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 Book starts



I rise up, towards the surface.

Through velvet blue into grey dimness.

Up towards the light.

And sound starts to penetrate now. Low echoes, vibrating through the water.

But I’m not ready to leave yet. I’m safe here, floating in the shadows. The pain is distant, belonging to the light and the warmth and the air.

My hands scull uselessly, trying to cup the water: trying to hold myself down. It eludes my grasp, flowing between my fingers like silk. And still I rise.

Beneath the surface now, I look up into daylight. A face appears above me, wide and distorted: pink with heat that can’t touch me here in the cool shadow of the water. Her mouth opens and words ripple across the surface, dim and uncertain.

For a breath I rise, breaking the surface. I feel a tear slithering down, curving over my cheek. Sound echoes in my throat. I reach out, fumbling to grasp: her wrist is fat and warm. Another face appears, peering at me, bending down. Fingers close over my own. A hand pats mine and eagerly I grip back, finding purchase, then push away.

I sink back under the water.

The world becomes distant.

The shadows are calm, unhurried. The darkness beckons me down. 
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‘Evie?’

Amy’s voice. Soft and warm, like the blankets, like the bed.

Amy, not Fiona.

A sigh. My own. The air is hot and sharp with the smell of chemicals. My feet stir against the blankets, the sheets moving cool and stiff across my legs. And my fingers flex, tightening, loosening on cotton, starched and grainy.

‘Evie sweetheart?’

My head turns towards her voice, towards the gentle fingers moving my hair away from my face. Amy.

When I open my eyes it will be Amy, not Fiona. Not that blank face, those staring eyes. But love. And comfort. Safety.

My lips are dry, my tongue fat and clumsy. I swallow, and feel the movement travel down my body. I become aware of my throat, my shoulders, sunk heavily into the pillow, my back into the mattress. My fingers twitch and my forehead spasms into a frown. Pain echoes dully around my ribs, into my spine, up my breastbone, catching my breath in my throat.

‘I think she’s in pain. Paul . . .’

‘I’ll find a nurse.’

I open my eyes.

‘Evie sweetheart.’ Amy smiles down at me with relief and concern and tenderness: all the things a parent should feel. Everything a mother should show.

Amy, not Fiona.

Her hand finds mine, squeezes. ‘Are you OK? Are you in pain?’

I sigh again. Again my breath catches. The pain pulls up from my chest and sharpens the room into focus. My arms, legs, are clumsy as I twist, trying to turn towards her. As if I am still dreaming, thoughts form lazily after my attention has drifted away to something new. How strange for my eyes to be out of step with my thoughts: to be recognising one thing while looking at another, I find a voice in my head comment wonderingly. I float along on this strange, slow time, registering sensations, unable to make anything of them, out of time with myself.

‘Dr Barstow says the operation went wonderfully. You’re going to be absolutely fine, darling. Better than ever,’ Amy is saying. Her forehead tightens in sympathy, lines drawing down into a fan of arrows above her nose.

I blink and even this is slow, eyelids descending, rising again. The room sways dizzily away as if on a pendulum: swings, settles.

I swallow again, tasting the air.

The door opens before my thoughts have time to coalesce – something about the hospital room, how dry my mouth is, the lingering memory of an earlier awakening.

‘Hello, Evie.’ Dr Barstow is crisp and smiling: all sharp lines. No nonsense. No fuss. None of the horrible sympathy of the nurse before the operation, injecting both the anaesthetic and enough pity to drown me in.

My gaze drifts to the frieze of teddy bears marching around the top of the walls, then to the multicoloured balloon print on the curtains. An echo of my initial indignation when the nurse first showed us into the room washes through me, but I am too weary to be irritated afresh. Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll wish they had put me in a normal room, not a paediatrics one. I mean, I can’t be the only teenager they’ve ever had here.

‘. . . very well, though I’m sure it has set your parents’ minds at ease to see you awake again,’ Dr Barstow is saying, casting one of her tight little smiles in Amy and Paul’s direction. ‘Can you rate your pain for me, Evie?’

I open my mouth to answer, but my tongue is too dry to work. I swallow then grimace.

‘How about a little bit of water?’ Dr Barstow asks as she bends to work the controls of the bed. I feel it shift beneath me, levering me slowly into a half-sitting position.

Amy leans over with a glass of water, guiding the straw to my lips. ‘Better?’

‘Yah.’ On a breath, a thin quiver of sound. But Amy smiles anyway, her eyes liquid with relief and love. Paul leans in, smiling at me too. His hand moves to Amy’s shoulder. Hers automatically reaches up to cover it.

‘And the pain?’ Dr Barstow asks. ‘Where is it on that scale of one to ten we’ve talked about before, with ten being the worst pain you can imagine?’

‘Maybe . . . a six?’ It’s almost a whisper this time. And I feel the strange, dull pull radiating up and around my chest. My hand flutters over the blankets, touches the edge of a thick, padded dressing through the hospital gown.

‘Gently, gently.’ Amy catches my hand and moves it away.

‘I’ll order something extra to help get the pain under control,’ Dr Barstow says as she turns a page in my chart, adds a note. She closes the file, returning it to the foot of the bed, then glances at the monitor to the left.

My eyes follow the cable down in a long loop towards the floor, back up, over the edge of the bed, to my finger, encased in a flat clip: oxygen, that’s what the nurse said it measured when she first attached it. I don’t like thinking about the IV line, the way it snakes across the back of my hand, the strange stiffness in my wrist from the drugs pumping through it.

With an effort, I shift my drifting, lazy thoughts back to Dr Barstow. ‘If everything continues like this, your parents will probably be able to take you home the day after tomorrow,’ she is saying.

Amy beams at me. ‘We’re all set up, aren’t we, Evie? Lots of nice new DVDs.’

‘We’ll need to get you up and walking first,’ Dr Barstow says but she is distracted, fishing for something in her pocket. ‘The nurses will be by to talk to you about that in a bit. But here, I thought you might like to keep this.’

And she puts a little pot down on the wheelie table at the foot of the bed. I register clear plastic. A marigold-yellow lid. And something an odd mix of grey, white and pink sitting inside. Almost like a finger. Mine flex unconsciously in response. All accounted for.

Amy and Paul are frowning. Bewildered. A little worried.

‘That is the rib that’s been giving you so much trouble. Well, a piece of it anyway.’

Amy flinches, drawing back into herself, while Paul jerks oddly, his face twisting. I see his mouth open as if he is about to say something – something angry. Then he shrugs very slightly. His eyebrows and the corner of his lip twitch, but he closes his mouth, flicking a glance at Dr Barstow.

‘This piece was completely avascular – completely dead. So there was no chance of it healing. Because it is – was – so low down in your ribcage, you don’t really need it. Not a good idea to have it hanging around in there unattached. Much better to take it out. Even better, it should stop your chest hurting. Well, after the wound heals up. I’m going to go and order that painkiller for you now. See you in a bit.’

She, Amy and Paul exchange polite smiles. I turn my attention back to the little pot. And my rib sitting inside it. The thought that I should feel sick, horrified, surfaces. But I don’t. I just feel curious. And a little sad. Looking at another thing I’ve lost. 
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I smile, drawing my feet up to make space on the sofa, as Uncle Ben comes back into the living room. He pats my ankle as he sits, perching on the edge of the seat so that he can lean over to the table crowded with drinks and pills and tissues that Amy has set up beside me: everything within easy reach of where I lie, propped up with five pillows and snuggled under my quilt.

‘Comfy set-up you’ve got here,’ he says as he peers into the pot holding my rib.

‘Apart from the great big hole in my chest and the eight staples, you mean?’

‘Yeah, apart from that,’ he answers casually. That’s one of the things I love about Uncle Ben. He’s never thrown by these things. And he never tries to drown me in sympathy. But I still know he cares. He’s just smart enough to know that sometimes you don’t have to be serious, even about serious things. He’s holding my rib up to the light now. ‘Pretty good specimen,’ he says.

And he should know. He’s a pathologist. Which is really odd: he’s such a nice person it’s a pity he isn’t a doctor for living people. But I suppose I can understand it: he says he doesn’t want to have to deal with people who spend all their time whining about having a pimple at the end of their nose. I wouldn’t want to have to listen to people whining about that either.

‘Amy says it’s morbid and disturbing.’

‘I never could figure out how I ended up with such a squeamish sister,’ Uncle Ben says, shrugging. Then he grins. ‘But it was great fun when we were kids. She had the most amazing squeal.’

I grin too, reminding myself not to laugh. ‘What did you do?’

‘Oh, nothing too horrible. The odd slug on her toast . . .’

‘Ew!’ I grimace, but I’m grinning still, wanting to laugh. But it’s going to be another six days before I can laugh – after the staples come out.

I hate the staples. It’s not so much that they hurt; it’s the way my whole left side feels so stiff and heavy all the time. I can’t understand it really. They’re only little. The wound – the bit where they cut my chest open during the operation – is only about four inches long. Which is big, but not so big that it should make it this difficult to move. I have to move very slowly when I do things like getting up: anything that involves twisting or bending. Amy has to help me in the shower. I thought I would mind that. A lot. But I don’t. Because it’s Amy. And she loves me. And I’m not at all afraid of her. Besides, nothing bad ever happened in a shower. I think that helps.

‘So, Squirt,’ I stick my tongue out at Uncle Ben, ‘your Uncle Ben, being a man of stunning genius,’ I roll my eyes, ‘has had a brainwave! A moment of unsurpassed brilliance.’ He grins at me, waiting for me to encourage him.

‘What?’ I ask, annoyed at myself for giving in, but not really. Annoyed in that good way. Because I like it when Uncle Ben teases me. As if it’s been like that since I was born. As if we really are family. Uncle Ben’s great that way too. He was never awkward with me. Never seemed worried about what to do or what to say or . . . anything. Auntie Beth, Paul’s sister, is lovely but she’s still so . . . careful. As if I’ll break. Or bite. Or both.

‘I’ll give you a clue. It has something to do with this impressive specimen.’

‘But what?’ I plead. ‘Come on! You have to be nice to me! I’m sick!’

Uncle Ben sighs dramatically. ‘It’s going to be a terrible struggle, you know, being nice to you for another fortnight. I don’t see how I’ll manage it. I’m far too wicked.’

I grin and nudge his thigh with my toe. ‘You are! You always make me wait!’

‘Well, I suppose I’ll just have to come clean. So, my idea of amazing brilliance is . . . Well, no. Let’s start from the other end.’

I roll my eyes, heave a dramatic sigh and feel the air jerk out, pain catching in my throat. I lever my left knee up towards my chest and breathe through the ache. Uncle Ben’s hand comes down on my leg and squeezes gently.

‘What’s the other end?’ I ask. My voice is a little flat, but Uncle Ben doesn’t mind.

‘The other end is a story. People say – well, Jews and Christians say – that after God made the world and all that, he made Adam . . .’ As the name passes his lips, I see his thoughts go to Paul and Amy’s Adam, his Adam: the pain ripples across the muscles of his face and through his eyes.

But Adam is gone and I am here and, as I watch, I see him lavish his grief back into love to offer it where it’s needed.

‘So,’ he says, just a little too briskly: moving along, moving on, ‘God put him in the Garden of Eden. But,’ a breath for courage, ‘Adam wasn’t too keen on kicking about in there by himself, so he asked God for a companion. Well, God thought that this was a pretty reasonable request, so he put Adam to sleep and, while he was asleep, God took out one of his ribs and made it into Eve. So, really, all of womankind came from just that one rib.’

‘God’s never been very interested in me.’ There’s something nasty in my voice. I can’t stop it.

For a moment, Uncle Ben frowns. Then he squeezes my knee again. ‘You know I don’t believe in any of this stuff either, Evie. I’m just like Amy and Paul: a hopeless heathen.’

I try to swallow away the nastiness that stings my throat, makes my chest pull around the staples with the weight of the air in my lungs. ‘Yeah.’ My voice is hoarse, like a whisper. But it’s not so nasty this time.

‘I just thought it was a funny sort of idea that if all of womankind came from one of Adam’s ribs then, theoretically, we should get something pretty amazing out of yours, right?’

I shrug. I used to believe in God. I was quite good at it, even if I didn’t go to church. I used to pray every night. But it never did any good.

And if God hadn’t done anything to help me back then, there wasn’t much chance he was going to be interested now. And if he’d wanted one of my ribs, well, why couldn’t he have taken it the way he took Adam’s? If it had just been an operation, just a matter of going to sleep and having it taken away, that wouldn’t have been so bad. Even with the staples.

‘Think of it as one of those myths and legends about the Norse gods. You know, like in that project you did at school last year,’ Uncle Ben says, but his voice is losing the laughter that it had before.

And I know I am frowning, pulling my face down into that look that made my . . . made Fiona’s mother call me ‘an ugly, sullen little beast’. I try to breathe it away, smooth it away just like my hands straightening the creases in the quilt.

‘How about this,’ Uncle Ben says, almost urgently, ‘if you could have a pet – any type of animal in the world, or even out of the world, even things that don’t really exist – what would it be?’

I don’t even have to think about it. ‘A dragon!’ I say, breathless at the very thought, seeing in my mind a picture from a book about Chinese art from school: a serpent-dragon, red and gold, twisting and circling, smoke and fire wreathing from its nostrils. I focus on it, making it as real as I can in my mind, willing myself to forget about God and prayers never answered and the bitterness of worthless hope.

I make the dragon realer and realer, clearer and clearer.

Uncle Ben laughs. ‘I can see that,’ he says. ‘A dragon. That would be a pretty amazing pet. What colour would it be?’

The dragon in my mind – from the book – is red, but I say, ‘Any colour.’ It wouldn’t matter. If there really were a dragon, if I really could have one, I wouldn’t care what colour it was. ‘And any size. A little one would be perfect too,’ I say out loud.

This time my chest is tight with longing. If I had a dragon, I’d never be powerless again . . . But I can’t let myself think about that.

‘So long as it could breathe fire,’ I whisper, forcing my thoughts away. I imagine the dragon sitting there, on my lap, looking up at me. ‘It would have to breathe fire.’

‘Of course!’ Uncle Ben says, the laughter back in his voice. ‘Anyway, I thought that we could have a little project together. We could take that rib of yours out of the formaldehyde and dry it out and then carve it into a dragon. Not quite as good as a real one, but I’m afraid I’m all out of magical powers. Besides, maybe if you did a spell on it or a wish or something . . . Who knows, right? It’s a nice thought at least.’

‘Wonderful.’ I sigh, closing my eyes and seeing the dragon. I smile at the picture in my mind. ‘There’s this book at school with a picture of a dragon. Do you think we could try to carve it like that? All twisty and stuff.’

‘Well, we could have a look and see,’ Uncle Ben says, undaunted. ‘I’m sure we can come up with something.’ 
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Scales are really difficult: they’re so fiddly. I keep making little holes in my finger with the weird tool that Uncle Ben is letting me borrow. It looks a bit like one of the things the dentist has so I haven’t asked Uncle Ben about it: I figure it’s better not to know what it’s normally used for.

Amy was really angry with Uncle Ben when he gave it to me. But he talked her around. He usually does, though this time he did it by telling her the tool was brand new and hadn’t gone near any dead people yet, so he wasn’t as successful as usual: Amy keeps on coming in from the kitchen, hands coated in flour from the biscuits she is making, to check on me. She’s going to have to hoover soon or it’ll get ground into the carpet.

I’ve been working on scales all day – it’s nearly five o’clock now – and I’ve still only done the dragon’s tail. The tail is so cool. It’s got a point almost like the spades suit in playing cards and a whole line of ridges that go all the way up the dragon’s back. Only little ones of course, but the bone isn’t as smooth as I’d expected. I suppose that’s because it was too broken to mend in the first place. But I’d rather not think too much about that. I think about the dragon instead.

Yesterday, Ms Winters brought over the book with the picture of the Chinese dragon, even though it’s still the holidays. She and Amy pretended that she’d just come to drop it off, but I knew they were up to something even before Ms Winters directed the conversation to the fact that I’m going to miss the first three weeks of autumn term.

She’s offered to come over one evening a week to make sure I don’t get behind. And that’s great because she’s far and away my favourite teacher, but somehow I can’t help feeling that there’s something more to the whole thing. For now though, I’m busy with the dragon.

After Uncle Ben and I got the bone dried out, he did the first bit of the carving. Well, to be honest Uncle Ben did all the real work making the shape of the dragon. We couldn’t really make it curly in the end. But Uncle Ben did sort of manage to carve little feet into it. And because the bone is thicker at one point, he made it so it looks like the dragon is curled over on itself there. And it does curve a little bit anyway, just with how the bone curves naturally.

And when I’ve finished the scales and made the eyes and everything – Uncle Ben says they should be slitty eyes because dragons are like snakes or cats – it’s going to be beautiful. It only makes me wish even more that it was real.

I keep catching myself about to pray that it will turn into a real dragon. But I don’t. I won’t. I’m never going to pray for anything again.

Amy comes out of the kitchen to check on me for the twenty-seventh time. ‘How’s it going?’ she asks, wiping wet-clean hands on her apron.

I sigh – carefully. I’m getting used to the staples now. ‘Slowly.’

‘Why don’t you have a little break? It might be nice to go and listen to some music in bed for a while.’

What Amy really means is that she wants me to have a nap. But it’s nice that she doesn’t tell me to do it.

I yawn reflexively. She smiles and I grin, putting the tool and the dragon down on the table, then starting to push myself up. I’ve only got as far as throwing the quilt off my legs before Amy is there, her anxious hovering reminding me to go slowly: push myself up with my right arm, swing my legs down to the ground, move to the edge of the couch, push myself to my feet, staying bent at the waist until I am standing. Amy gathers up the quilt.

‘Can you bring the dragon for me?’ I ask. ‘I don’t need the tool. I just want to take the dragon up with me,’ I add before Amy can suggest – only a suggestion – that I’m meant to be going up to have a rest.

‘How are the fingers?’ She hovers behind me, quilt over one arm, dragon safely ensconced in the pot in her left hand. Her right is outstretched, almost touching my elbow as I shuffle towards the bottom of the stairs.

‘It’s not any worse than sticking a needle in myself in one of Mrs Poole’s awful textiles projects “to explore the applied aspects of Art”,’ I say, rolling my eyes. It’s impossible to truly dislike Mrs Poole, but I wish she wouldn’t make us sew. I mean, I get that it’s a useful skill and that she’s trying to slip it into class so that we all know how to fix a button at least. The fault in her thinking is that some people just aren’t destined to sew.

‘Do be careful, darling,’ Amy says. ‘It’s better than cutting your fingers open, but try not to treat yourself like a pincushion if at all possible.’

I’m concentrating too hard to answer as I lift my right foot on to the first step, then draw my left up. Right foot on to the next step, then left, hand on the banister to help with my balance because I seem to be very clumsy since the operation. Uncle Ben says that’s probably still because of the anaesthetic. But the staples don’t help either. At least it’s only another two days until they come out. I can’t wait.

I have to pause halfway up. Amy waits patiently behind me. Touches my elbow lightly. A couple of years ago, that would have made me jump. But I don’t now. After nearly four years, I can feel it’s Amy. Even that bit of me that sometimes gets scared of silly things that I know aren’t really there knows that it’s Amy. So I don’t jump. I don’t even look back to see for sure. Instead, it’s nice to feel her hand – soft, cool – reminding me that she’s there to help me if I need it.

When we finally make it to the landing, I shuffle down the hall, hand trailing along the doors of the big cupboard at the head of the stairs, across the wall, the door to the bathroom, the moulding around my bedroom door.

Reaching the bed, I reverse the procedure from downstairs to get from standing to lying down: turn and sit on the edge of the bed, wiggle backwards, use my right hand for balance as I twist and swing my legs up. Amy fluffs my pillows as I lower myself on to my side and finally turn on to my back. She pulls the quilt up over my legs and puts the pot with the dragon down on the table by the bed, then passes me the remote control for the stereo.

‘Call if you need me,’ she says, kissing my hair. ‘I’ll come and find you when it’s time for dinner.’

She turns and smiles at me from the doorway before she leaves.

I sigh – carefully, of course – and turn on the stereo. Howl’s Moving Castle is in the machine. I always play audiobooks when I’m in bed: they seem to fill up the silence better than music and stop my thoughts from wandering, in the quiet, to things that I don’t want to think about. When it’s a really bad day, I repeat the words in my head, forcing out the not-real sounds and the not-now voices and the things that aren’t really there, filling my mind up so that they can’t fit: so there’s no room for them and they get tired and go away again. Sometimes I have to play the whole book and then start it over again before that happens.

But not this afternoon. This afternoon I’ve got the dragon to think about, and I let the story wash over me as I sink into sleep. The room is warm and the sheets are cool. It’s still sunny outside and the dragon is safe on the bedside table.

I come awake slowly, feeling groggy and confused, hot and stiff. I ball my fists into my eyes and yawn, throwing back the covers with a careless sigh that quickly becomes a grimace. Must remember to be careful with the sighing, with the yawning, with everything, I grouse to myself. I’m tired in that unpleasant, irritable way you get when you sleep somewhere too warm.

Sighing, I get slowly out of bed, putting the pot with the dragon in my dressing-gown pocket. It’s still sunny outside so I know it can only have been an hour or so, but it’s probably enough to make Amy happy.

As I shuffle down the hallway, I hear Paul and Uncle Ben’s deep voices murmuring below, and I cheer up as I think about showing Uncle Ben all the scales I’ve done.

But as I put my foot on the first step I hear Paul say, ‘. . . all afternoon with the lawyer,’ and I stop.

‘I can’t believe they’re not going to take the case forward! You’d think with something like this they’d be pushing like crazy.’

Amy says something I struggle to catch.

‘Yes, I know all that,’ Paul snaps irritably. ‘All this rubbish about how the evidence doesn’t prove it was them. How they wish the system acknowledged the difficulties – was less slanted towards the burden being on the victim to prove the case. I know all that. It just doesn’t make it any less . . .’

‘Disgusting.’

That’s Uncle Ben. And he really does sound disgusted. And angry. And fed up.

Gripping the banister, I sit – slowly, carefully – down on the stairs, clenching my teeth and pressing my lips together. I know they will tell me about this later. Not right away probably, because of the operation. It probably would have been better not to have heard it now. But I have. So there’s no point going back to my room now: I can’t pretend I don’t know. I curl my fingernails into my palm. It hurts and I’m glad. I try to focus on that instead of the other pain: the sense that my throat has closed up, and the hot-cold feeling like I might be going to cry.

‘And that useless woman from Family Services! You’d think that if any case were possible, this would be it. I mean, what more evidence can there be than the operation and the doctor’s testimony? At least Dr Barstow was willing to write a statement about the operation, not like that stinking little weasel . . .’

‘Sh, Paul. Evie’s asleep,’ Amy interrupts.

Paul gives a sigh I can hear even from the stairs. ‘I can’t believe that cow had the nerve to say that it’s complicated by the fact that all this has come out so late in the day. As if we were such terrible parents that we didn’t ever take Evie to the doctor, even before we knew about all this! And why Social Services didn’t give her a proper medical check-up when that pitiful excuse for a mother abandoned her I’ll never know. How could no one have noticed she was walking around with her ribcage in pieces?’

‘Paul!’ But this time Amy isn’t telling him off. She just doesn’t want him to say that: doesn’t want him to say any more. She doesn’t want to hear it. I don’t want to hear it either. I feel the tears from her voice in my throat.

I miss what they say next as I close my eyes. Clenching my hand around the pot with the dragon in it, I try to think about that and nothing else, try to breathe around the pain of holding myself stiff so I don’t break.

‘. . . important thing is that Evie is getting the help she needs now. You should both be proud that she finally trusted someone enough to tell them about her . . . injuries.’

‘And it only took three years,’ Paul says, his voice full of teeth.

Then no one says anything for a long time.

There’s nothing to say. I didn’t tell them sooner. The case is over before it started. The only thing next is the staples coming out and going back to school and the world going on. Because it always does. Even when it shouldn’t possibly be able to because no one should have to keep on living when it’s beyond unbearable. But the world doesn’t care about that. And somehow hearts don’t stop, even though it isn’t possible they should keep on beating. And people don’t just stop breathing. Instead they find out there are infinite places beyond unbearable.

My teeth ache. My throat aches. And my fingers are cold, though my face is hot. I close my eyes and force the pain down. Holding on to the pot with the dragon, I swallow and breathe, and swallow and breathe. Sooner or later, I’ll have to open my eyes and see that the world is just the same. There is no stopping, no refusing to let time go on. It will anyway.

I keep my teeth clenched as I pull myself up on the banister, right-handed, curling my body over against the pull of the staples, against skin that can’t stretch and the deeper ache of wrongness underneath, in the place where my rib was.

‘You’d think, sooner or later, there would be a limit to unfairness,’ Paul says suddenly and I freeze, still hunched over. ‘I don’t want to have to tell Evie that there isn’t any fair for her.’

‘I don’t want to tell her we’ve failed.’ Amy’s voice doesn’t sound like that. Like everything has been stripped out of it.

‘Then maybe we should ask her . . .’

‘Paul.’ The word snaps out like the click of teeth, sharp as a bite.

‘Now that’s a tone I’ve not heard for a while,’ says Uncle Ben, offering just the right mix of coaxing and teasing and curiosity to carry them past the moment. But Amy doesn’t answer his kindness with fondness, nor Paul with his usual good humour.

I straighten in the silence.

‘So what shouldn’t Paul ask Evie?’ Uncle Ben’s voice is light, but there’s something hard and heavy under the words: a demand I’d never understood until I came to live with Paul and Amy. But I recognise it now: that rare thing you can only bring out with family. A refusal to be denied that can’t be rejected because there’s too much history and future between you. So whatever question you ask, if you ask it that way – and only once in a very rare while – you’ll get an answer.

‘Paul . . . Paul thinks we should hire someone to deal with them.’

‘No,’ interrupts Paul, even more anger and frustration in his voice than before. ‘I think we should offer Evie the option . . .’

‘Which is even worse than just doing it,’ Amy hisses. ‘As if Evie needs to have that decision thrust on her!’

‘So not another lawyer, I take it. A detective?’ Uncle Ben asks.

There’s an angry pause, then Amy says, ‘Someone who could make them go away.’

‘Just “go away”, huh?’ says Uncle Ben. But something ugly in his voice tears anything musing and playful from the words.

‘I wasn’t suggesting that,’ Amy says. Her voice is still empty. The words have no inflection.

‘I was.’

The words are so soft I can’t make out whether it is Uncle Ben or Paul who says them.

There is nothing for a while.

‘Even if you did – Evie’s thoughts on the matter aside,’ Uncle Ben starts, then stops. ‘She wouldn’t be any better off with one or both of you in prison, and I’m . . . not a brave enough man.’

I love him for that, even as my eyes burn, burn, burn. I take the dragon-pot out of my pocket, pass it into my left hand and press it into the middle of my chest while I climb back up the stairs. I try to think about the dragon but I have to stop. I can’t bear to imagine having a part of me that’s as powerful as a dragon right now because a dragon would be powerful: it would be more powerful than any of them – the lawyers, the courts, Fiona’s parents . . . But there’s no dragon. And even with Amy and Paul and Uncle Ben, Fiona’s parents are still invincible.

I fix my eyes on the handles of the big cupboard at the head of the stairs and fill the ringing spaces in my head with chanting – ‘blank, blank, blank’ – so I can’t hear anything else. I think about the wardrobe part at the bottom of the cupboard where Amy keeps extra coats and board games and blankets, balls of wool and knitting needles, a box of buttons and different coloured threads. And when I’ve listed all the things I can think of there, I think about the top of the cupboard – two long, deep shelves – where Amy keeps old clothes I’ve grown out of, and old school reports and pictures and, right at the back, Adam’s things: baby clothes, school exercise books, and the paperwork for the gravestone.

By the time I’ve finished my list, I’ve worked myself back into bed and under the covers and the stereo is hissing and  whirring to life. I will myself into the words, forming them with my lips, echoing them in my head. Keeping the voices out. 
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‘She got six of them out right away. With this special little tool. It came all wrapped up in its own little bag thing. Like it was just for me. I wonder if they reuse them or what they do with them afterwards. But it had blue handles. It was just like pliers. Very small pliers. And she pushed it under the staples and they just sort of came out. But not the last two. One end came up and then the other end just wouldn’t somehow.’

Something like a flinch passes over Ms Winters’s face. Barely a ripple. ‘Did it hurt?’ she prompts, knowing it did. Getting me to admit it.

‘A bit. Sort of. Well . . . Sort of. Mostly it just felt odd. Strange. Anyway, she kept twisting and twisting the one end round and round but the rest just wouldn’t come out. So eventually she got up and she said, “I’ll just go and get the pliers . . . I mean the forceps.” But of course she really meant pliers. And they weren’t small at all.’

This time Ms Winters lets herself show sympathy, drawing her lips back and sucking air through her teeth. But I can tell this is intended to encourage me to keep talking, not to indicate she’d rather not hear any more, because then she asks, ‘And did she get it out with the . . . pliers?’

‘Eventually. It took a while. She kept twisting it one way and then the other and then it sort of levered out eventually. And that did sort of hurt. A bit,’ I say. And it did. But not as much as I’d expected. Really it was just a little bit gross-weird. Mostly it wasn’t hurt, just that tingly sick feeling you get when you know something is wrong and your body doesn’t like it. ‘Anyway, they’re out now and I can breathe and I can move and I can take a shower by myself. And Dr Barstow says I can go back to school in a few weeks.’

‘Are you looking forward to that now that you know you won’t be behind?’

‘Mostly.’ I shrug. It won’t be the same, starting three weeks late. Lynne and Phee said they’d saved me a desk, but it won’t be the same as being there to pick together. They came over last weekend to visit, but everything we tried to talk about ended up taking us on to things I hadn’t done and hadn’t seen and couldn’t understand. All the new things I wasn’t part of. All the new ways I’d be different.

Ms Winters lets the silence sit between us. You’d think she’d know better by now. I finger the pot that holds the dragon and don’t bite: I know exactly what she’s up to.

Amy and Paul have wanted me to see a counsellor for ages now, but I’m not trying that again. I went to two different people and they were both awful. And stupid. But mostly awful. I had four hour-long sessions with each of them and I spent the whole time staring at the wall, reciting poetry in my head so I didn’t have to hear any of the things they were saying. Because they shouldn’t have been saying those things. No one should ever say those sorts of things.

And, as I told Amy and Paul when they begged me to give it another try, why would I want to talk to people who don’t know the first thing about what to say? Because they didn’t just get it wrong. They got it as wrong as people can get it.

So Amy and Paul let it go in the sense that they didn’t make me go back, but they keep bringing it up . . . Only they haven’t since the operation. And now I think I know why: they know I like Ms Winters and they know Ms Winters works with a victim support charity because she ran last year’s school charity fair to raise money for it. So they’ve asked Ms Winters to work on getting me to talk in between helping me with my schoolwork. I wasn’t sure before, but I am now. The question about the staples was just too . . . focused somehow.

‘Amy mentioned earlier that it’s the anniversary of your . . . of Fiona’s death soon,’ Ms Winters says then.

I heave a sigh and slump back into the cushions, turning my gaze to the window.

‘Would it be so terrible to talk to me a little?’ Ms Winters asks gently. ‘It would make Amy and Paul feel better if they knew you were talking to someone, even if it’s just the odd ten minutes between the two of us.’

I roll my head to look at her and see a little knowing smile on her face . . . And I realise that she hasn’t been trying to be subtle at all: she knew she wasn’t going to fool me, and maybe she didn’t want to. I reach up to twist a strand of hair about my finger and then shove it in my mouth to chew on as I consider this. She just sits there, giving me that warm little smile. Not saying anything. Not saying how I can trust her and it’ll all be our little secret, or how I ‘need to get things out’ . . . And I find myself taking the hair back out of my mouth and saying, somewhat grudgingly, ‘Amy wants me to go to the cemetery.’

‘Yes, she told me,’ Ms Winters says. ‘She said you’ve decided not to go.’

‘I said I’d think about it,’ I snap: if she wants to talk then she’ll just have to deal with it if it makes me angry. ‘I never said I wanted to go. I didn’t even remember, you know. Amy and Paul are the ones who are worked up about it. When Amy first told me that Fiona had died, she made this whole fuss: you know, getting me to sit down first . . . all that stupid sort of thing.’ Ms Winters just waits for me to go on, but I don’t want to talk about the way Amy flinched when I said I was glad.

‘Do you think you might want to go next year?’ Ms Winters suggests.

This time I just shrug: a slow backward roll of my left shoulder. Free of the staples, there is just a dull burn creeping across my side and up under my arm. An ache rather than pain: something to remind me to be careful a while yet. But it’s not that feeling of underlying wrongness I lived with for so long: there’s no echo of broken bones grating and shifting, rough edges sliding over and under. It’s strange to be free of it.

‘It might be a good idea. And, you know, you don’t have to go on the anniversary if you don’t want to. Perhaps it would be better to just see if the mood catches you one day. It’s only a few miles, after all.’

I let my gaze drift to the window and hum noncommittally.

‘Are you worried about running into your . . . into Fiona’s parents?’

‘No.’

Ms Winters is back to pulling on that loose thread just under the arm of her chair: tugging at it fitfully, winding it around her finger, smoothing it up against the fabric as if it will melt back into the weave.

‘I just don’t see why I should. I don’t owe her anything.’

‘That’s not the only reason to visit a grave, Evie,’ Ms Winters says softly. ‘None of us are suggesting that you go for her sake. I’m just saying that it might be . . . helpful. For you.’ She is about to go on, but then she starts, draws her hand away from the arm of the chair, staring at the broken blue thread. Her fingers part. The thread drifts to the floor.

‘How’s seeing a bit of rock and some grass going to help?’

‘Maybe it won’t. It’s just worth giving some thought to.’

But I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want to find out what the stone says. Whether they dared to use those words – the usual epitaph, the standard inscription. She wasn’t beloved. Not beloved at all. For a second, I feel my fingers scrabble in the grooves of the letters, catching in the plinth of the ‘M’, in the belly-curve
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