t move.  You’ll be alright.”

“Daddy, don’t leave me!”

“I’ll be back, Rachel.  Hang on, I’ll save you, darling, I’ll save you.”

Jack ran back into his bedroom, grabbed some bath towels from a cupboard and raced to the bathroom.  The heat was oppressive and the fire had now spread to this room.  Frantically, with desperate speed, he dumped the towels in the bath and turned the cold water tap full on.

He saturated the towels, three in all, but it took forever on his clock, less than a minute in real time.  His chest ached with the need for oxygen and the sight of the black smoke only was enough to make him cough.  His mind showed him Rachel, screaming in terror and the burning, agonizing flames covering her body.  He tried to shut the pictures out of his mind and turned the tap even more, but the water was already pouring at its full capacity.  Rachel had been such a happy, life-loving girl, with occasional temper tantrums, but nearly always smiling……he gritted his teeth, grabbed the towels and ran from the room.

The landing was now alive with flame and the heat burned through the soles of his feet.  He threw one of the towels over his shoulders, bundled the other under one arm, fended off the flames with the other and, coughing painfully, moved to a position outside his daughter’s open bedroom door.

He could see Rachel on the other side of the room, her back to the flames.  Her body was tense but she was silent.  The room seemed to hold nothing but Rachel and a burning caloric of vicious flames.  Fear gripped Jack’s whole body in an icy hand of stunning force.

“Rachel! Rachel!”

Rachel half turned and gave a heart-wrenching cry that was half scream and half sob, reaching into the depths of Jack’s very existence.  When he spoke again his voice held the harrowed desperation that betrayed the fear he held for his daughter.

“Rachel!  Catch this….towel and put it….round…your shoulders.  Rachel!  Do you hear me?  Catch it!”

She was looking straight at him but she made no sign of having heard.  Jack had no more time left.  He threw it.  The blanket landed at her feet but she did not bend to pick it up.

“Rachel!”  Jack screamed his anguish.

She stared at him blankly, then fresh tears cascaded down her cheeks.  “Daddy.”  Her voice was feeble and she was coughing even more raucously now.

“Rachel!  The towel….at your feet.  Put it around your shoulders.”

She bent down hurriedly and did as she was told.  Then she backed up to the wall again and watched her father fixedly through the flames.

Jack took the third towel and beat at the flames.  He wielded the towel like a club, pounding at the flames until they were extinguished, then beating them in another spot, then back to the old one where they were catching hold again.  He swung the towel down hard on the floor repeatedly and gained a little ground until he was standing in the room.  The floor blistered his feet instantly but he ignored the pain with only one goal in mind, knowing he had seconds rather than minutes.  The towel soon lost its effectiveness and the fire began to beat him back.  He saw the extent of it and a lead-weight fell into his stomach.  Only a few square feet of floor space, near the window, and approximately half of the rear wall were free of flames.  The heat was intolerable and with tired and burnt arms he looked at his cringing daughter and saw death in her face.

Then his arm caught fire and he jumped away from the door in shock and pain.  He stepped into a furnace of white-hot fire and screamed his agony.  Alight he stumbled blindly from the room and used the towels to beat out the flesh eating flames.  Drained and feeling suddenly cold and yet twisted with burning agony, he looked back into the room with anger and determination.  Rachel was screaming again.

“Rachel!” Jack shouted above the roar of the flames, “Rachel! I’m going to….go round the back…to the window…I’ll get you out…with the ladders.  Rachel!  Do you hear me?…The window.”

“Daddy!  Help me!”

“Rachel!  The window!  Do you hear me?”

“Yes!”

“Oh, Lord, please,” Jack prayed, “Rachel!  Don’t open it….’til I get there.  I’ll…be there.”

Jack turned to dash down the stairs and halted.  Hope ran out of him like water from a sink.  The lower half of the stairway and most of the hall was consumed in angry yellow flames.  Then Rachel screamed again; a scream of agony.

“No way!” Jack shouted at the fire.

He leapt a short way down the stairs and stared down into the hall.  The walls were alight but the floor was only smoking.  He catapulted over the banister and landed with a gasp on his burnt and blistered feet.  He fell to his knees but was up again within half a second.  Carefully avoiding the flames he glared defiantly at the wall of fire blocking his path, possibly three feet thick.  The front door and the hallway immediately before it were still free of the inferno, but even as he watched flickers of fire were ascending.

For a few seconds he beat futilely at the flames with the towels but they were almost dry now and his strength was ebbing away.  He wondered bitterly where the firemen could be.  They were taking forever.  What felt like an eternity had been less than six minutes from the moment he struggled to consciousness to the moment he thought about the firemen, and although he did not know it, no-one had rung the fire brigade before he himself knew of the fire.

Jack heard Rachel’s screams again, shrill and frenzied above the roar of the fire.  He gritted his teeth, pulled the towels over his shoulders, took one step back and leapt forward.  The heat made him gasp as he dived through the wall of fire with his eyes shut, and the searing flames seemed to leap down his throat and scorch his lungs.  He landed clear of the flames and fell against the partially open front door.  He heard screams from outside and someone shouting his name.  He was aware of the flames engulfing him and in the distance the distinct alarm bells of a fire engine.

Jack clawed his way to his feet and threw off the towels, a great deal of the flames falling with them.  It left only his hair and the lower half of his body on fire.  He ran outside, smacking his head with open palms, trying desperately to beat out the flames before they reached his face.  Then suddenly someone was wrapping a heavy blanket around his legs and he hit the ground while hands beat out the flames mercilessly.

Jack Barber was in agony.  The coldness of lost body heat left him shivering.  Yet the greatest agony of all was in his head; the thought that Rachel was dying.  He struggled to his feet and felt a restraining hand.

“Don’t move, the ambulance will soon be here.”

The man’s voice was gentle and kind but Jack gave him a look of pure rage.

“Get off me!” he shouted.  He threw the man off and ran down the side of the house towards the shed where the ladders were kept and the rear window where his daughter would be waiting.

He ran oblivious of the damage he was doing to his already blistered and burnt bare feet.  He ran with only one purpose, one thought on his mind.  Even outside he could hear the ferocious roar, the distinctive crackle.  Heavy smoke swam around his head but it was no obstacle to him.  He covered the ground in a matter of a few seconds but he heard the scream as he reached the back of the house.  He looked up in horror as the explosion of sound came to him.  Rachel was leaping to the ground, the back of her nightdress on fire.  Jack saw her, was torn apart and leapt forward in an attempt to catch her, all in one split-second of time.  But he was too far away.

Rachel hit the ground with a thud Jack felt in his feet.  He did not pause but continued to her still and burning form.

“No, no darling.  You should have waited for me.  I was coming.  I was coming.”

He smothered the flames, talking to her as he did so.

“Everything is going to be alright, Rachel.  You’ve had a bad fall but you’ll be alright.  It’s over now.  Don’t try to speak.  Stay still.  It’s all over.”

Gently, Jack turned her over, making sure there were no flames anywhere else.

The firemen leapt off the fire engine and everybody stepped back obediently and they went into action.  Ruth turned to Mrs Roberts, who could see the strain and anxiety etched on her face.

“Look after the boys for a moment.  I’m going to see if Jack needs any help.”

Mrs. Roberts nodded and gave a reassuring smile.  Ruth was running towards a fireman when she caught sight of a figure approaching down the side of the house.  She stopped and stared at it.

Ruth recognised her husband as he emerged from the darkness and the whirling smoke.  She saw Rachel in his arms and smiled with joy and relief.  Then she noticed her limpness and the black smudge of blood on her face.  She screamed.

Ruth took her daughter’s body from her husband and knelt down in the road to hug her tightly and wash the blood from her face with her own tears.  Jack Barber, shaking with the sobs of grief, turned to watch his house burn down.



_______________________________

Story by Jeremy Scholey

In this story only Rachel died.  In house fires every year whole families are killed; parents and children.

In this story, Jack, although he was very brave, had more time to try and rescue his daughter than many people will have in real life.  You should have an escape plan just in case a fire starts in your house.

In this story, Jack and Ruth Barber lost their daughter and their home because they did not have a smoke alarm.  At least the Barbers woke up, but many people are killed by the smoke from a fire before they regain consciousness.  Fit a smoke alarm and test it regularly.  If you can’t fit it yourself the fire brigade will arrange for it to be fitted for you.

Fire Kills.  If you have a fire get out; stay out; call the fire brigade out.
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