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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 of the ‘O’, in the bar of the ‘T’. My nails tear into splinters as I claw at smooth stone.


I snap my eyes closed, toss my head to the side and the image vanishes. But still my thumbs pincer to meet my middle fingers, nail sliding under nail. But there is no dirt, no blood, no fragments of marble dust to dislodge. My fingers are clean and whole. I curl them into my palm and watch my knuckles whiten.


‘Amy and I went on a walk the other day, to celebrate the staples coming out,’ I say cheerfully.


Ms Winters lets me: allows me to change the subject, change the mood. Even though she knows that I know she’s not fooled, she’s smart enough not to call me on it.


‘We went down the towpath and fed the swans. There’s a black one there, you know, with red eyes. And this houseboat came along and the swan swam after it making this noise just like the dinosaurs in Jurassic Park. There were two little girls on the boat and they went running up to the front, screaming. When it came over to us, Amy threw all the bread in the water in one go, then we went up to the lock and sat there for a while and looked at the clouds.’


Ms Winters rocks her left foot over on to its side, rubs her toes against the foot of the armchair without seeming to realise she’s doing it.


‘I used to watch the clouds when I climbed outside to sit on the roof at Fiona’s parents’ house when . . . And I made up stories about them. But my favourite one was about Roger, and he was a fish who swam in the sky. But he was my friend and he would always stop over the house and talk to me on the way to visit his Auntie Mabel, who was a bird who lived in the water. And he used to tell me all sorts of things, because he was a very nice, polite fish . . .’


‘Did he ever ask why you were up on the roof?’


I shake my head – not letting her win that easily – and smile. ‘Of course not! I told you: he was a very polite fish. He wouldn’t have asked me something like that. And, besides, I was busy listening to his stories about his Auntie Mabel.’ My words get faster: too fast for her to interrupt me without being rude. ‘One time he invited me to go with him to meet her and have tea at her house in the water . . .’


And I stop because I didn’t mean to tell her that. It’s too close to things I’ll never tell anyone.


‘And did you go?’


‘Of course not!’ I say, as indignant as I can manage, to cover the sudden flatness in my voice. ‘I didn’t know how to swim in the sky!’ But I thought about it. Wondered whether it would be worth trying, just to see if I could. Because the alternative was to stay on the roof until I couldn’t stay any longer and I had to go back inside.


But I did stay. And eventually I did go back inside. And I never quite forgave myself for that.
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The scales clothe all four legs now and cover the dragon’s back with its ridge of little spikes. I’ve scraped and scraped the tool across the dragon’s tiny feet to make clawed fingers, and scooped around the crest of the skull for the ears: small but long, they lie along the dragon’s neck, tapering to a point. The jaw is square, sharp-angled at the corners and back towards its cheeks. The nostrils curve up into little points in the snout, while the muzzle flares back towards the eyes, set down on to the sides of the face like a cat. That is what the shape of the eyes reminds me of: a cat’s eyes. Like a teardrop with two points, only one tilts downward towards the nose and the other points up towards the ears. If you crossed a cat with a lizard, this is what you would get: every line a study in power and arrogance, beautiful to the point of cruelty.


The dragon sits on my hand, bluish in the moonlight, while the stereo whirrs softly in the background and the wizard Howl surrenders his heart to a falling star to give it new life as a fire demon. I would give my heart to the dragon to bring it to life. I’d give it gladly to be tied so tight to something so wonderful.


My throat closes with longing and, as I swallow, the scar across my side and the bone-ends beneath ache anew with the sense that something is missing: some part of me is gone there, just a few inches below my heart.


Sometimes in the night I rear up from the bed, curling over that gap, trying to protect the place where I’m most vulnerable: more vulnerable than ever now with that hole in the armour of my ribcage where there isn’t even broken bone any more.


I don’t remember the nightmare that jerks me so roughly off my pillows: I never do. In the instant when the pain hits and I jolt awake, my attention goes to bracing my ribs, to registering the pain and the need to be still.


Moonlight is falling on the foot of the bed. The coverlet glows and darkens, glows and darkens. Slowly, so slowly, I shift to my knees, edge forwards until I can see out of the window. The clouds are ragged flecks of darkness fleeing across the sky, but as they pass the moon they blush suddenly with colour – dim blues and greens and yellows – until they almost dissolve into the light. Just for an instant.


From my palm, the dragon watches with me, unblinking.


Then there are no more tatters of clouds. Just the moon, heavy in the hollow sky amid the sharp, cruel points of the stars.


The stereo has hissed to a stop and in the silence the echo of a song surprises me: ‘When you wish upon a star’. For an instant I remember the blue-white fairy moving brilliant across the screen in front of the dim interior of Geppetto’s shop. And Fiona is in the seat on my left and she smiles in the darkness of the cinema as she turns to say something. Her hand is warm and soft around mine. And I know that we went in the middle of the day. Just the two of us. And she laughed and bought me an ice cream and neither of us wanted to go home. The light when we stepped out on to the street was a blow, ripping away the warm safety of the darkness.


I like the idea that it makes no difference who you are when you’re wishing on star. It matters in prayers: it matters who you are and what you are and all sorts of things. If God listens, he listens differently to different people and so it matters. But it doesn’t matter with wishes. And even though I’m old enough to understand that neither wishes nor prayers really come true – things just happen or they don’t – it’s still nice to think that all that matters is me. All that matters is that I wish what I wish.


And so I wish. Even though I know it’s stupid and childish and it won’t make the slightest bit of difference. I wish until my heart aches with fierceness because it’s night-time and it’s dark and no one can see me. So I can wish if I want. There’s nothing at all to stop me. No reason not to because, even if it is just silliness, I want to.


I wish for the dragon to come to life.


I wish until the clouds return, more and more and darker and darker. Until the moon is gone and so are the stars.


Then I click the stereo back on and put the dragon back in its pot on the table by the bed. As I slip towards sleep, I stumble between low stools and workbenches in Geppetto’s shop as things unseen stir the darkness and the dust in the corners.


Then suddenly my body twitches reflexively, starting at a noise by my bed. My eyelids start to lift. My head starts to turn towards the bedside table . . . But the warmth of the quilt drags my eyes closed before they’ve truly opened and I’m back in the workshop, watching a mouse dart among the discarded tools on the old wooden table. As I turn to look out of the diagonal leadlight window panes at the cobbled street beyond, I know the mouse is watching.


I feel his eyes on me.
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Mrs Poole stares down at my work, horror morphing into exasperation into something like sympathy. ‘It’s a little ambitious again, Evie. A good idea, but perhaps a little ambitious since you do only have a few weeks.’


I stare down at the pencil case too. It’s nothing like what I imagined. The things I make for Mrs Poole’s textiles projects never are. This is black and plasticky and the little bits of elastic made into loops to hold the pencils and pens in place are all different sizes and heights and most of them are lopsided. I pick up one side and the whole thing flops alarmingly. I can’t imagine what it will look like full of pencils. And I forgot to think about ends – something to stop everything tipping out when I roll it up.


‘Well, one thing we can do to make life easier is get you a better needle. I’ve got a nice, thick one that will go through that . . . er . . . fabric much more easily. Just be careful not to hurt yourself with it.’


The needle she hands me is short and squat with a vaguely rounded end: made more for piercing rubber than fabric. Not that the pencil-case material is fabric. I’m not sure what it is. It seemed like a good idea when I was in the shop.


‘But can we really make spaghetti over a camp stove? What would we use for a sauce?’ Phee is asking Lynne. Her own pencil case – a nice, plain sort of thing – is all but finished. Glitter and glue are drying on it while she doodles absently on her folder.


‘Do you really want to get one of those canned meat meals?’ Lynne says, eyes fixed on her sewing as she coaxes gold thread into a chain stitch.


‘How about SpaghettiOs? SpaghettiOs are OK.’


Lynne sighs. ‘Do you know how many calories . . . ?’


Phee groans. ‘So we’re going to try to make a gourmet meal over a camp stove? Why don’t we just take crisps and you can take some revolting low-fat bit of nastiness?’


‘We’ll be cold by the time we stop to camp. We’ll need something hot,’ she says, biting the words off to clamp the tip of her tongue between her teeth as the thread catches in the fabric.


‘Are you sure this is a good idea, all this D of E stuff? I don’t really like walking. And you’re going to hate camping. And we still need two more people since Evie can’t come.’


They both look up at me then with apologetic grimaces. They’ve been trying (and failing) not to talk about starting their Bronze Duke of Edinburgh Award all day. The first meeting did have to be this morning, didn’t it? They keep taking out their little record booklets and thumbing through the pages, sighing and rolling their eyes about how they’re going to fulfil the different requirements. The expedition bit is only a month away so I can’t go. And of course it makes sense that they haven’t invited me to their planning meeting: they’d think it was rubbing it in. And of course they need to invite the people they pick to team up with . . . But then they’ll all go off together and when they come back they’ll have two new friends to spend their time with, gossiping about their adventures.


Or perhaps they’ll both hate it so much that they’ll end up coming home early. It’s probably mean of me to think that would serve them right, but I can’t help it after my less than triumphant return to school this morning.


The bell rings then and, figuring I might as well have something to do while everyone else is running around having fun on the netball court during PE, I stab the needle into the rubber pencil case and put it in my bag. I doubt anyone else in the whole school is stupid enough to be making a rubber pencil case, so Mrs Poole isn’t likely to miss it.


Out in the corridor, Sonny Rawlins sees me and whispers something to Fred, though his eyes remain on me all the while, flicking down to my feet before lifting slowly up my body. A sneer twists his lips as his eyes lock with mine. I turn away, pulling my bag across my chest with one hand and tugging at the hem of my skirt with the other. Sonny Rawlins starts to laugh.


Phee rolls her eyes, while Lynne snorts. ‘It’s such a pity. If he wasn’t such a prat, he’d be really cute. What a waste.’
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The wind is up tonight. Blowing hard across the fens, wailing through my dreams. I feel the moonlight dim then brighten on my face. And I can feel that someone is watching me.


I freeze, but I can’t hear the other person breathing. When I slit my eyes open, there’s no sign of light from the hall, so it’s not Amy or Paul, peeking in to check on me. And I know the window is shut because the curtains are not snapping in the wind. There’s no movement from anywhere in the room, just that feeling that someone is watching me, still and silent.


I look instinctively to the bedside table. And there is the dragon, crouched low over its front feet, like a cat hunkering down in the cold. Its eyes shine like haematite: silver over the darkest blue. It doesn’t blink as we stare at each other, but after a moment the tiniest wisp of smoke curls from its nostrils.


I want to ask if it is real or if I’m dreaming. I open my mouth . . . then shut it again.


Very wise, says the Dragon.


Except that it doesn’t speak. At least, its mouth doesn’t move. But I know that that’s what it means to say. And, after all, anything’s possible in a dream. The odd thing is that I’ve always imagined that dragons would like basking in the sun like lizards. And it’s one thing not to be able to control every aspect of a dream, but I have a tingly, uncomfortable feeling that I’m dreaming against myself somehow. As if I’m not dreaming at all because I’d never, ever imagine a dragon that liked the darkness. I just wouldn’t.


I stare at the Dragon and then, without thinking, I blink. But the Dragon is still there: still there, watching me.


Do people blink in dreams? I wonder and am about to squeeze my eyes shut to see if the Dragon is still there when I open them once more only . . . even if it isn’t at all what I thought a Dragon-dream would be there is still a Dragon. And it has sort of talked to me.


Then I blink again without meaning to. And again the Dragon doesn’t disappear, though I sense its impatience growing.


Slowly, slowly, I roll over on to my side so that our eyes are level. And then, finally, I squeeze my eyes closed, until blue and green explode behind my eyelids. When I open them, the Dragon’s expression speaks of disdain.


‘Are you nocturnal?’ I whisper, and my heart clenches with joy when I don’t jolt myself awake by speaking.


After a fashion, the Dragon says. Let us simply say that many things are easier at night.


Then it slowly pushes up from its crouch, its shoulders rolling languorously backwards as it juts its breast out proudly. When it is sitting bolt upright, tail curled neatly over its feet, it opens its mouth and yawns hugely, just like a cat, showing long, razor-point teeth like stubby needles. Its tongue curls back and then arches out, flicking at the air as if tasting it.


We should go if we are to venture out tonight.


‘Go where?’


The Dragon gives a tiny shake, like a shiver, and somehow I understand that this is a dragon’s way of shrugging. You do not have your strength back yet so tonight we will not go far. Other things will have to wait.


I half expect to wake myself by sitting up, but all that happens is that the Dragon tilts its head back to follow my movements.


‘Won’t we wake Amy and Paul going downstairs?’ I ask as I pull off my pyjamas, exchanging them for jeans, T-shirt and a hoodie.


We shall leave via the window, of course, the Dragon says.


I pause in rummaging at the bottom of my closet for trainers. ‘Amy says that the garage roof isn’t very strong. She says I should only try to cross it if there’s a fire and I need to get out.’


The Dragon’s expression grows disdainful. You are not heavy. It will serve.


I’m about to object when I realise that, since it’s a dream, it doesn’t matter anyway. A dream with a Dragon in it can certainly boast a sturdy roof. In fact, I could just dream myself creeping downstairs and not waking Paul and Amy . . . only a Dragon-dream has to be more fun than that: if I can’t even climb down the garden wall, the rest is bound to be pretty disappointing.


I tug on socks and then my trainers. ‘Will you fly?’ I ask.


The Dragon yawns again. For now I shall journey on your shoulder.


Stepping back towards the bedside table, I extend my hand, palm up, terrified suddenly that the Dragon will vanish: that our touching will be like a bolt of electricity, jolting me awake. But there is a sharp, firm pressure on my fingertip as the Dragon steps on to my hand. It fits neatly on my palm, somewhat bigger than the carving, as if the bare bone has literally fleshed out with skin and muscle. I lift my hand to my shoulder and the Dragon climbs gracefully from my palm to my collarbone, curling against my neck.


Its tail twitches against my shoulder blade as I open the window slowly, slowly, trying not to make a sound because it’s more fun to pretend it’s all real: that I really am creeping out into the night with a dragon.


There is a flash of irritation that my ribs hurt even in dreams as I inch my hip on to the window ledge, bracing a hand against the pull of the wound so I can swivel, drawing my legs up and over the sill.


But then the night air rushes clean and cold into my mouth and my throat, swelling my chest with pain and delight.


The world is silver and blue, shifting and changing as the moon surfaces from the clouds then dives down into darkness again. The garage roof holds firm as I walk to the edge and then step down on to the garden wall, following it along the edge of the house until, stretching down, I can place my foot safely on the top of the wrought-iron garden table. From there I step down to a chair and then to the ground. I want to race across the grass, run out into the maelstrom of cloud shadows, the rushing patches of dark and light, but I know my ribs will not allow it.


I keep to the garden path as I walk silently to the woods at the bottom of the garden and into the darkness under the trees, emerging on to the unpaved towpath beyond.


I can’t help it. Even with my heart full of the joy of the Dragon, I find myself turning to stare down the towpath to my left. Seven miles. Only seven miles to the village where Fiona’s parents live. By car, it takes ages – long enough to feel safe – but by river or on a bike, riding along the canal . . .


‘To the right?’ I ask, despite the fact that I’m leaning, leaning forwards as if drawn, as if the house and the people in it are pulling me. I don’t know if the feeling this gives me is want or rage or fear or power that I could go there in the dark, ride up the towpath, and no one would ever know . . . But what sort of a victory would that be? To go and stand outside the house and hate.


I rock back on my heels, as if the thing that was drawing me forwards has suddenly released. I shiver, willing away the sense that my Dragon-dream is about to descend into nightmare.


When you are strong, we can do anything you wish, the Dragon says softly: an answer to what is in my heart, not my question.


‘To the right,’ I say, stating it this time: resolving upon it.


The Dragon tightens its grip on my shoulder and I feel the steel-strength of its talons graze my skin.


Brackish water glints in the dyke between the fields as the world opens out around me. The Dragon’s breath comes in little drifts of warmth against the side of my neck.


Here, the Dragon commands, and I turn off the path into the low scrub wood edging the fields.


The grass is long, but even the odd snatch and pull of a bramble cannot hold me back. Ahead, I can make out the outline of a wall and the ruin of a little building. Beyond it, catching the light in brief flashes between the clouds, there is a pool, still and dark. A single late-flowering evening primrose stem spears up from the reeds, bell-shaped flowers glowing a ghostly pale green.


I sink on to the moss-covered trunk of a fallen tree and watch the water, my eyes prickling with the threat of tears and that strange feeling that could be absolute happiness . . . or grief that you can never hold anything perfect still and safe.


The air is heavy with the sweet, viscous scent of fallen leaves mulching down into mud. The sharp smell of burning and the richness of charcoal. The acid tang of rotting reeds. And the thick copper and iron smell of slow water.


Something stirs in the pool. Ripples billow across the surface, fragmenting into waltzing shadows in the water. Above me, the bare tree branches spike upwards like long black thorns and the clouds rip and tear themselves ragged, raw edges weeping away into the light like blood fraying in water as they force themselves on: rank upon rank of tattered monsters, hunting each other across the sky. But as they cross in front of the moon they glow suddenly cream and gold, passing into greens and purples, making rainbows at the edge of darkness.


The Dragon and I don’t speak there in the clearing, or on the walk home, or as I climb carefully back up to my window and into my bedroom. I settle the Dragon back on the bedside table, then undress, tucking my damp trainers away in the back of the wardrobe before pulling on my pyjamas and climbing into bed. I curl on to my side despite the pull across my chest.


‘What should I call you?’ I ask, as I lie watching the intermittent drift of smoke from the Dragon’s nostrils.


Do I need a name? the Dragon asks. Is there another like me?


I smile, the question echoing after me as I drift into sleep.


When I wake, the Dragon is bare bone once more, solid and lifeless. I can’t bear to check whether the trainers in the back of my wardrobe are still damp.


‘You look like you slept well!’ Amy says when I pad into the kitchen.


‘No nightmares,’ I say, putting some toast on.


‘That’s wonderful, darling. Maybe with your ribs getting better you’ll start sleeping soundly more often.’


‘Maybe.’


Amy doesn’t tell me to think positively, but she smiles hopefully. ‘Well, I’ll keep my fingers crossed,’ she says.


I think about night after night of uninterrupted sleep. Of Dragon-dreams, vivid and strange. Of waking and feeling calm and rested rather than as if I have been trapped, struggling desperately in the darkness all night long.
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I should be glad that we’re studying Hamlet for our English GCSE, but I’m not. It’s like sand under my skin. Something about it bothers me.


‘You look puzzled, Evie,’ Ms Winters says.


‘Hm?’ I say stupidly, then realise I must have been pulling faces as I itch at the prickly feeling the play gives me. ‘Oh. No. Just thinking.’


Someone – Sonny Rawlins probably – makes a rude noise at the back of the class.


Ms Winters ignores it. ‘Anything good?’ she asks. She’s not being mean: she thinks it’s as weird as I do that I just can’t seem to get my head around the play. We’ve even stopped working on it in our little after-school sessions and swapped to The Tempest instead.


We’re still doing our ‘extra classes’ even though I’m back at school and up to date with everything. When Ms Winters suggested we keep going, she phrased it in terms of it not being right for me to be bored in English when I love to read so much. But we both know that part of things is just a reward for my putting up with the not-counselling aspect of her visits.


‘It’s . . . I’m just . . . I’m really fed up about how much Hamlet whines about everything,’ I say, and am both surprised and pleased when a whole bunch of the class laugh. ‘I mean, I get that he’s . . . he’s frustrated and angry and that he feels helpless. But why does he have to whinge about it so much? I mean, either he’s willing to make sacrifices to get revenge for his father or he isn’t, right? Why doesn’t he just make a decision instead of mucking around so much?’


Ms Winters smiles. ‘What does everyone else think?’ she asks.


Everyone else is busy looking elsewhere, thinking nothing at all, at least about Hamlet. I prop my chin on my hand and let my gaze drift towards the windows.


For once, English drags by. When the bell goes, Lynne and Phee are out of their seats before I’ve even raised my head. I trail after them as they chatter on about some TV series I don’t like, lamenting the lack of boys worth snogging in real life apart from sixth-formers, who aren’t interested in Year 10s. Lynne laughs as Phee gesticulates energetically, her face alive with intent. They link arms: a careless, automatic gesture.


I slow, watching them laugh and jostle their way down the corridor, ploughing through the ranks.


Phee and Lynne were best friends for over a year before I started here and our form teacher asked them to look after me. Sometimes I wonder if that’s all our friendship is: my tagging along after them and them feeling a bit sorry for me. I mean, I know they like me – it’s not like I have any weird idea that they hate me and just pretend not to – but sometimes I think they’d be at least as happy without me always turning their pair into a trio. They’re not the sort of people who’d tell me to push off and leave them alone just because they felt they could take or leave my company, but who wants to be tolerated, however nicely?


Most of the time, I try not to worry about it too much but recently, with all that’s happened, I can’t help feeling that gaps are opening up and showing how it was all along: that I’m not really wanted. That I don’t really fit. That there’s Phee and Lynne, and me somewhere on the outside, following along after them.


They’re already queuing outside the science labs when I finally get there. They’ve got their heads pressed together, making plans for the evening.


‘Can I come too?’ I ask.


They both blink at me in surprise. I watch their eyes.


‘But we’re going to do a season one marathon,’ Lynne says.


‘We didn’t think you’d want to,’ adds Phee. ‘But you’re welcome if you fancy it.’ She looks to Lynne and I try to translate what passes between them.


Lynne shrugs, then grins. ‘So, does this mean you’re finally ready to be inducted into the fan club?’


‘Are we going to find out you’ve been sneakily watching by yourself? Will you know all the trivia in the special features?’ Phee adds, laughing.


And I know that they’re doing their best to make sure I don’t think they’re trying to exclude me, but perhaps that’s just because their parents have told them to be extra nice to me . . . But even if it’s not, the united front, minds-in-concert thing they’re doing is making all the unease that welled up in me during English a thousand times worse. As we’re called into class, I trail after them wretchedly, wishing I could just go home and hide under my bed.


Instead, I reach into my bag and take out the pot with the Dragon in it and squeeze and squeeze and squeeze until I’m afraid the plastic will shatter as I will myself to believe that last night’s Dragon-dream is just the first of many: that when I ‘wake’ tonight, the Dragon will be there watching me, waiting to greet me. 
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‘Amy says you’re still adamant that you don’t want to visit Fiona’s grave,’ Ms Winters says out of the blue, as we pore over Waterhouse’s painting of Miranda and the Tempest.


Pressing down on the book’s spine to flatten the pages, I lean closer to the picture, refusing to look up.


Amy thinks that because she needs to visit Adam’s gravestone, and Aunt Minnie’s and Grandad Peter’s and Nanna Florrie’s, that it’s the same for me and Fiona. But it’s not. It’s not the same thing at all.


‘She’s dead,’ I say. ‘She’s buried. There’s a grave. End of story.’


‘Closure isn’t that simple, Evie.’


I think of all sorts of things to say to that but manage to keep my mouth shut.


‘Is there anything you do want to talk about?’ Ms Winters asks when she sees that I’m not prepared to cooperate on the subject of visits to gravestones.


I shrug again. Talking about my frustrations over all the things I’ve missed at school – all the in-jokes I don’t understand, all the memories I can’t share – isn’t going to make me feel any better about it. Besides, what can Ms Winters say? I’ll get better. I’ll catch up and there will be newer things that I am part of. It’s just a matter of waiting. In the meantime I’m going to watch lots of TV that bores me to tears so that I’m no more out of the loop than I can help.


But before I can direct her attention back to the book, Ms Winters is asking, ‘Do you have any good memories of Fiona you could tell me about?’


I hold very still while I think about how to deal with this. Only for a few seconds of course: any longer and I know Ms Winters will never let it drop. Oh, she might for today, but she’ll come back to it. She’ll keep coming back to it. I fix her with my most unpleasant stare and heave a grumpy, petulant sigh as if the whole thing is just an irritation.


But Ms Winters meets my stare and returns it.


I slump back into the armchair and look away. I want to ask how anyone could possibly think I associate anything good with Fiona . . . but there is a picture of our old garden path in my mind, of the crooked concrete slabs leading to the blue back door and the dandelion by the mat.


‘My old school had a half day once. I don’t remember why,’ I find myself saying. ‘I thought for a while that no one was home, so I let myself in with the key they probably still keep under the petunia pot by the back door . . . And Fiona was standing there in the kitchen, with an apron on, making a cake. They were both out. I don’t know why. But it was just us, in the kitchen, making cake. We ate the whole thing, sitting at the kitchen table and playing games. It was sunny. I remember the kitchen all lit up with sunlight and Mum’s . . . Fiona’s hair glowing like copper and gold.’


Outside our window, the day is grey and drizzly.


‘That was before I knew she was sick. Before . . . before,’ I say firmly, closing down that avenue of discussion. ‘I think we hadn’t lived there very long yet,’ I offer instead.


‘Was it like that with Fiona and your dad, before you went to live with your . . . her parents?’ Ms Winters prompts, though she has the sense not to look at me as she says it, fixing her eyes on Miranda instead.


I shrug, going for nonchalant. ‘I don’t remember,’ I lie. ‘I just remember that I was really happy that day in the kitchen. And I hadn’t been. Neither of us had been. That day in the kitchen, when we heard the front door open, Fiona started to cry. Then she started washing up. Things from the draining board. Clean things.’


For a moment, hope rises that I’ve said enough, but Ms Winters has her next question all lined up: ‘Why do you think Fiona took you to live with her parents after your father died?’


I sigh inwardly. I know the only way to escape the topic is to go with it just enough for her to think I’m not afraid to talk about it. ‘They probably told her to come home. Without Dad there to stop her, she probably didn’t even argue. Just went,’ I say shortly, hoping (against hope) that Ms Winters will decide not to push if I merely show annoyance. I turn my attention to a catch in my nail.


‘I know you don’t like thinking about it, Evie, but it’s important that you understand that they probably did the same things to Fiona when she was young.’


Clearly Ms Winters, like Amy and Paul, thinks I’ll feel sympathy for Fiona if I believe this. They don’t seem to understand that, if it’s true, then what Fiona did was even worse: if it’s true, then Fiona knew. Didn’t just close her eyes and ears so she could pretend nothing was happening. She knew. And she still just went into the kitchen, every time, and washed up the clean things from the draining board so she could pretend she wasn’t meant to be doing anything else – anything else in the world – but that.


‘Maybe Fiona was too frightened of her parents – had been frightened of them for far too long – to be able to stand up to them. I am not trying to excuse what she did,’ Ms Winters adds quickly, ‘but maybe it’ll help to understand it.’


I dig the nail of my index finger into the catch in my left thumb nail. I want to say that I understand everything I care to. Fiona was a coward. She went back and took me with her. Because with me there she was safe.


‘Do you think that perhaps Fiona let them persuade her to go back home when she found out about the cancer: when she knew she was going to keep getting sicker?’


The snag in my nail is proving stubborn. I work at it with my teeth to no avail, trying to ignore the fact that Amy has clearly told Ms Winters more about Fiona than I’d realised. Ms Winters just sits there, waiting patiently for me to answer.


‘What difference would that have made?’ I say eventually.


‘Maybe she was hoping . . .’


‘She knew what would happen,’ I snap then, before Ms Winters can continue. ‘She didn’t go so that there would be someone to look after me.’


‘But you do recognise that she was grieving for your father. People do strange things when they’re desperate, especially if they’re also ill.’


‘They told her to go and she went. That was it. She just did what they said. She always just did what they said.’ I shove my nail back into my mouth to stop myself saying any more. The rough edge catches on my tongue. I swallow away the ferrous bite of blood.


‘But she did marry your father, Evie,’ Ms Winters is saying. ‘Reading between the lines of what you’ve told me, that must have been very much against her parents’ wishes.’


‘It was Dad’s idea,’ I say as I return to digging my right thumb nail under the catch in the left. ‘He joked about it once, though I didn’t really understand it. How they ran away to get married, like she was a princess and he was a commoner. How Fiona looked over her shoulder the whole way to the registry office as if they were about to be chased down.’


‘Perhaps, by that point, she couldn’t believe that she would ever be able to escape her parents.’


‘She didn’t, did she? He rescued her.’ The blood on my tongue tastes like acid as I swallow it away, swallow it away.


‘Do you think your father knew about Fiona’s parents?’ Ms Winters asks, and I can tell that she’s got her teeth into this: there’s no hope now that she’ll let go till she’s said what she wants to say, asked what she wants to ask. It’s just like in class when there’s some really interesting thing she wants us to work out for ourselves and she just keeps pushing and dragging at us until we inch our way there.


‘I expect he just thought that they were over-protective. A bit controlling. He hated my . . . Fiona’s mother.’ I feel my lips twist into a smile like a sneer. ‘Why wouldn’t he? But he just thought she was horrid. Just ordinary horrid.’


I want to ask Ms Winters if she thinks my father knew what would happen to us if anything ever happened to him, but I can’t bear to. Even if he didn’t know about Fiona’s parents, he had to have known how spineless she was. And still he went racing through the fenland lanes on his motorcycle until he killed himself in a drainage ditch.


Fiona hadn’t stopped him. Maybe she didn’t even try. Sometimes I wonder if she ever asked him not to go, told him not to go so fast. Begged him not to risk leaving us. Even though she knew exactly what would happen without him around to make sure she stayed rescued.


Suddenly my right thumb nail slides deep into the catch in the left, opening it up, tearing the nail away down to the quick. I put my thumb in my mouth. Suck away the blood with spit already sweet and thick with it. The taste explodes on my tongue. 
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When I wake in the darkness to the feeling of being watched, I smile as I roll on to my side.


The Dragon is stretching its wings as if it is stiff after a long day in the pot.


‘Should I leave you here, in my room, during the day?’ I ask, as I scramble out of bed to put on my clothes, impatient to get out into the night.


The Dragon continues stretching, pushing its chest down and then arching its haunches up, spreading its wings wide and flicking its tail. As you wish.


As carved bone, the Dragon is pinkish but, when fleshed out, becomes the blue-white of moonlight.


‘Where are we going tonight?’ I ask, as I scoop the Dragon on to my shoulder and push open the window. Tonight, I remember to pull it slightly to so that Amy and Paul won’t feel a chill in the corridor if they wake in the night. Maybe it’s silly but I can’t shake the feeling that if they catch me Dragon-dreaming that will be the end of it. And I won’t let it be over. Not yet, when we’ve only just begun. So, even though it’s all a dream and even though I know they won’t come in to check on me anyway because they know how lightly I sleep, I’ve made my bed so that it looks like I’m still there.


I manoeuvre down the garden wall then hurry across the grass and through the woods to the river. For a moment I stop, staring up the towpath to the left. Seven miles . . .


We go to the right, the Dragon commands.


By the river’s edge the reeds writhe as one creature attacks another with a piping scream. Heavy cloud blocks the moonlight and in the darkness the rising mist isn’t white, but grey and green and blue. It is gathering over the fens now, coming at me in drifts, now faster, now slower: rushing at me, diving around me. Chilling my face. Caressing my hair. It pulls away and for a moment the air is clear, then it is thick once more, twisting about me in gossamer strands as if I’m being wrapped in cobwebs.


It seethes about my waist as I wade out into the fields, fixing my eyes on the rising and falling boundary between the blanketing, swirling greyness and the wet, dark night. Anything could lie below the mist and still it teases at all the normal things of a night on the fens, tempting them down into a stranger place, where things aren’t quite what they seem: ceaselessly shifting, changing, defying all the rules.


And somehow there is so much to feel and smell and see and hear and taste that I forget to hurt. There’s too much here and now for pain. Suddenly I am empty.


And it’s like breathing in light.


I am gone from myself.


Unravelling into the mist, I become nothing. And there is respite. Finally, there is respite. As if the world has stopped turning and at last there is a space out of time where it’s not pain on pain, hurt on hurt with each breath.


The Dragon is making a soft, breathy noise of contentment, like purring. We wander on.


By the time we turn back to the canal, the mist is thick and heavy, boiling over from the fields, foaming down to swirl and roil above the dark, slow water. I laugh, raising my arms as I spin round and around until the wind drops and the mist dissolves, the last remnants flowing, snakelike, away to the river. Dizzy and stumbling, I watch as the wind whips up a little spiral of grey-green vapour, like an arm raised briefly in farewell.


In the morning I wake, expecting to be tired. But I feel light, refreshed. This time, though, I can’t stop myself from opening the wardrobe to check. My trainers, hidden at the back, are damp and pungent. 
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‘And finally a toast. To my beautiful, brilliant niece. One of a kind. Quite possibly the only girl in the world who, when she becomes a household name and some idiot interviewer complains that bone jewellery is cruelty to animals, can righteously retort, “It’s my bone, so I can do what I like with it!”’


‘Ben!’ Amy complains, her mouth turning down in a disgusted pout.


Paul pats Uncle Ben on the shoulder, laughing. ‘Our one of a kind,’ he echoes, raising his glass. ‘Happy adoption birthday.’


I grin and steal Amy’s glass to clink to his. It’s not actually my official adoption birthday, but we decided that the important date wasn’t when the paperwork came through: that didn’t happen for more than another year ’cos there’s so much rubbish that has to be done to make these things legal. The date that matters is when I came to live with Amy and Paul. All of my time with them counts.


‘Evie dear,’ Amy says awkwardly, ‘I don’t think you should . . .’


‘A few sips won’t hurt,’ I say. ‘Here, I’ll toast with water for you.’


She shakes her head, smiling, as I pass her glass back. ‘I’m so proud of you, Evie. You’ve been so brave,’ she says, because it’s the kind of thing Amy does say semi-regularly, not just once in a lifetime, and without ever blushing. It might just be my favourite thing about her. I can never quite decide between that and the fact that Amy really would do anything for me. I’m sure of it. If a car tried to mow me down, she’d jump in front of it. She and Paul would sell the house and everything they own if I were sick and the money could make me well.


When I first came to live with them, while the adoption was still in its probationary period, I thought I knew what the deal was: I’d live with them, become theirs after a fashion, but it wouldn’t be like they were really my parents. I knew it just didn’t work like that.


Only it did. With Amy and Paul, it really did. It didn’t even take a full year for me to realise that when I made them angry, they didn’t even think about the fact that they didn’t have to put up with it: that they could take me back and be rid of me. They just didn’t think it. I could tell. And that’s when I realised I could tell them about all the things that hadn’t mended right in my ribs: about the way they moved funny, and about the pain.


Of course I didn’t tell them then: it took me months and months – so many months they became years – to work out how to tell them. I knew that the first time I mentioned having an ache in my ribs Amy wouldn’t think anything of it. The plan was to mention it again about a week later and then perhaps a few days after that. I’d let myself brace my hand across my ribs occasionally, then more regularly. Eventually, I’d say something more about it really hurting and then . . .


But the very first time I mentioned the pain – just a passing comment about an ache – Amy whipped around from making dinner, wiping her hands down her clothes, and hurried over to me.


For a minute, I’d been sure she would just lift my shirt and, though I knew Amy wouldn’t do anything more, it went all cold. But even though I hadn’t told her anything then – anything at all – she knew better than that. She just always knew what not to do, right from the very start when we’d met by chance at the local Social Services office. Sometimes I wonder if she sort of knew everything I eventually told her all along. I think she might have. Not what happened exactly, of course. But somehow she knew enough, right from the first day I came home with them.


So she didn’t touch me, just crouched down by my chair. ‘Can you show me, Evie darling? Do you mind?’ she asked.


And so I was the one who lifted my shirt and showed her. ‘Here. It moves here,’ I said. ‘Feel,’ I said, making the invitation to touch.


Five minutes later, the GP was on his way out for a home visit. Just like that. And then I knew that I could tell Amy things, little things, and she would understand: she would know all the things I couldn’t say.


And she did.


And, really, that’s my favourite thing about Amy: she understands without my having to say any of those things that can’t be said without pain welling up as dull and dirty and deep as a freshly re-broken bone.


Some things should never be said. Not out loud in clear, simple words. You talk around them. You leave gaps and blanks. You use other words and talk in curves and arcs for the worst things because you need to keep them like mist. Words are dangerous. Like a spell, if you name the mist, call out all of the words that describe it sharp and clear, you turn it solid, into something that no one should ever hold in their hands. Better that it stays like water, slipping between your fingers.


‘Ben, do you really have to persist with this horrible idea of making the dragon into a necklace?’ Amy is saying. ‘I know you and Evie think it’ll be rather a good joke, but other people might think it’s morbid.’


‘Ninnies like you might think it’s morbid,’ Uncle Ben retorts. ‘Other people, even if they don’t get the joke, will just look at the beautiful carving your talented daughter has accomplished – with the help of yours truly, of course – and think it’s a work of art.’


‘A rather unusual work of art,’ Paul concedes, as Amy looks beseechingly at him.


A waiter comes up then, so of course Amy, Paul and Uncle Ben launch into an argument about who will be paying . . . until it turns out that Uncle Ben left his credit card at the front desk when we came in. I’m busy weighing the fortune cookies that came on the little tray with the bill, trying to sense which one feels luckiest.
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