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Prologue

They say that everybody has a secret. For some, it’s a stolen extramarital kiss on a balmy evening after two or three glasses of wine. For others it’s that girl, teased mercilessly about the shape of her nose or the whine in her voice until she has to move school.

Some of us, though, keep secrets that make liars of our lives. Take me, for example. The skeleton I fear isn’t hiding in my closet. The one I fear lies underground. Her name was Rose and she was nine years old when she died.

I’m not going to make excuses for what I did. I’m going to tell my story as it is and as it was.

This isn’t the beginning but it’s a good place to start...


1

I live in Scotland, on the east coast a few miles beyond St Andrews. The east of Scotland is flatter than the west, the scenery less spectacular. We don’t have the craggy peaks or brooding glens dour with dead men’s stories. We have instead a gentle roll and sway of land and sea that lifts my spirits the way a mountain never can.

And the weather isn’t great. After a couple of sunny days we’re punished with the haar that rolls in off the North Sea, thick and cold until you can’t see the hand in front of your face. But this evening it’s exactly as I like it and when I’ve finished preparing the evening meal, I stand at the sink rinsing the knives and the chopping board and watch a couple walking along the beach, their faces turned up to enjoy the last of the day’s sunshine.

The phone rings. I dry my hands and lift the receiver. ‘Hello,’ I say.

‘Grace?’

I don’t reply. I feel like I recognise the voice but at the same time, I don’t. There’s a tingling under my scalp and it spreads to my face. With my free hand I rub my cheeks.

‘Grace?’

Still I don’t reply. This time because I know who it is.

‘It’s me. Orla,’ she says.

I put down the phone, return to the sink and lift the knives, washing and drying each one slowly and meticulously before putting it back in the knife rack. I rinse the spaghetti, toss it in oil and cover it with a lid then bend down and open the oven door. The juice from the berries has bubbled up through the crumble, running scarlet rivers over the topping. I turn off the oven and walk to the downstairs bathroom. I lock the door behind me and vomit so violently and repeatedly that I taste blood on my tongue.

The front door opens then slams shut. ‘Mum?’ I hear Daisy drop her school bag in the hallway and walk towards the kitchen. ‘Mum?’

‘I’m in here.’ My voice wavers and I clear my throat. ‘Give me a minute.’ I splash my face in the sink and look at myself in the mirror. My eyes stare back at me, my pupils huge and fixed. My face is colourless and there is a relentless drumming inside my skull. I swallow two Ibuprofen with a handful of water and count slowly, from one to ten, before I open the door. Daisy is sitting on the bottom stair with our dog Murphy’s head on her knee. She’s crooning to him and rubbing the backs of his ears. His breathing slows and he gives a low, contented growl.

‘How was school?’ I ask.

Daisy looks up at me. ‘You look hellish. Is it a migraine?’

‘Must be.’ I try to smile but my head hurts too much. ‘Where’s Ella?’

‘Walking back with Jamie.’ She rolls her eyes, stands up and kicks off her shoes. ‘I don’t know what she sees in him. What’s for tea?’

‘Spaghetti bolognese and fruit crumble.’ The thought of food makes me want to be sick again. I distract myself by bending down to put her shoes in the rack then think better of it when the drummer in my head plays a five-stroke roll against my temples. I lean into the wall and try to calm myself but when the drumming stops I hear her voice: It’s me. Orla.

I follow Daisy into the kitchen where she’s taking a spoonful of sauce from the pot. ‘It’s good!’ She smiles at me, reaches forward and kisses my cheek then wraps her arms round my shoulders. She’s a couple of inches taller than me now and it makes me feel humbled, like somewhere along the way she became the adult and me the child. ‘Why don’t you have a lie down, Mum? Tea can wait.’

‘I think I’ll be okay. I’ve taken some painkillers. They should kick in soon.’

‘If you’re sure.’ She rubs my back. ‘I’ll go and change.’

I tilt my head and give her what she calls my Oh-Daisy smile. Her shirt hangs out over her skirt, her tie is skew-whiff and her tights have a hole in them. The cuffs of her almost new sweater are already beginning to fray.

‘I don’t do uniforms,’ she tells me, her cheeks dimpling.

I run my hand through her cropped hair and she leans against it for a moment before I gently push her away. ‘Go on then. Back into the combats.’

She leaves the room, calling to Murphy who pads along beside her, his tail thumping the air. I sit on a chair and try to think of nothing and no one. All I’m aware of is my breathing and I hold my hand over my chest, counting each breath as it first fills and then empties my lungs.

By the time Paul’s car tyres crunch over the gravel on the driveway, I feel almost calm again. His door clunks shut and I hear the muffled sound of his voice and then Ella’s in reply. When they come through the front door, Ella is half talking, half laughing. ‘I didn’t mean it like that, Dad!’ she says. ‘It’s a play on words like two martyrs soup, tomato soup.’

Paul laughs. ‘Don’t tell me one of my daughters is developing a sense of irony. Whatever next!’

They come into the room; Ella is hanging on his arm. Paul bends to kiss me. ‘Darling, are you okay?’ He runs a hand over my cheek.

‘I’m fine.’ I stand up and rest my head against his neck. Immediately, tears flood the back of my eyes and I pull away. ‘How was your day?’

‘Usual procrastination at the departmental meeting but otherwise—’ He stops talking. He is watching me. I’m making tidy piles of the letters and bills that are on the sideboard. He pulls me back towards him. ‘Grace, you’re shaking. What’s wrong?’

‘Just a headache.’ I press my fingertips around my eyes so that he can’t see the expression in them. ‘It’ll pass.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes. Really.’ I clear my throat. ‘Combination of tiredness and dehydration.’ I smile into the space between his body and the window. ‘You know me – I never drink enough water.’

‘Well, if I’ve told you once...’

‘...you’ve told me a hundred times.’ I manage to look into his eyes and see nothing but straightforward concern: no suspicion or irritation, just humour and a gentle kindness that comforts me. I risk leaning into his neck again. ‘Thank you.’

‘For what?’

I kiss below his ear and whisper, ‘For being you.’

He squeezes me tight then releases me and looks around at the table and beyond that to where Ella is rummaging in the fridge. ‘Daisy home?’

‘She’s upstairs changing.’

‘How’s my dad been today?’

‘Fine. He went into St Andrews to the hardware store. Came back with a boot-load of supplies to repair the fence with.’

‘No forgetfulness?’ He tries not to look worried.

‘Not that he mentioned.’ I rub from his shoulder down to his hand then lace my fingers through his. ‘Let’s not cross bridges.’

‘I know.’ He gives me a tight smile. ‘It’s just that I hate to think about him getting lost and no one to help him. Anyway’ – he opens the patio doors – ‘I’ll call him through.’

He goes outside to the small apartment that connects to our house and I mix some dressing for the salad.

‘Are you getting tea?’ Ella is eyeballing me over the glass she’s holding up to her lips, swigging back a huge mouthful of juice until her cheeks puff out.

‘Yes. And it’s ready so please don’t eat anything.’ I drizzle oil and lemon juice over the green salad. ‘Are you going to change?’

She looks down at herself. She is wearing exactly the same uniform as Daisy but somehow on Ella it looks stylish. The navy skirt sits easily on her hips, the pleats swing as she walks then settle against the fronts and backs of her knees. She never has holes in her tights and her tie is always lying on centre. ‘I’m not changing. I’m fine as I am.’ She stuffs a piece of cold ham into her mouth, lifts the carton of juice, goes to pour it in the glass, changes her mind and holds it up to her mouth instead, slurping it back in exaggerated gulps.

I say nothing. My head still hurts, my nerves are strung tight – It’s me. Orla – and, anyway, I pick my battles carefully with Ella. I edge past her and take the warm plates from the oven.

‘...and that’s when I said, “Don’t bother, young man, I’ll buy the brown one.”’ Ed comes into the house with Paul. ‘What’s for tea tonight then, Grace?’ he shouts, rubbing his hands together. ‘Best part of the day, this is.’

I smile at him. I love my father-in-law. He’s one of life’s gentlemen.

‘You’re looking a little tired around the eyes, my love.’ He clasps my hands. ‘What can I do to help?’

‘You could toss the salad for me,’ I tell him, hugging his wiry frame. ‘I can manage the rest.’

We all sit down to eat. Paul and Ed are at either end of the table and the girls are opposite me. My stomach contracts at the sight of the food and I clench my jaw muscles hard until the wave of nausea recedes. I dish up, giving myself a small portion and hand the plates around. Everyone thanks me except Ella. She’s busy under the table arranging Murphy’s head on her feet. Paul looks down at the dog and orders him to his bed. Murphy ignores him.

‘He’s not bothering me, Dad,’ Ella tells him. ‘He’s keeping my feet warm.’

Paul smiles. ‘Just like Bessie, Dad, eh?’

‘Now there was a dog and a half,’ Ed says.

I spoon some spaghetti into my mouth and eat automatically, preoccupied with what’s going on inside my head. Memories hatch like chicks in an incubator: Orla does handstands in the sun, her hair brushing over my bare feet as I catch her legs; arms around each other’s back, running the three-legged race, giggling and jostling each other until we fall panting to the ground; summer afternoons, rolling up and over the dunes until our noses and ears are itchy and blocked with sand; cookery classes, flour on her cheeks, the rolling pin a weapon in her hand; trying on shoes, tops, trousers, skirts before finally parting with our pocket money. And then the last time we were alone together. The hard slap of her hand on my cheek.

‘Is there any more, Mum?’ Daisy is holding her plate towards me.

‘Sure.’ I load some on to her plate and pass it back to her. ‘Anyone else?’

Ed reaches over and pats my hand. ‘Delicious as ever, Grace. But I’ll save some room for my pudding, if I may.’

I give Paul an extra spoonful and look at Ella. She seems to have more on her plate now than she did when she started. She is moving the food around, arranging like with like, separating out the tomatoes from the olives and the mozzarella from the basil. When she starts to pick the red pepper out of the bolognese sauce, I look away.

‘Wait till you girls leave home,’ Ed is saying. ‘You’ll appreciate your mum’s cooking then. Won’t you just.’

‘I already do,’ Daisy says, looking sideways at her sister.

Ella seems not to have heard and, pushing her plate away, looks around the table at us all. ‘So guess who got the lead in the play?’ she says.

‘Now what play would that be?’

‘Romeo and Juliet, Grandad.’

‘Ah!’ Suddenly, like a cloud drifting over the sun, Ed’s eyes glaze over. He stares down at his fork, examines it from every angle and then puts it neatly beside his plate. ‘I’m not sure what that’s for,’ he announces. Then, looking around him, says, ‘Where’s Eileen?’

‘Eileen’s not here right now, Grandad, and we’re all having tea,’ Daisy says.

‘Of course we are. We’re all having tea.’

He looks worried and I sense his rising panic. I rest my hand on his.

‘But where is Eileen?’ he says.

How to tell him that his wife has been dead these last five years? In the beginning we tried to orientate him to the present but all it did was make him relive his grief, acutely as a knife through flesh.

‘Mum’s busy right now, Dad,’ Paul tells him. ‘You’re eating with us this evening.’

‘Yes, right.’ He nods to himself, trying to make sense of it, hanging on to the words. He looks at me. ‘Is there pudding, Alison?’

‘Coming right up,’ I tell him. In these moments he often mistakes me for his daughter and I don’t correct him.

‘Anyway,’ Ella says, turning to her father. ‘I got the part.’ She gives a broad, excited smile that lights up the whole table.

‘Congratulations!’ Paul and I say, both at the same time.

‘That’s fantastic! And who’s playing Romeo?’ I ask.

‘Rob.’ She shrugs. ‘He wouldn’t be my choice but Mr Simmonds seems to think he’s the best.’

‘And how many girls auditioned for Juliet?’

‘About twenty.’

‘And you were the best. Well done.’ Paul reaches over and claps a hand on her shoulder.

‘It’s because she’s good at flirting,’ Daisy comments under her breath.

‘I heard that,’ Ella says.

‘Well, it’s true, isn’t it?’

‘For your information there’s more to acting than meets the eye and at least I have boyfriends. Maybe if you didn’t dress like a dyke—’

‘Maybe if you weren’t such a fashion victim, you wouldn’t always be borrowing money from me.’

‘Well, maybe if you were a better sister you’d be pleased for me,’ she bites back. Her eyes well up with angry tears and she pushes back her chair and flounces from the room, banging the door behind her.

Daisy watches her go. ‘With acting like that, is it any wonder she gets the parts.’

‘Daisy!’ Paul says with a sigh. ‘Surely that was unnecessary.’

Daisy’s face colours. I pass her some pudding.

‘Be careful of sour grapes,’ Paul continues, digging his spoon around in his crumble. ‘It’s not worthy of you.’

Daisy stops her spoon midway to her mouth. ‘Why would I be jealous of her? We’re identical twins. Capable of exactly the same achievements.’

‘And that’s why winding each other up makes no sense. I appreciate that you might have wanted the part—’

‘I didn’t audition,’ Daisy tells him, enunciating each syllable. ‘I don’t like acting.’

‘Is that any reason not to support Ella?’

‘I do support Ella. More than you know.’

‘Well, it doesn’t look that way to me.’

His tone is mild but Daisy is bristling. I wait for her to raise the stakes but she doesn’t, she calmly finishes her pudding and gives me the bowl. Her hands are steadier than her eyes and as she leaves the room she murmurs, ‘What’s the point?’

‘Daisy!’ Paul calls after her but she ignores him and he offers me an apologetic smile. ‘Sorry, love. You’ve cooked a lovely meal and now they’re both upset. I don’t know what gets into Daisy sometimes. It was Ella’s moment to shine and she spoiled it for her.’

‘They’re sisters.’ I shrug. ‘That’s what sisters do. They bicker and they fight. Ella’s just as bad when the mood takes her.’

‘You’re right.’ He looks regretful as he passes me his bowl. ‘I’ll make it up to Daisy later. Whoever said being a parent was easy?’

‘Not me.’ I think of my own parents and the trouble I put them through. ‘But at least you’re managing to be liked by them both.’

‘Not this evening. Or not by Daisy, at any rate.’

‘Most of the time,’ I acknowledge. ‘And they respect you. Sometimes I think Ella would rather I wasn’t around.’

‘She’ll change sides soon and then it’ll be my turn to take the flak.’ He leans over and kisses my cheek. ‘We’ll get there. We have each other. That’s the most important thing.’ His eyes meet mine. Soft, the grey of dove’s wings, they are both wise and calming and it makes me want to tell him about the phone call. And more. But I can’t. Not now, not ever.

He looks to the end of the table. ‘How about a game of Scrabble then, Dad, eh?’

Ed, quietly finishing his crumble, brightens immediately and they both go through to the living room, leaving me to stack the dishwasher. While my hands do the work, my mind is elsewhere. Orla. Until this evening, I hadn’t heard from her for over twenty years. So successfully have I locked away her memory that I have barely even thought of her. As young teenagers we were best friends. We went everywhere together, shared dreams and ambitions, triumphs and failures. And then, the year we both turned sixteen, everything changed. Rose died. And though we had our chance to be truthful, we didn’t take it. We lied; each lie feeding the next until we had created a huge, irreconcilable secret.

The doorbell rings and I jump, drop a plate and watch it skid across the floor before coming to rest against the dog’s water dish. I pick it up and put it in the rack then make my way to the front of the house. I have a horrible feeling that Orla will be standing there, her body materialising less than two hours after her voice. But when I open the door, I’m relieved to see that it isn’t her, it’s Jamie, Ella’s latest boyfriend. He’s standing on the doorstep looking sheepish. His hair is gelled up in spikes across the top of his head and he smells strongly of deodorant.

Ella clatters down the stairs and elbows me out of the way. She’s wearing a tight, short denim skirt and a top that shows off her midriff.

‘Ella, this is Scotland,’ I tell her.

She’s straightened her hair and it falls like a sheet, down from her forehead and over one eye. The other eye stares at me, belligerence glazing her expression. ‘Your point being?’

‘You’ll freeze. Please wear something more substantial.’

‘I’ll keep her warm,’ Jamie volunteers and Ella giggles. His gaze is frank, lustful. He licks his lips and I think of my beautiful daughter lying in a sand dune under his sweaty, adolescent body. I want to push him back through the door and ban him from the house.

‘Is it just the two of you?’ I say.

‘No.’ She shakes her head. ‘Sarah, Mat, Lucy, Rob. The usual.’

‘Where are you meeting?’

‘Di Rollo’s.’

‘And then you’re all going down to the beach?’

She gives me an insincere smile. ‘Duh.’

I watch them walk away, their hips touching. His hands slide down her back and they kiss up against a lamppost. I turn away. Daisy is beside me putting on her boots. ‘You know your dad didn’t mean to get at you,’ I tell her, stroking the top of her head.

‘I know, Mum.’ She shrugs and texts a quick message on her mobile. ‘I’m going out for a bit. I’ll be home before dark. And don’t worry about Ella,’ she shouts back over her shoulder. ‘She’s going to be careful.’

She’s going to be careful? Unease creeps along my nerve endings and comes to rest uncomfortably in my stomach. I want to call after Daisy but she’s already along the end of the street. I shut the door and rest my back against it then climb the stairs and go into Ella’s room. Her dressing table is strewn with make-up, clogged tissues, cotton buds, small change, used bus tickets, empty cans of Diet Coke, spent candles. The floor is a muddle of clothes, clean and dirty mixed up. Schoolbooks are dumped in the corner. I open the drawer of her bedside cabinet and see a half-empty foil strip sitting on top of her hairbrush. I pick it up and read the name. The pills are called microgynon and each one is labelled a different day of the week.

I try to line up straight, coherent thoughts. I can’t. All I keep thinking is that she’s too young for the stuff of adult life: sex, responsibility, choices and consequences. A minefield. Rationally, I accept that she is hardly a child. She is in fact the same age as I was when Orla and I last saw each other: in the police station, both of us bedraggled, wrapped in blankets, complicit.

I put the pills back into the drawer. I’ll talk to Paul. He is more level-headed than I am; his parenting skills are more assured. For me, mothering is instinctive and my instinct tells me that I should protect my girls from making mistakes. But short of locking them indoors, I don’t know the best way to do that.

The mobile in my pocket starts to chirrup like a budgie. I look at the name flashing on the screen: Euan.

‘Hi, Grace. Is Sarah there?’

‘No. They’re all down at di Rollo’s.’

He sighs. ‘Great. She hasn’t come back from school yet and she needs to revise for her history tomorrow.’

‘You could always go down and collect her but—’

‘Might be more than my life’s worth. What happened to only going out on Friday and Saturday nights?’

‘Like when we were young?’

‘Aye.’ He starts to laugh. We have this conversation often. It goes along the lines of: when we were their age we wouldn’t have dared...

‘So how are things?’ he asks.

‘How are things?’ I repeat with a laugh. It sounds like I’m being strangled.

‘I missed you at work today.’

‘I took some samples over to Margie Campbell in Perth,’ I say, closing my eyes against thoughts of Orla and what she knows about me. ‘She’s commissioning me to paint the view from her family home in Iona.’

‘Great stuff.’ I feel him nodding. ‘You’re becoming quite the local celebrity.’

‘Maybe. But, Euan—’ I stop, balance the phone on my shoulder and fold my arms over my chest. ‘Remember Orla?’ I say in a rush.

‘Yeah?’

Tears collect behind my eyes and I press my fingers against them until I see stars. ‘She called me earlier.’

‘Shit.’ He whistles. ‘What did she want?’

‘I don’t know. I cut her off before she had a chance to tell me.’ I try to rub out a pen mark on the wall with my fingertip. ‘The sound of her voice, it freaked me out. I thought I’d never hear from her again. I hoped I’d never hear from her again.’

‘Do you think she’ll call back?’

‘I don’t know.’

He turns from the mouthpiece and I hear him talking to Monica, his wife. ‘She’s down at the beach. Okay, you go. Yup.’ He speaks back into the receiver. ‘I wonder why she would call you after all this time.’

‘Twenty-four years bar six days,’ I say. ‘I counted.’

‘Grace. Don’t,’ he says. ‘Don’t go over old ground.’

‘Do you remember when we were kids?’ I’m whispering now. ‘Do you remember how Orla always managed to get her own way, no matter what?’

‘Yes, I remember.’ He’s silent for several seconds and I wonder whether he’s thinking what I’m thinking. ‘Are you coming into work tomorrow?’

‘Yeah.’

‘See you then... and Grace?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Don’t worry.’

I don’t answer. How can I not worry?

‘Grace?’

‘What?’

‘We can sort this. Chances are she was feeling a bit nostalgic, spur-of-the-moment call and she won’t repeat it.’

I wish I could believe that. ‘How did she get my number? Do you think she’s been talking to Monica?’

‘Monica hasn’t mentioned it and I think she would have. She never liked Orla. She would have asked you before giving out your number.’

I’m sure he’s right. As children they were out-and-out enemies. It is unlikely that Monica would be willing to say hello to Orla never mind help her out by giving her my number. I finish speaking to Euan and stand by the door watching Ed and Paul play Scrabble. They don’t notice me. They are locked into the game, father and son, enjoying time together. Paul is playing to win but, as ever, he is free of vanity and he laughs along with Ed, entering into the spirit of their supposed rivalry. He is a good man, an excellent husband and father and I love him more than I am able to express. The thought of living life without him is unthinkable. I wonder how much he could take before he was unwilling to stand by me. I wonder just exactly how far and wide his love for me stretches. I wonder but I don’t want to find out.

15 June 1984

Rose shoves her way to the front, digging pointy fingers into the other girls’ ribs. They don’t grumble. They move out of her way because Rose’s mother recently died and Miss Parkin has ordered us all to be extra kind to her. ‘Rose is in your patrol, Grace, because I know I can rely on you,’ she tells me.

I’m bored but trying not to show it. Almost sixteen and desperate to leave the Guides, I promised to go on one last camping trip. There are five girls in my patrol, all of them under twelve and Rose, the youngest, has just had her ninth birthday. That makes her a year too young for the Guides but Miss Parkin is her primary school teacher and has allowed her to join early.

The girls are all staring up at me, mouths agape, waiting for their instructions. ‘Go and find some sticks,’ I tell them. ‘And make sure they’re dry. Hang on, Rose.’ I catch her arm before she scuttles off with the rest and point to her laces trailing on the ground. ‘You need to tie those up before you trip over them.’

Her eyes look anxiously towards the other girls who are disappearing into the trees.

‘Don’t worry, you can catch them up in a minute.’ I bend down to help her.

‘Thank you, Grace.’ She smiles, gap-toothed and tentative. ‘I can’t do double knots.’

‘You’ll learn.’ I stroke her hair and give her a gentle nudge. ‘Off you go then.’

‘Have you got rid of your shadow at last?’ Orla comes over to join me. Her hands are in the pockets of her shorts and she is chewing gum, her mouth slightly open.

‘She’s not so bad. Just desperate to get everything right. We were like that once.’

‘You maybe! I never was.’ She pulls cigarettes and a lighter out of her pocket. ‘Her dad’s a bit of all right though, isn’t he?’

‘I hadn’t really noticed.’

‘Liar!’

‘For God’s sake!’ I hiss, looking around to make sure no one is listening. ‘His wife’s not long dead.’

‘So?’ She gives a careless shrug. ‘That doesn’t stop him being attractive. You coming?’ She waves the cigarettes at me.

I shake my head.

‘Suit yourself.’ She throws me a dirty look. ‘Some friend you are.’

She stomps off, her boots kicking up the dirt and I hesitate, almost go after her but decide not to. For the last few weeks she’s been acting weird. I don’t know what’s wrong with her and she won’t tell me. I suspect it might be to do with her parents. They are having marriage problems and Orla, as an only child, ends up in the middle of it. I wish I could do something to help, but whenever I try I get a mouthful of bitchy mind-your-own-business comments.

I walk through the trees towards the campfire. Acorns and pine cones litter the ground and as I step, they spring back under my boots. The air smells sweeter than newly baked bread or Euan’s baby nephew when he’s been bathed and talcumed, and a cool breeze is blowing through the branches. The other patrol leaders are gathered in the clearing and we stand chatting for ten minutes before Miss Parkin comes to give us our orders. She looks harassed. Her hair is sticking up all over her head and her blouse is crushed like she’s spent weeks sleeping in it.

Orla is back looking cheerful again. She sidles up to me and speaks into my ear: ‘Give her another day or so and she’ll be completely demented.’

‘Always talking, Orla!’ Miss Parkin barks, her glance including me. ‘Both of you, see to the sausages.’

The sausages are wrapped in greaseproof paper, more than a hundred of them, tight and shiny in their skins. I tip the bundle out on to the tray. They are linked to each other and I swing them around my head like a cowboy with a lasso. Orla catches my eye and we start to giggle. Miss Parkin’s antennae snap back in our direction. She shouts our names and we straighten up, rigid as telegraph poles. I hold the sausages steady and Orla cuts them into singles with the knife.

‘What does this remind you of?’ Orla asks me. She positions one of them in front of her shorts, points it upwards and waves it around.

‘Callum when Miss Fraser bends over at the blackboard,’ I say at once and we dissolve into hysterics, a sloppy tangle of weak legs and arms.

Miss Parkin slaps the backs of our bare legs as we fall. ‘You should be setting an example to the younger ones,’ she tells us. ‘Now get on with it or there will be no marks for either of your patrols.’

We pull ourselves upright again and I squash bubbles of laughter with thoughts of starving children in Biafra and people who lose their toes to frostbite or dogs that are beaten and cowed.

The fire is lit and we place the sausages over the makeshift grill. My job is to turn them and I do so carefully, shaking off burning sparks that fly up on to my arms. Orla works around me, organising plates and cutlery. Every so often, when Miss Parkin’s eyes are elsewhere, she lunges towards me and pokes me hard in the kidneys. The fourth time she does this, I push her backwards and she crashes to the ground, scattering a pile of sticks. She lies perfectly still, limbs twisted in a parody of death. I pay no attention. I’ve recently won my first-aid badge and I know pretend when I see it.

The sausages are almost done and I move some of them off to the side. The smell draws saliva into my mouth faster than I can swallow and I want to spit like a boy but Miss Parkin is watching, her eyes fixing on each of us in turn.

Monica and Faye, heads together, are deep in concentrated effort. One splits oblong rolls with a bread knife, the other pours wavy lines of ketchup along the spines. As usual, Monica looks perfectly groomed as if she’s just stepped out of the hairdresser’s. I wonder how she does it.

Orla is back on her feet. ‘I could have been dead,’ she says with a huffy pout.

‘I should be so lucky,’ I mouth back at her.

She takes one of the sausages and bites the end off it. ‘How about we sneak off and join the boys tonight?’

I don’t answer. The youth club is camping about three hundred yards away, through the trees and beyond the pond. Several boys from our school are there, including Euan whom I’ve been going out with for five weeks and six days. He’s my next-door neighbour and we’ve known each other for ever but that hasn’t stopped me falling for him. The thought of joining him in his tent sends my heart racing but I don’t want Orla there as an audience. Euan is mine and I’m not about to share time with him.

At last we sit down to eat and for the first time that day we are all quiet. The sausages, wrapped in white bread rolls, taste like a small piece of heaven. Bread melts on to my tongue, hot sausage breaks open and slides salty, succulent pork to the back of my throat. We each have three fat helpings and lounge back against rocks softened by sweaters and compare the size of our stomachs.

Dusk is creeping through the trees, casting shadows behind us and blowing a cold wind over our tired bodies. When Miss Parkin’s back is turned, Orla reaches for the ketchup bottle, tips it up and makes words on the tray, slowly and deliberately, letter by letter as if she is icing a cake. I sit up to read what she’s written: Rose! Mummy wants to talk to you.

I meet her stare. She is bold and brazen as a wolf on the hunt. Without shifting her eyes from mine, she nudges Rose with her feet. Rose, already half asleep, is curled up like a kitten at my side. She rouses into a sitting position, one eye still closed.

‘What?’ she says, rubbing at her cheek.

‘There’s a message for you, Rose!’ Orla shakes her fully awake. ‘Look! It’s from the spirit world.’

I grab an overcooked, blackened sausage and before Rose reads the words, I swirl it through the ketchup until all that’s left is a mix of half shapes and splodges.

‘Aw!’ Rose wails and I pull her towards me.

‘Just go back to sleep,’ I tell her, settling her back at my side.

‘But what’s the spirit world and what did it say?’ she asks.

‘Nothing.’ I glare at Orla.

She glares back. ‘Spoilsport,’ she says.
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