What the Children Thought

When the children thought about it, they wondered if Daniel’s illness had come through that crack in the window of the downstairs’ bathroom.  If not there, they asked, did it follow Santa Claus down the chimney, waiting it out until the tinsel was packed away and the coast was clear. Outside, they pointed up at the overflow pipe. Perhaps it crawled through there, they said, and like a cartoon spy, tiptoed out of the bathroom and along the landing. Maybe it had been bolder, marching through the front door, not bothering to hide. After all, the grown ups were always so busy, unloading shopping or kicking off their shoes while they chatted to friends on their phones.  They would not have noticed as the tiny bug crept over the mat to nestle in the coat rack, biding its time.

They called it Meninbitus, too young to get their tongues around the right word. No matter how the illness arrived, the children knew that it had outfoxed us all, striking at Daniel like a hired assassin.  When the moment came it must have moved like an ancient Samurai, acting instinctively, silently. With the adults watching television and the children not knowing that they should have been listening, it took the stairs two at a time, like a thief, stepping over the creaking floorboards. That was clever, they said, because sometimes even they gave themselves away, forgetting that the floor at the top of the stairs was old and uneven.  In any case, they reasoned, that noise is part of the ebb and flow of the house. If they had lived in a new house, the children argued later, with tight seals around the windows and an intruder alarm, perhaps the illness would have gone somewhere else instead. What’s the word, they said, scratching their heads, oh yes, deterrent.  It would all have been a deterrent.

But the house was not new so the illness moved through the rooms unchecked.

The children could not quite agree why, out of all of them, it had chosen Daniel.  Was it because he was the gentlest? Maybe, but he was also the littlest, so did not fight as well as the others. The girls pointed out that he was afraid of the dark so his door would have been open. Like a cinema usher, the light from the landing would have illuminated the way to Daniel’s bed. It would have been easy peasy, they said, no challenge at all. One minute he would have been the same old Daniel, all smiles and leaps, warm and sleepy, and just like just them; and the next, well, then he was all caught up with the illness and playing a game all by himself.

They didn’t mind, they said. They still loved him, even if he was different. And they weren’t afraid that the illness would be back. It would go to another house next time.

But they asked if we could mend the downstairs window, just in case.
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