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      PROLOGUE

      
      The new mother moved the sacking away from the tiny red face, marvelling at the perfect mouth and the arc of dark eyebrows
         of the child she cradled. ‘Did you ever see anything so pretty?’ She spoke to no one in particular, but addressed her question
         to the group of women huddled inside the hut. Fashioned from cardboard and corrugated iron, the hut wasn’t much bigger than
         the flatbed of the truck that had brought her here.
      

      
      ‘Nothing’s quite as pretty as a healthy baby.’ The flat vowels marked the midwife’s origins in Oklahoma as surely as her faded
         sunbonnet and her residence in the labour camp. Set up less than two months ago, it already bulged with over five hundred
         people who’d been blown out of their homes along with rich topsoil. Ida leaned over the midwife’s shoulder as she tried to
         get a better look in the dim lamplight.
      

      
      ‘My baby.’ The girl’s voice was as scratched as an old gramophone record. Harsh from a day and night of screaming and praying
         and yelling for Hoyt to come and find her. Thinking maybe he would finally be coming back to claim her and his child. If the
         stories were true the work was out there. California was a place a man could find a job if he just knew where to look.
      

      
      ‘Ida, move back. I can’t see if you keep blocking the light with your big butt.’ Teeth gone, the midwife’s nose almost met
         her chin as she grimaced at the other woman. She’d tired of Ida’s hanging around like a vulture hours ago. ‘Should have slowed
         down some by now.’ She kneaded the palm of her hand into the spongy white belly of the girl, hoping to make the weary organ
         contract and stop bleeding. ‘Somebody see if there’s any ice around here.’
      

      
      ‘Nearest ice would be down to the store. Should we send for some?’ Ida watched the old woman shove more sacking under the
         girl. In the flickering light the blood seemed to spread like slick, black oil.
      

      
      ‘Wont be time and probably wouldn’t change things.’ She moved her attention to the girl’s face and lifted one of the half-lowered
         lids with a blood-streaked finger. ‘See how her pupil is getting cloudy? This child is going to Jesus.’
      

      
      Jesus came quickly, sweeping into the tent and carrying the bloodied girl with him to his Pentecostal heaven. The newborn
         was handed over to Ida, whose baby had been stillborn a week before. Gratefully she put the tiny mouth to her milk-engorged
         breast, relieved to feel the pressure abate as the infant suckled. She’d named her little blue boy Lee, after Robert E., before
         letting him be buried in the rich California dirt. ‘Lorilee. I’ll call you Lorilee so’s I don’t forget my real child.’ She
         watched her other breast, now working as it should, as it pumped milk across Lorilee’s foot.
      

      
      
      Cotherstone, West Sussex, January 22nd

      
      Dearest Mary,
      

      
      Wonderful to talk to you yesterday, darling. I’m going to do the shop later today and I will be sure to buy your Marmite (gag).
            One thing that will always set me apart from the rest of you is my loathing of that glop. I rue the day your grandmother handed
            you your first piece of Marmite-slathered toast.
      

      
      It sounds as though you’re having a wonderful time. In spite of it being my home state, I’m afraid I never saw much of California.
            The aunts weren’t great travellers and I never even saw San Francisco or Los Angeles until I was in my late teens. By the
            time you return in July you will be our resident expert on things ‘Golden Stateish’.
      

      
      As to your thoughts on taking a sentimental journey to my hometown, I’m really pretty neutral. There is nothing much to see
            and I’m afraid you’d be disappointed. My clan didn’t leave much of a dent on the landscape. We simply passed through. Apart
            from that, Clifford doesn’t have a thing to recommend itself. Local wags used to refer to it as the ‘armpit of the West’.
      

      
      One of the reasons (albeit minor) I married your father (instead of Prince Charles or Paul McCartney) is all the bits that
            surrounded him, all those things which give him roots. Things like the trunks at your gran’s place, his going to the same
            school as his grandfather, his uncle’s watch, even this house. I found it all terribly exotic and at the same time wonderfully
            reassuring. Rock solid, your father.
      

      
      I know I’ve always been rather vague about my early days. To me they’ve become the junk at the bottom of the wardrobe. I think of those times as the things you aren’t going to throw away,
            but you know you’ll never use or even look at again. Now, having written that, I find myself taking a new look. I must tell
            you that some terrible things happened, but there were some wonderful things as well. Memory is a funny thing, it’s so hard
            to know how much it can be trusted.
      

      
      I’d better close now and get my day started. Daddy and Chaz send their love. Let me sift through my past a little more before
            I dish it up. I want to make sure I’ve truly separated fact from fiction.
      

      
      Love and God bless

      
      Mummy

      
      PS See if you can find a few of those sachets of dried sourdough starters to send me. After all these years, I still maintain
            it’s the best bread in the whole wide world. XXXOOO

   



      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      Liz took the letter from her printer and reread it before putting the pages in an envelope. She glanced at her watch and ran
         down the stairs to put the letter in the slot before the postman was due. She knew she’d committed herself now and didn’t
         want to give herself the out of not sending the letter.
      

      
      ‘“Rather vague” – my shiny blue bottom! I’ve been “rather vague”.’ The small black dog wagged his tail enthusiastically at
         her words. He ran to the front hall and grabbed a leather lead from a hook by the door.
      

      
      
      ‘What are you trying to tell me, Patch?’ He circled the hall with the lead in his mouth. ‘OK, we’ll go for a walk. Maybe I’ll
         be able to figure out how to make my mother sound like someone our girl wouldn’t mind having for a grandmother.’ She shrugged
         into her duffel coat and grabbed his lead. ‘Come on, Patch.’
      

      
      While the dog snuffled at the backside of an elderly poodle, Liz watched the water crashing against the shingle. The winds
         were high and a few flakes of snow scuttled through the cold air. She lifted her chin and squinted, trying to see France as
         she had the first time she’d stood on the beach. Of course France remained invisible, but the thought of that country always
         reminded her of her mother. Until she was almost thirty her mother told her daughters that she intended to die in Paris. Liz
         thought the woman came across this idea about the same time she fashioned herself from Lorilee Shook into Laura Sinclair.
         She had often wondered if the worst of the drinking had started after her mother turned thirty because by then she knew she’d
         end up dying less than ten miles from where she’d been born.
      

      
      Clifford, California, July 1962

      
      ‘See if she’s breathing, Lizzy. I don’t want to have to touch her.’ Ellie turned her face away and ran her hands through her
         dark hair.
      

      
      ‘I know she’s dead, Ellie. Her colours are all gone.’ The girl wrapped her thin arms across her chest and rocked slightly.
         She could feel the tears inside her brain, but didn’t want them to come out, not yet. She smelled vomit and recognized the
         scent of the heavy fortified wine her mother loved. A sugar wasp, having already found its way through the torn window screen,
         sat on the collar of the body’s stained bathrobe.
      

      
      ‘I told you not to talk about that. Makes you sound even crazier than you are.’ The girl put her hand to her mouth and made a retching sound. ‘I think I’m going to be sick.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not crazy and I know what I see.’ Ever since Lizzy could remember she’d seen bands of colours bobbing and waving around
         people. Her mother was the only one who hadn’t thought it was strange.
      

      
      ‘What do you think we should do?’

      
      ‘I guess we’d better go down the road and call somebody.’ Months before, their mother had decided her limited funds were better
         spent on bottles of wine than telephone bills. There was a telephone booth in front of the corner store, about a quarter of
         a mile away. Typical of their mother, she’d decided they didn’t need a phone about the same time she decided she didn’t need
         to drive any more.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know who to call.’ Shorter than her younger sister, Ellie’s full figure and heavy eye make-up made her look like
         a tired twenty-year-old who’d just spent three days on a Greyhound bus. Fourteen years old, she had been the de facto head of the family for over six months. Their mother hadn’t left the house since New Year’s Day. ‘Help me think of something,
         Lizzy. You’re the one who’s supposed to be the genius in the family.’
      

      
      ‘Near genius.’ Lizzy liked to be specific. She’d spent her twelve years seeing what happened when people weren’t specific.
         She felt most of her mother’s problems stemmed from lack of specificity. Her mother had always reminded her of the fuzzy stuff
         that flew out of milkweed pods. Never clear about what she really wanted or needed, she’d seemed content to let herself and
         her daughters be blown around by her changing circumstances and love of wine.
      

      
      Lizzy had allowed her older sister to take over most of her mother’s job, but they all knew Lizzy was better at making decisions,
         as well as possessing a flair for long-term planning. Their mother didn’t seem to mind the shift in responsibility and Ellie
         had enjoyed the illusion of power and status. Lizzy thought of it as the brains and brawn solution to their problems.
      

      
      
      ‘Near genius or near moron, more like it. You’ve got to help me figure something out. I don’t know what to do.’ The black
         eyeliner was already beginning to move down her cheeks. ‘I don’t know what to do.’
      

      
      It looked as though Laura Sinclair had tried to get a glass of water in the bathroom to top off the three bottles of Thunderbird
         wine she had enjoyed for brunch. (Normally she would have had a bottle for breakfast and another bottle for lunch. Perhaps
         she’d been celebrating, or feeling especially flush since the cheque from the Welfare Department had arrived the day before.)
         Things had apparently gone wrong, as she had fallen on her back and choked on her own vomit.
      

      
      ‘Let’s cover her face. I don’t think she would want us to look at her.’ Lizzy knew she didn’t want to look at that face any
         more. She could remember when her mother was the most beautiful woman in the world. She made Audrey Hepburn and Jackie Kennedy
         look like ugly old bags of bones. She knew this wasn’t a nice thing to think about the First Lady, but their mother had been
         the most beautiful thing ever. The air around her seemed to sparkle with bright shafts of colour. It had only been in the
         last two or three years that all the wine and confusion had caught up with the beauty, bloating and smudging those fine features.
         Her bright, shimmering colours had faded to the dullness of a Polaroid snapshot left too long in the sun. Lizzy grabbed a
         ragged pink towel from the hook above the bathtub and placed it over her mother’s face, careful not to touch her.
      

      
      ‘This is your idea of a solution, cover her face? Why don’t I feel this has helped?’

      
      ‘Give me a break, Ellie. I’m thinking as fast as I can! You can’t spring something like this on an impressionable child.’
         Lizzy needed to use the toilet. She’d noticed before that you needed to go the most when it was the least convenient.
      

      
      She scratched the bridge of her nose, then slowly peeled a piece of sunburned skin off. She hated summers. Forced away from
         school for almost three months, Lizzy spent as much time as she could down at the river. Not only was it cooler than the little house, but down there she could pretend things were
         the way she knew they really should be. Down at the river she would spend the day swimming and writing stories about how she’d
         been tricked into the wrong life.
      

      
      ‘Stop picking at your nose and think. Darn thing’s going to fall off if you keep doing that.’ Ellie gave her hand a light
         slap.
      

      
      The younger girl ignored her sister’s slap and worried another bit of skin on her nose. ‘We bury her someplace, it doesn’t
         matter where, and then we leave town. If we’re all three of us gone nobody will think anything about it.’ Lizzy had been wanting
         to leave town for some time. The only interesting place in the whole town was the library and even there she couldn’t see
         the really good books because she was only twelve. ‘If they know she’s dead they’ll put us in different foster homes and split
         us up.’ That’s the way it had happened to her friend Candy Johnson. Her dad was gone and her mother had been killed in an
         accident at the cannery last fall. All three kids had gone in different directions. Nobody would take all three. ‘We’re gonna
         have to take care of each other, El.’ Lizzy glanced at her sister, knowing she’d have her work cut out. At fourteen, Ellie
         had already acquired a taste for boys and cigarettes.
      

      
      ‘What do we do for money? We need to get the cheque and the commodities. What do we do about that? What happens when one of
         the Welfare people wants to talk to her?’ Eleanor pointed at the body as though Lizzy wouldn’t be able to figure out which
         ‘her’ she was referring to.
      

      
      Since Laura had been fired from the Safeway, the family had been living on the cheque and the box. Lizzy had especially enjoyed
         the box stuffed with surplus commodities. She loved knowing, according to the Department of Agriculture, that the huge cans
         of peanut butter, the bags of powdered milk and the fat sacks of cornmeal met virtually all of her nutritional needs. Ellie
         hated it, of course. She hated being on welfare and she loathed coming home on the bus with the big box stamped ‘USDA Commodities’. Lizzy knew someday she’d be an artist or a writer and that she was going to have to be poor, at least
         until she was really rich and famous. She figured she was just getting it out of the way before it mattered all that much.
      

      
      ‘Let me think for a minute, will you? I can’t think if you keep talking.’ Lizzy glared at her sister, but knew Ellie’s keeping
         quiet wasn’t going to make much of a difference in her planning ability. She looked down at her mother, amazed at just how
         empty a dead body looked.
      

      
      ‘Well, I’ll tell you what we’re going to do.’ Ellie sniffed and wiped at her cheeks before smiling at her sister. ‘We’ll make
         money, the way people are supposed to. The way Mom did before she was so drunk all the time. Remember what the President said?
         “Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country.” Well, we are going to take care of ourselves,
         for ourselves and for the country.’ Lizzy watched her sister’s spine straighten as she spoke the words. By the time she’d
         finished her little speech, Ellie was standing up tall and thrusting her round breasts out, as if Lizzy was a parade of soldiers
         going off to war and the bumps under her blouse were the last sweet things they were going to see for a long time.
      

      
      ‘First thing we do, Lizzy, is get out of here. You’re right about that, we have to get away from Clifford. We have the car.
         We can steal some gas from Mrs Kirby’s and get as far as Nevada. We’ll give ourselves new names and I can get a job there,
         easy.’ By now Ellie seemed pretty sure they could do anything.
      

      
      ‘You don’t know how to drive and that car hasn’t been started in over six months.’ Her mother had parked the car at the back
         of the house and tossed the keys on the kitchen table the day she lost her job at the Safeway. Somebody had found a few empty
         bottles of Thunderbird wine in the ladies’ toilet. The manager didn’t have to look any further than Laura, with her hiccupping
         and her inability to balance her cash drawer, to figure out who the culprit was.
      

      
      
      ‘It’s an automatic, I only have to point it. I know it works because sometimes Steve drives it.’

      
      Steve was Ellie’s current boyfriend. He reminded Lizzy of a pimply wolf with his pinched face and gnarly teeth. He had black
         half-moons under his nails and stank of car parts and Clearasil. She didn’t know how Ellie could stand those dirty hands all
         over the body parts she was so proud of. They’d met at one of those dances the Lions Club held every summer to show they cared
         about young people and what happened to them. Lizzy thought having a dance where girls could meet boys like Steve was a stupid
         way to show public spirit and concern for American youth.
      

      
      ‘We still need money. We need money until we can make some.’ Lizzy glanced down as she chewed thoughtfully on a cuticle. ‘We
         also have to bury Mom. We’d better do it pretty fast because it’s supposed to be over a hundred degrees today.’ She remembered
         the time they’d left a package of meat in the Ford by mistake. The car still smelled like you were going by the county dump
         even when you were miles away from it.
      

      
      ‘Right, right. OK, get something to wrap her in. Her bedspread should do the trick.’ Ellie looked at her Timex. ‘We’ll wrap
         her up, but we won’t bury her until after dark.’
      

      
      ‘Where are we going to bury her?’ Lizzy was amazed that Ellie could plan this as though she was sorting out how to pay the
         light bill. Most mornings her sister couldn’t figure out what to wear or what to eat for breakfast. Usually, if she had more
         than two things to think about, she couldn’t decide whether to wind her butt or scratch her watch.
      

      
      ‘Same place we steal the gas – Mrs Kirby’s. There’s bound to be some soft ground around the vines where she’s been irrigating.’
         Mrs Kirby lived by herself on a small farm, down the road from their house. The girls figured she was at least a thousand
         years old. She only had about twenty acres of grape vines, which she tended herself with the help of one of the seasonal crews
         that travelled up and down the Valley during the season. The next crew wouldn’t be needed until early September.
      

      
      ‘And what are we going to do for money? We still need money.’ As the family’s near genius, Lizzy wasn’t sure she could trust
         Ellie’s plans. She didn’t have any ideas herself, but felt duty-bound to keep a sarcastic tone in her voice. It wouldn’t do
         either of them much good to mess with Lizzy’s brains and brawn solution. Not now, not when they wouldn’t even have the Welfare
         cheque or the sacks of cornmeal.
      

      
      ‘We can get everything we need at Mrs Kirby’s. One-stop shopping, just like the Quik-Stop. Between the money she gets from
         her grapes and Social Security, I bet she’s loaded. Now shut up and get the bedspread.’ Ellie glanced in the cracked mirror
         above the basin and wiped at the make-up smeared under her eyes. ‘Look at me. With all this blubbering I look like a raccoon.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t believe I’m hearing this, Ellie.’ Lizzy ignored the raccoon remark. Typical of her sister to go from discussing robbery
         to her smudged eye make-up. Ellie’s mind wandered around like the Incredible Blob thing she’d seen at the movies once. Gulp,
         spit, gulp, spit; that was the way her mind worked, when it worked. Lizzy took a deep breath, then blew it out through her
         teeth. Just keeping Ellie’s mind going in a straight line was like trying to dig a ditch with a teaspoon. ‘What happened to
         working for money and President Kennedy?’ She almost smiled, was actually pleased to have found some problem with her sister’s
         plans. Not that she’d ever thought she could rely on Ellie’s reasoning ability. Nobody who knew Steve would give Ellie high
         marks for smarts or objective thinking.
      

      
      Stealing gas wasn’t so bad. It was bad, but not so bad, because all the farms had a big tank or two around the back for the
         tractors and other equipment. Gas was cheap and nobody would notice or miss the few gallons a car would take. Burying Mom
         wasn’t a problem either. It made a lot of sense. Funerals were really expensive and this way they could keep it private. Sort
         of exclusive. Their mother would have liked the idea of something exclusive. Probably only really, really rich or famous people had private funerals.
      

      
      The money was different. Money was really stealing. Money wasn’t like gas or funerals. Stealing money meant going to jail
         and living in disgrace, and probably going to Hell. Especially stealing from Jolena Kirby. She was a washed-in-the-blood Baptist.
         Lizzy figured she could send you to Hell just by pointing at you. Lizzy was firmly convinced about Hell because so much had
         been written about it. Nobody would waste time writing about a place that was made up. There were only a few books about places
         like Oz or Narnia, but millions about Hell. Lizzy imagined Hell would be like the USSR, only hotter, much hotter. It would
         be awful to have your hair catching on fire and knowing you weren’t even protected by the US constitution or the FBI.
      

      
      ‘Fine, Elizabeth Ann Sinclair. I’ll do it all, and I will leave you here. I’ll send you postcards from Las Vegas and you can
         show them to all your new friends at the foster home. I think with my training as a junior lettergirl it shouldn’t be too
         hard to get a job as a dancer or something.’ Ellie folded her arms under her breasts as though she was displaying her courage.
      

      
      ‘But Mrs Kirby? She’s an old, old lady. What if she sees us and calls the police? She knows who we are! What if we scare her
         to death?’ She could see the old woman staring at her. Right now, at three in the afternoon, she was probably sitting in front
         of her Amana air-conditioner, sipping Lipton iced tea and knowing what they were planning.
      

      
      ‘She lives alone and, little sister, she doesn’t hear very well. She also doesn’t keep a dog, which is pretty stupid if you
         ask me. As soon as we get a new house you’d better believe we are going to have a dog.’ Ellie flipped her dark hair off her
         shoulder. ‘Two girls living alone will need a dog for protection.’
      

      
      ‘We can have a dog?’ Laura had never let them have pets. Said it was trashy to have pets all over the place. Lizzy had tried
         to tell her about the Queen of England having those stubby-looking little dogs, but she didn’t seem to hear. Laura, especially during the last few months, had exhibited the ability to hear
         only what she wanted to hear.
      

      
      ‘We can have a dog and anything else we want. We can have a house where we are the bosses. Nobody can come in who we don’t
         like. We can leave all the doors inside open, and no hairy old men are going to hang around because the dog will run them
         off if they even get on the sidewalk in front of our house. We’ll take care of each other better than she ever did.’
      

      
      Lizzy looked down. She had tried never to think about the men. Ugly, stinking men who visited their mother and sometimes said
         awful things, especially to Ellie. They always kept a chair wedged against their bedroom doorknob in case one of the hairy
         men got confused in the night. They always made sure the door was wedged tight, but they never talked about why. The men were
         like ghosts neither girl could quite admit to seeing. ‘I just wish we didn’t have to steal. It seems so wrong.’
      

      
      ‘I wish we didn’t have to either, but we do. We do it once, that’s all.’

      
      ‘Promise?’

      
      ‘I promise, Liz.’

      
      ‘Cross your heart and hope to die? Stick ten needles in your eye? Think about your answer, El, because I’m going to hold you
         to it.’ Lizzy stared into her sister’s eyes to gauge whether or not she was telling the truth. She decided she couldn’t tell
         a thing by looking in her eyes so she moved her focus just above Ellie’s head, staring until the bands of colour revealed
         themselves.
      

      
      ‘Listen to me, Lizzy. Everything is different now, but it’s going to be better. I promise.’

      
      ‘I hope you’re right, Ellie.’ Lizzy hoped, but her sister’s colours were in the wrong place and she didn’t know if that was
         something she needed to worry about or not.
      

      
      ‘What’s that?’ Ellie was straightening the bedspread over their mother’s body. The bedspread was a white ‘George Washington’ one her mother had saved months to buy. When she bought it during
         a J.C. Penney White Sale for almost half-price she’d been as happy as a child on Christmas morning. She’d told her daughters
         it had a timeless style and would become a family heirloom. Lizzy thought Laura must have bought the bedspread about three
         years ago when she was so sure she was about to be made a senior cashier at the Safeway.
      

      
      ‘A mason jar. I put Mom’s name and life history on a piece of paper and stuck it in the jar. We put it in her hands and if
         she’s ever dug up they’ll know who she is, or was, and that she didn’t die of foul play.’ Lizzy was a little disappointed
         that she hadn’t been able to think of a whole lot for the life history. It was mostly about how she’d been real pretty once
         before some lousy decisions, mostly about wine and men, caught up with her.
      

      
      ‘Where did you ever get such a stupid idea?’ Ellie kept arranging the George Washington bedspread around her mother as if
         she could make it look more like a family heirloom if she got it just right.
      

      
      ‘The Grapes of Wrath. The ladies at the library thought I might like to read it. I went in there one day after that stuck-up Leslie Rawnsley had
         been calling me an Okie. Anyway, that’s what they did in the book when an old lady died. They buried her with a mason jar
         that had her life history in it. I figured since Mom was born an Okie it would be kind of nice. A tradition.’ Lizzy shrugged
         her shoulders, knowing it wasn’t much as far as traditions go.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think our mother would have been pleased to be buried with an Okie tradition.’ Laura usually said her folks were
         from Kansas, a place of origin more kindly regarded by most Californians than Oklahoma.
      

      
      ‘Well, I guess the other option would be a Viking funeral, but that doesn’t seem practical.’

      
      ‘What’s that?’ Ellie tugged the makeshift shroud smooth over her mother’s shoulder.

      
      
      ‘The Vikings were warriors in Scandinavia about a thousand years ago.’

      
      ‘I know that, Lizzy. I saw the movie, Kirk Douglas and Tony Curtis. You always make it sound like you’re the only one who
         knows anything.’
      

      
      ‘Then you should know the Vikings put their dead bodies in a burning boat and set it out to drift and burn away. That’s if
         it was somebody important who they really liked. Sometimes if they didn’t like someone they would just stake them out at low
         tide and let the crabs nibble on them until they drowned. Of course I was thinking about the burning boat for Mom. I think
         they used the crabs mostly when they wanted to get rid of Irish priests because those guys made Odin mad. Odin was their main
         god, but they had a whole bunch of gods just like the Greeks and Romans.’
      

      
      She paused and took a deep breath, sensing she’d wandered from her original plan. ‘Anyway, I got the Viking idea because I
         looked up “Sinclair” once and it was originally a Viking name. They ended up in Scotland, but they were Vikings. Since we
         don’t live by the ocean, I thought the mason jar would be simpler.’ She didn’t mention reading that ‘Sinclair’ might have
         been French once and really been St Claire because she thought Ellie might get all excited about being French. She’d think
         it was kind of sexy and probably start saying ‘ooh la la’ all the time.
      

      
      ‘That’s a wonderful story, Lizzy. Have you heard the one about the tooth fairy?’

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ Lizzy was rethinking the idea of sending a flaming boat down the Kings River. There was a pretty wide
         stretch about a mile below where the kids usually went swimming and it wouldn’t be that hard to steal a boat from the bait
         and tackle shop. The man who owned it was too busy smelling bad and looking stupid to even tie his little boats up most of
         the time.
      

      
      ‘Our mother’s name was not Sinclair. Her name was Shook, Lorilee Shook. She changed her name to Laura Sinclair because she liked the sound of it.’
      

      
      ‘Liar. It was her married name. Our father’s name was Sinclair.’ Lizzy wished she could run down to the river and throw herself
         into the cool shadows. Down at the river she wouldn’t have to listen to Ellie go on and on. Ellie wouldn’t follow her there
         because she couldn’t swim and never wanted to even get wet because she hated to mess up her stupid hair.
      

      
      ‘If she had a husband, where is he? Where’s his family?’

      
      ‘He died in Korea. You know that, Ellie. He didn’t have any family, he was an orphan. The pictures and the marriage certificate
         burned in a fire when we were little. She told us all that about a million times.’
      

      
      ‘If you say so. Give me that jar.’ She peeled back the bedspread and placed the jar in her mother’s slack fingers. ‘Let’s
         get her wrapped up again and put her in the car.’
      

      
      ‘He died in Korea and his name was Sinclair.’

      
      ‘Come on, Liz. Let’s just get this over with.’

      
      ‘Problem.’ Anxious to get control of the situation, Lizzy threw the word out before she’d formulated the problem. She was
         pleased about the jar even though Ellie insisted on forgetting their family history. She was surprised she didn’t feel worse
         about her mother, but she couldn’t even remember the last time her mother had touched her. It almost seemed that Laura had
         pulled a bedspread over her face some time ago.
      

      
      ‘What now, Lizzy?’ Ellie turned and gave her sister her ‘I’m going to kill you and this time I mean it’ look.

      
      ‘Three things. First thing is you better make sure that car starts before we put anything in it.’ She felt a little bad about
         calling her mother an ‘anything’. ‘Second, it’s four in the afternoon, and we can’t bury her until after dark, which will
         be almost nine tonight. It’s too hot to leave her sitting in the back seat. The third thing is dead bodies get really, really
         stiff. It’s called rigor mortis. I don’t know how fast it happens, but it happens.’
      

      
      
      ‘What do you want me to do? We have to bury her. We can’t very well leave her here. If they find her they’ll come looking
         for us right away.’ Ellie started waving her hands around as if she could hide behind them and nobody would notice a girl
         with big bosoms sitting next to a dead body holding a mason jar. ‘They might even think we killed her and send us to jail.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t go stupid on me now, Eleanor. You’ve been doing just fine. What we need to do is take this step by step. First I want
         you to go make sure the car can start and check how much gas we’ve got. I’ll wrap up Mom while you do that.’
      

      
      ‘OK. I’ll be right back.’ Ellie scurried out the bathroom door, clearly pleased to be leaving, if only for a minute or two.

      
      Lizzy knelt next to her mother and rolled the body on its side. She pushed the George Washington bedspread across the woman’s
         back and gently rolled her on to her other side. She remembered watching the nurses rolling her mother in the hospital after
         the time she’d run her car into the ditch. Laura couldn’t get out of bed for a week, but the nurses were able to move her
         all over the bed with just a little rolling. She finished and sat back on her heels.
      

      
      ‘Remember the hospital, Mom? Everybody taking care of you and you just lapping it up? I think that’s about the time you decided
         to let us take over and be the grown-ups. You switched things around so we had to do all the work and you could be a spoiled
         old baby. It’s still going on, too. Even when you’re dead we’re still looking out for you.’
      

      
      
      Cotherstone, West Sussex, January 26th

      
      Dearest Mary,
      

      
      We have a touch of snow today. Patch had a terrible time deciding whether or not he really needed to go out this morning.
            Finally your father kicked him out and gave him a lecture about soldiering through. Patch didn’t seem awfully impressed as
            he demonstrated by ignoring your father as the poor man was reading the newspaper. Although your father tried to make up,
            Patch insisted on staring out of the window rather than assuming his usual station at your father’s feet. I think he misses
            you. (Patch that is. I hope you realize that Daddy definitely misses you!) I keep finding him (Patch) sleeping on your bed.
      

      
      Daddy leaves for Brussels today and will be gone a week or so. I thought about joining him, but decided it would be too complicated.
            Once Chaz is away for A levels I’ll have lots of trips. I can’t believe my youngest heads off next year. I’d like to stretch
            this mothering business out more, but you and your brother seem determined to grow up.
      

      
      Yes, I am feeling all broody. Do you realize lots of women my age are still having babies? No, no, I’m not contemplating anything
            quite so dramatic or rash. My baby days are a thing of the past, but I am thinking about getting another dog to keep Patch
            company. With you and Chaz no longer available as playmates on any kind of regular basis I’m afraid he’ll get awfully lonely.
            Of course, not only would a puppy keep him young, but it would satisfy my broodiness a little less radically than a change-of-life
            baby.
      

      
      
      I’m very glad you’re finding friends. I knew it wouldn’t be a problem, but I know you were a little concerned. Americans are
            mad about an English accent and of course, you are such a delight, even without the accent. I can say that because I am completely
            objective about my children.
      

      
      As promised, I’ve been sifting through the grey matter to give you an overview of the distaff side of your family tree. As
            you know, your grandmother was called Laura Sinclair, though I believe her real name was Lorilee Shook. I’m not even sure
            why I know about the Lorilee Shook business, but my sister, at least, was convinced this was her real name. As the oldest
            child I suppose she had some information I wasn’t privy to when we were children.
      

      
      I do know that she was born in a farm labour camp in Fresno County around 1935. Her mother was still in her teens and probably
            unmarried. My grandmother had left Oklahoma after poor farming practices had blown all the topsoil out of the state. I don’t
            know who fathered the baby, or if she had any other family, but I do know she died in childbirth or shortly after. Her baby,
            my mother, was given to a woman who’d lost a baby. Apparently she was never allowed to forget that she was the cuckoo in the
            nest. She left this woman and her family when she was about fourteen or fifteen.
      

      
      She always told us she had been married to a man, our father, who died in Korea during the war. I doubt this was true. If
            a soldier had died, leaving a wife and children, there would have been some sort of death benefits or pension. She once told
            me she’d never gotten around to applying for the benefits, but that seems terribly unlikely since we lived on public funds
            for the last year or so of her life. Even if she’d never gotten around to claiming benefits it seems likely that the Welfare
            Department would have done so to defray some of their costs. She also told us the marriage certificate, pictures and everything
            else had been lost in a fire, but neither Eleanor nor I remembered a fire.
      

      
      I recall some very odd conversations with her. I remember telling her I saw little ‘things’, not bugs or animals, just little
            ‘things’ scurrying under leaves and in the weeds. I don’t remember seeing them, I just remember telling her about them. She
            seemed to believe me and accepted it as normal. I also used to see bands of colours around people’s heads and bodies. I know
            it sounds bizarre, but I remember it so vividly. I could, or at least I thought I could, tell quite a bit about people this
            way. My mother assured me she had been able to do the same thing until she was about sixteen. Interestingly enough, sixteen
            was about the age my ‘colours’ stopped.
      

      
      I know this sounds terribly ‘New Age’ and Stonehenge-on-Midsummer’s-Eve-ish, but it’s true. I haven’t seen anything odd since
            I was about sixteen or seventeen, by the way. I questioned you, gently of course, when you were small, and this little ‘trick
            of the light’ seems to have passed over you. I do know the Okies were southerners, mostly of Celtic and English stock, who
            had been displaced by the American Civil War. That region was known to have very strong folk traditions which included ghosts,
            mysterious lights, love charms, and all that rot. Odd, don’t you think? Well, there are more things in heaven and hell and
            all that.
      

      
      My mother was an alcoholic. I have little snips of memory in which she was beautiful. She had dark hair and eyes and long,
            slim hands. She was a little above average in height, slim, but curvy at the same time. Sadly, you’re going to have to take
            my word on this since I have no pictures of her. My sister looked a little like her, but I must take after my mysterious father.
      

      
      She never left the house the last six or seven months of her life. Ellie and I, I realize now, were typical children of an
            alcoholic. We covered for her and shielded her as much as we could. Even the social worker who called every few weeks had
            no idea how bad things really were. We were fairly expert liars in those days.
      

      
      Even cheap wine can be expensive if you drink enough or if you’re poor enough. Men would bring my mother wine. Ghastly fortified
            stuff made especially for drunks. It cost less than a dollar a bottle and it worked fast. If the men brought wine they got
            to stay around for a little while. I suppose you’d have to call it prostitution.
      

      
      
      One day she passed out in the bathroom and suffocated on her own vomit, or so I thought at the time. It’s very strange, but
            I don’t remember being devastated by her death. I was afraid of what might happen to us, but I wasn’t really sorry she was
            dead. In so many ways she’d been dead to me for months. Of course, children perceive things in a different way. At the age
            of twelve I’m sure I didn’t fully comprehend how her death was going to affect us. I think for both of us our survival instincts
            went into full gear. I suppose we didn’t have the luxury of grief just then.
      

      
      Darling, I’m not going to send this letter today. I’m going to leave it in my drawer and read it tomorrow. I’m not sure I
            should be telling you all this. I’m also not sure I should be hiding it any longer.
      

      
      Even on a beautiful snowy morning in Sussex I can still smell a summer in the Valley. It would get so hot the road shimmered.
            It was over a hundred degrees almost every day between May and October. Fruit of all kinds grew there, no doubt it still does.
            Clifford had several processing plants where half the people worked during the harvest season. The other half worked in the
            fields or ran the few little businesses in town. During the summer the air was thick with the sugary smell of fruit and the
            rotted smell of the processor’s by-products. Underlying all was a dry dust smell. I’ve never smelled dust quite like that
            of the Valley. If you go there I think you’ll smell what I mean.
      

      
      I love you and I miss you. Write soon and remember to lock your doors. Never forget there are over two hundred million unregistered
            guns in that country! You are not in England. (Write this on the back of your hand and refer to it often.) Yes, I know you’re
            a big girl, and yes, I’m done nagging.
      

      
      Love and God bless

      
      Mummy

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Liz chewed on her lower lip as she reread the letter she’d just written. She’d left the computer on in case she decided to
         delete most of what she’d written about her mother. She was reaching for the thesaurus to find a different word for ‘prostitution’
         when the phone rang.
      

      
      ‘Morning.’ She settled the book on her lap and let her fingers play along the half-moon indentations denoting various sections.

      
      ‘Good morning, Liz. How are you doing with all this snow?’ Her mother-in-law always began her calls with comments about the
         weather. Liz thought the woman might ask if it felt like rain in the middle of an atomic blast.
      

      
      ‘I’m doing fine with the snow, India, but we’ve only got a light dusting. How much do you have this morning?’ She smiled and
         looked out of the window towards her mother-in-law’s house, which was about two hundred yards down the lane.
      

      
      ‘I have more than a dusting, but I do live in the colder part of town, as you know. I don’t suppose you had the good sense
         to go to Sainsbury’s yesterday, did you?’
      

      
      ‘No, I haven’t been for three or four days. I’ll probably go this morning and I’d love to have some company if you want to
         come along.’ Liz smiled, knowing the older woman refused to drive in anything wetter than light dew. Since she lived on the
         south coast of England she rarely drove and was something of an expert at finding lifts with various friends and relatives.
      

      
      ‘I want to go early, around nine, shall we say?’

      
      ‘That would be fine for me. I can pick you up in about fifteen minutes. I’m just reading a letter I wrote to Mary this morning.’
         She put the thesaurus aside without opening it. If she sent the letter the word would stay. If it had to be done, ‘prostitution’
         would be better than ‘demi-monde’ or ‘soiled dove’.
      

      
      
      ‘Good. I need some stamps, so when you take that to the post office we can get my stamps at the same time.’

      
      ‘We can stop at the post office, but I’m not going to mail this until tomorrow. I’ve been writing to Mary about my mother
         and I want to sit on it for a day or so before I send it to her.’ She tried to make it sound like light domestic chatter,
         but knew the older woman would take it as the confession it was.
      

      
      ‘Is what you wrote the truth?’ India’s voice took on the same tone she used with shop girls who offered poor goods or sloppy
         service.
      

      
      ‘Of course it is.’

      
      ‘Then send it, Liz. You have nothing to be ashamed of, and neither do your children.’

      
      ‘India, I just don’t want to upset her. I’m not at all sure it’s wise to dump all this on her when she’s so far away.’

      
      ‘Give the girl a little credit, Liz. After all, she’s my granddaughter, isn’t she?’

      
      ‘She certainly is, India.’ India Randall had a very high opinion of her progeny.

      
      ‘End of discussion as far as I’m concerned. She will see it as an interesting piece of her family history. She knows it really
         isn’t about her, or even you, for that matter. You’ll post the letter this morning and then I’ll buy you a lovely cup of cappuccino
         and you can have a good cry about things.’
      

      
      ‘Who said I wanted to have a good cry?’ She closed her eyes and realized it was exactly what she wanted to do. She wanted
         to talk about Laura Sinclair and cry because there was so little to say about the woman.
      

      
      ‘I’ll be waiting in fifteen minutes. Don’t bother to come to the door, just honk.’

      
      ‘Thanks, India.’

      
      ‘You’d better get off the phone or you’ll be late, and I hate to get to the shop later than nine.’

      
      ‘See you in a few.’ After hanging up the phone she put the letter in an envelope and addressed it to Mary.

      
      
      Clifford, California, July 1962

      
      ‘I got it started, Lizzy.’ Ellie stood at the bathroom door, pink with the heat and her success.

      
      ‘Good. How much gas do we have?’

      
      ‘Enough to get us to Mrs Kirby’s.’

      
      ‘How much gas do we have, Ellie? I want to know what the gauge says.’ Lizzy knew that Ellie, like their mother, had a problem
         being specific. She suspected her sister liked to keep things vague because it gave her less to remember.
      

      
      ‘Maybe a quarter of a tank.’ Ellie shrugged her shoulders.

      
      ‘Good. You’re stronger, so you take her shoulders. I’ll take her feet.’ Lizzy leaned over her mother’s legs.

      
      ‘I thought we were waiting until dark to bury her. Mrs Kirby might see us if we do it during the day. She’s always walking
         around checking on things.’ Ellie put her hand to her mouth and coughed. ‘It smells awful in here.’
      

      
      ‘Were taking her down to the river. We’ll bury her down there and come back here to pack our things up. We can go to Mrs Kirby’s
         after dark.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t like the idea of doing this during the day.’ Ellie looked as if she was going to start waving those hands again.

      
      ‘I don’t like the idea of doing this at all, Ellie. The sooner we get rid of her the sooner we get out of here. Have you thought
         about what might happen if one of those men comes around here tonight?’ Lizzy felt a shiver go up her spine in spite of the
         heat. ‘I don’t know if they would go to the police, but I don’t want to find out. Another thing, if they’ve come looking for
         you-know-what, they won’t want to be disappointed. I don’t think they’ll be looking at my skinny self, Miss B-52.’ Only vaguely
         aware of sexual activity, she found ‘you-know-what’ to be a most convenient term. She was pretty sure Ellie had more information
         about ‘you-know-what’ than she’d been willing to share. Sometimes Lizzy felt as if everybody in the world had more information
         about ‘you-know-what’ than she did.
      

      
      
      ‘Stop trying to scare me, Lizzy. I just don’t think we should risk taking her out during the day.’ Ellie bent her shoulders
         forward as though to conceal her chest just in case any of their mother’s men might be looking through the windows.
      

      
      ‘Pick up her shoulders, Ellie. Were taking her into the kitchen and then out the back door. You know as well as I do, nobody
         notices what kids do.’ Lizzy had been practising being invisible since she was five. Although she feared she was losing the
         knack, she felt certain she could make it work again if she really needed to. Of course, that would leave somebody watching
         Ellie carrying a corpse to the car by the shoulders while the feet hung in mid-air, so she decided she’d better not use what
         she’d learned about being invisible just then.
      

      
      ‘They’d notice if they saw two girls burying a body. Besides, I can’t drive during the day. Everybody knows I’m only fourteen.’

      
      ‘That is the dumbest thing you have said this month. Do you really think the whole town is watching to see if you’re driving?
         Do you think anybody even knows who you are?’ Lizzy figured a few people knew who she was: the ladies at the library, the judges in the ‘Why I’m Proud to be an American’ essay contest – people like that, but
         she was pretty sure nobody knew or cared much about Ellie.
      

      
      ‘I have friends in this town. Don’t forget I’m going to be a junior lettergirl this fall.’ Lettergirls just had to stick out
         their chests and walk around the football field, but Ellie always made it sound as if it was her ticket to Hollywood or something.
         The girls would line up to spell ‘Clifford’. Ellie was the one who wore the foot-high ‘O’ on her chest.
      

      
      ‘Your friends are too dumb to keep track of themselves, much less you.’ Ellie did not seem to attract the best element. Even
         their mother had commented on that. If a woman who has drunks coming to see her in the middle of the night tells you that
         you have bad taste in friends, Lizzy knew you should probably worry. Lizzy thought her sister’s friends were a bunch of booger-eating
         mouth-breathers.
      

      
      
      ‘Even you should know you were chosen to be a lettergirl just because you developed early and could make that stupid ‘O’ stick
         out farther than anybody else. You didn’t have to write an essay or anything like that.’ Lizzy brought this up frequently
         because she had won first prize in the ‘Why I’m Proud to be an American’ essay contest. Until last year Ellie had to stay
         at school late on Tuesdays and Thursdays to get extra help with reading. Ellie’s grades had been just good enough to be on
         the squad and Lizzy knew her sister was worried because she was going to have to take algebra in the coming year. In spite
         of this, Ellie was acknowledged by most of her friends to be the smartest one in her crowd.
      

      
      ‘At least I’ve developed. From the way you look I don’t think you are ever going to have anything on the top or the bottom.’
         Ellie said this to her sister at least once a day.
      

      
      ‘Well, let’s see if you’ve developed any muscles in your chest along with those modified sweat glands you’re so proud of.’
         Their mother had bought a set of encyclopaedias at the Safeway, a book a week, a few years ago. By the time she was eight,
         Lizzy had read every word and was starting on her second reading. Virtually the only books in the house, she’d read them so
         often she’d amassed a tremendous amount of information. She often looked for ways to slip some of this into her day-to-day
         conversations. Ellie liked to balance the books on her head to perfect her walk.
      

      
      ‘Jealous.’ Ellie shot her sister a look meant to terrify and lifted her mother’s shoulders off the bathroom floor. ‘Come on,
         Lizzy. I can’t do everything by myself.’
      

      
      Turning her back, Lizzy squatted and grabbed the body’s bony, shrouded ankles. She turned her head towards her sister. ‘Ready?’

      
      ‘Just shut up and get going.’

      
      ‘Are you sure nobody comes here?’ Ellie had parked the turquoise and cream Ford Fairlane less than a hundred feet from the riverbank. She’d proven herself an adept driver and confessed to driving lessons from Steve. She hadn’t said why
         Steve had taught her to drive, but Lizzy suspected that ‘you-know-what’ figured in there somewhere.
      

      
      ‘Nobody comes to this part of the river during the day except me. People come here at night because there are beer cans and
         rubbers all over the place. I’m surprised old Steve has never brought you down here to watch submarine races.’ Lizzy was very
         unsure what submarine races were, and more than a little confused about the role of rubbers. They just looked like little
         balloons, but the other kids always implied that they were different from the things you got at birthday parties.
      

      
      ‘You are disgusting.’ Ellie climbed out of the car.

      
      ‘Well, I’m just asking. Where does he take you when he wants to play a little stink-finger?’ Stink-finger was another one
         of those concepts she was confused about. The other kids whispered about these things and pretended they knew something nobody
         else did. Lizzy hoped and believed that the kids her age shared her ignorance. Since she was the smartest girl in the sixth
         grade it didn’t seem right for a bunch of booger-eating mouth-breathers to know more than the girl who won the year’s most
         important essay competition.
      

      
      ‘You are so vile. It would serve you right to go to some awful foster home. You are talking filthy with our mother dead in
         the back seat. I don’t know why I don’t just leave on my own and let them have you.’
      

      
      ‘You put up with me the same reason I put up with you: we need each other. You are all I’ve got, and I’m all you’ve got. We
         are just a couple of ditch-bank Okie Viking orphans.’ Lizzy decided not to mention that it didn’t matter how filthy she talked
         in front of their dead mother. Ellie seemed to half believe their mother was finally paying some kind of attention to her
         daughters.
      

      
      ‘I’m not a ditch-bank Okie Viking.’ Ellie narrowed her eyes and punched her sister in the arm.

      
      
      ‘Sure you are.’ Her arm hurt where Ellie had punched it, but she wasn’t going to let her know it. ‘We both are. But it isn’t
         really such a bad thing. The Okies came out of the South after the Civil War and made a new life for themselves. Then they
         came to California during the Dust Bowl and made another new life for themselves. They must have been really tough and determined.
         The Vikings were navigators, and poets, and warriors. They travelled farther than anybody else back then. Just like the Okies,
         they were tough and determined. The way I see it we can be as tough as we need to be.’ She bounced slightly on the front seat,
         pleased at the thought of all that grit and determination coursing through her veins.
      

      
      ‘We don’t know if we come from the Vikings or not. We don’t know where she got the name Sinclair.’

      
      ‘She probably used the name because she loved somebody named Sinclair. If she loved him, he might be the father of at least
         one of us. Even if that didn’t happen, Kingsburg is full of Swedes and Clovis is full of Norwegians. They came from Vikings
         and both of those towns are within driving distance of where Mom lived when we were born.’ Lizzy was pleased at being able
         to keep her Viking heritage. ‘I figure we have an eighty per cent chance of being Viking, and that’s good enough for me.’
      

      
      ‘Where do you want to put her?’ Ellie turned away from her sister, the Viking, and wiped the unheroic tears off her cheeks.

      
      ‘Under the cottonwoods over there. The ground is real soft and we can cover the turned dirt with leaves. She’ll be safe there.’
         She liked the idea of her mother being safe and staying out of trouble.
      

      
      Lizzy threw the last handful of leaves over the soft brown mound. The dark dirt would dry within the hour and become the same
         bleached tan as the rest of the ground. The area was full of ruts and mounds and one more wouldn’t draw anyone’s attention.
         Especially since almost everyone who came here had other things to think about, like beer and rubbers. ‘We need to have a funeral now. What do you think we should say?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, I’ve never been to a funeral, not a real one, anyway. What are we supposed to say? I’m surprised you don’t
         have something all arranged.’
      

      
      ‘I would have something written down, but I didn’t have a lot of time to plan this thing, Ellie.’ Lizzy had written some lovely
         things for the funerals of dead birds and road kills they had found. Ellie stopped attending these services around three years
         earlier, about the same time she got interested in boys.
      

      
      ‘I’m sure you’ve thought of something.’ Ellie crossed her arms and glared at her sister.

      
      ‘I do have a few ideas. She didn’t go to church, but she always said Jesus was her Saviour. Personally, I think if he was
         her Saviour, he should have done something for her a few years ago. I think we should just leave Jesus out of this, because
         I don’t think he was all that interested in Mom or us. I think we should talk about her accomplishments.’
      

      
      ‘What accomplishments? Mom never accomplished anything.’

      
      ‘She had two daughters. That’s one accomplishment. She could be really funny.’ Lizzy realized being funny wasn’t really an
         accomplishment, especially since she had usually been drunk when she was funny. She chewed on the inside of her cheek for
         a moment before conceding her sister’s point. ‘You’re right, El. We’d better not talk about her accomplishments.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe we should just say goodbye. That’s all we have to do.’ Ellie wiped the dirt from her hands.

      
      ‘We could sing her favourite song. Songs are always good at funerals.’

      
      ‘What was her favourite song?’

      
      ‘“Shrimp Boats Are A-coming”.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘You know, “shrimp boats are a-coming, their sails are in sight, shrimp boats are a-comin, they’ll be dancin’ tonight”,’ Lizzy sang in a warbly soprano, and thought it sounded great.
      

      
      ‘You can’t sing that stupid song at a funeral and I don’t know why you think it was her favourite.’

      
      ‘Do you have any better ideas? If you do, I’m all ears.’

      
      ‘We will just say goodbye, it’s the most dignified thing to do and she’d have liked that.’

      
      ‘You first.’ Lizzy leaned back against a cottonwood and watched her sister, disappointed that her first human funeral was
         going to be so mundane. Even the cat she’d found flattened by the road had a funeral with singing and interpretative dance.
      

      
      Ellie folded her hands in front of her waist and faced the mound of earth. ‘I love you and I hope you go straight to heaven.
         I’m going to take good care of Lizzy and make sure she’s OK. I’m sorry I used to get so mad at you. I know you tried.’ Ellie
         pulled on the sides of her hair, making a mourning veil across her face. She snuffled softly. ‘Goodbye, Mom.’ She turned to
         the younger girl. ‘Your turn, Lizzy.’
      

      
      Lizzy faced the mound but kept her arms stiff at her sides. ‘I always wished you could’ve been like the other mothers. I wish
         you would have taken me to school and talked to my teachers. I wish you would have let us have a dog. I wish you would have
         loved us as much as you loved your stupid wine. I want you to know that when I have kids I’m going to love them more than
         anything. I’m going to take care of them and make sure that they have a father who loves them. I’m never going to let hairy,
         smelly men wander around my house in the middle of the night scaring my kids half to death. I’m going to keep my kids safe
         and I’m going to notice if they’re near geniuses. I’m not going to be anything like you.’ Lizzy grabbed a dead branch from
         the ground and began to beat the makeshift grave with it. ‘I’m not going to be anything like you. Do you hear me? I’ll be
         so different nobody will even guess that we were related. I’ll be a wonderful mother, you’ll see.’ She beat the soft earth
         with every gasping word.
      

      
      
      Ellie pulled the stick away and locked the girl’s arms in her own. ‘It’s OK, Lizzy. It’s going to be OK.’

      
      ‘She shouldn’t have been like that, El. She never loved us enough. She never thought about us.’ Lizzy’s tears splashed in
         an arc across her sister’s shoulder.
      

      
      ‘We’ll take care of each other from now on.’

      
      ‘We don’t know what we’re doing, El. We’re just kids.’ Lizzy wiped her nose with the back of her hand.

      
      ‘We can’t do much worse than Mom.’

      
      ‘That’s true.’ Lizzy took a deep breath as she stifled a sob.

      
      Ellie turned her sister towards the car. ‘Come on. We’ve got some packing to do.’

      
      Lizzy shoved three pairs of worn underpants into a brown-paper grocery sack. ‘We have to pack her things, too. We need to
         make it look like we all left. We don’t need to take everything, just the important things somebody would take with them if
         they were leaving town in a big hurry.’ She glanced nervously at the clock and then at her sister. If a man was coming tonight
         it might be as early as ten. ‘We can take her stuff to the Salvation Army barrels in town, but we can’t leave it here.’
      

      
      ‘You get her clothes and stuff. I’ll strip the bed and finish the kitchen.’ Ellie began tearing the sheets from the sagging
         mattress. ‘Lizzy, come here.’
      

      
      ‘Ellie, we have to get out of here in the next two hours. Just get your part done and leave me to mine.’ Typical of Ellie,
         she thought. Wants an audience to strip a bed and throw a few things in a bag.
      

      
      ‘Look here, on the side.’ Ellie pointed at a rip in the side of the worn mattress where a canvas bag lay nestled in the grey
         batting.
      

      
      ‘Let’s take a look.’ Lizzy grabbed the bag and tore the zip open. She looked at her sister and grinned. ‘You just found Mom’s
         bank account.’ She emptied the bag on to the bed in a small shower of coins and notes.
      

      
      
      ‘Oh my God, Lizzy. Where did she get this? She never told me we had any money. Even when we almost got the electricity cut
         off, she never told me about this.’ Ellie began to separate the hoard into piles of greenbacks and coins.
      

      
      ‘She was probably saving it for a rainy day and didn’t notice when it started raining cats and dogs around this place.’ Lizzy
         thought it was all too typical of the woman to save money and then forget where she’d put it. She figured they were lucky
         that old Ellie had such sharp eyes.
      

      
      ‘Where did it come from?’ Ellie was busy counting the money and making little chirping sounds. She reminded her sister of
         one of those birds on the nature movies they were always showing at school. Ellie looked like one of those silly birds with
         twigs in its mouth that didn’t seem to know it only had twigs and not gold bars or the Hope Diamond. ‘I wonder where she got
         all this.’
      

      
      ‘I guess the hairy men were bringing her more than wine.’

      
      ‘How can you say that about your own mother?’ Ellie stopped her happy chirping and stared at her sister in disbelief.

      
      ‘Because it must be true, Eleanor. I’m not so mad at her any more, now that I know she was doing something to look after us.’
         It almost made Laura seem like a good mother. Like one of those animal mothers who would do anything to take care of their
         children. Maybe it wasn’t as noble as throwing yourself in front of an elephant, but maybe she’d tried more than Lizzy realized.
      

      
      ‘I know what must have happened. She must have earned this money before she left the Safeway and just forgot where she put
         it. Or maybe Safeway gave her the money because they felt bad about firing her. I bet she was saving it to move us into a
         better place. I bet she wanted to surprise us with this.’ Ellie nodded at her sister, willing her to agree with the theory.
      

      
      ‘Maybe you’re right, El. How much is there?’ She didn’t believe for a minute their mother had received a bonus for being fired
         from Safeway, but it seemed important to Ellie, so she would play along.
      

      
      
      ‘Just a second.’ Ellie counted methodically, with the tip of her tongue sticking out of the side of her mouth. ‘Lizzy, we
         have two hundred and twelve dollars and eighty-seven cents! Oh Lizzy, we’re going to be all right!’
      

      
      ‘This doesn’t really change anything, Ellie. We still have only an hour and a half to get out of here. I’m still twelve and
         you’re only fourteen.’
      

      
      ‘But now we’ve got enough money to live on.’

      
      ‘Now we know where our next meal is coming from, but we’re not exactly Rockefellers. Stick that stuff back in the bag and
         get the bed stripped.’
      

      
      ‘Well, at least we don’t have to steal from Mrs Kirby now. We have money and we can buy our own gas. That should make you
         happy.’ Ellie patted the bag as though it were a baby’s pink bottom.
      

      
      ‘We don’t have to steal any money from her, but we’d better help ourselves to some of her gas. We can’t have you driving into
         the Shell in the middle of town and yelling, “fill ’er up!”’
      

      
      ‘Why not? I thought you said nobody in town knows who we are anyway.’

      
      ‘I’ve given that a second thought. I figure the guys who work down at the Shell are exactly the kind of guys who would know
         who you are and how old you are. Those guys are the kind who get all stupid whenever the lettergirls and cheerleaders start
         bouncing around. We leave town with a full tank of gas, but not from the Shell.’
      

      
      ‘I guess you’re right.’ She screwed her mouth into a grin, pleased that her sister had acknowledged her effect on boys. ‘Just
         don’t forget that you are not the oldest. You’re not the boss.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think either of us should be the boss. I think we should be equal partners, like those Sunset Strip detectives on
         television.’ Lizzy admired the way they could solve crimes by looking at broken glasses and crushed flowers. She also admired the way they always got along and cooperated with each other.’
      

      
      ‘I’m still the oldest.’

      
      ‘I can’t argue with logic like that, El. Come on, let’s run away from home.’

      
      
      Cotherstone, West Sussex, February 3rd

      
      Dearest Mary,
      

      
      Thank you so much for the wonderful photographs. They’ve really inspired your father and brother and all the talk is now about
            coming out to California for a week or two and then escorting you home. Let us know what you think. Frankly, part of me recoils
            at visiting California, but the boys seem terribly excited by the idea. That sounds awful. I want to see you, of course, and
            I want to see where you’ve been living, but California is a place I’ve been avoiding for years.
      

      
      Big news from the place where you think nothing ever happens; your little brother is in love. OK, maybe it’s only lust, but
            it seems to be the strongest attachment he’s had since he realized Madonna wasn’t saving herself for him. Her name is Sarah
            and she seems quite nice. Her mother is a tennis partner of Elaine’s and Elaine tells me she is a very nice girl, in spite
            of the nose ring.
      

      
      I’m not being the least bit judgemental. I mentioned the nose ring last and I didn’t say it made her a bad person, did I?
            She is in fact a very pretty girl and has very nice manners. Hopefully the hole will fill in once she comes to her senses.
            I’ve always wondered what happens to one of those rings when someone has a cold. Does it get all snotty and disgusting? And
            how is it attached? You live in San Francisco, find out for me. While you’re at it, find out about that body piercing stuff.
            Do people really have their nipples and genitals done? Judas Priest, I was almost thirty before I got up the courage to have my earlobes drilled. Makes me shiver just to think about it.
      

      
      Anyway, since your brother is so enamoured of the excellent Sarah I’ve decided to buy the biggest box of condoms I can find
            and leave them in his bathroom. Your father thinks this will only encourage them, but I maintain Chaz doesn’t need any encouragement
            in this area. I’ve seen the smouldering looks passing between those two and I’m not ready for my baby to make a baby.
      

      
      Your father is due in from Brussels tonight. He’s stopping in Calais so I have to clear space in the garage for the cases
            of plonk he’ll be dragging home. I told him not to get any chocolate this time because I’m still waddling around with about
            half a stone from Christmastime. I don’t have any willpower these days so I prefer that the lovely stuff never comes through
            the front door.
      

      
      Since you seem interested, I’ll continue with the sordid story of my childhood. When my mother died, my sister and I decided
            we would hide her body and leave town. Seen too many movies, I suppose, but we actually thought we could make new lives for
            ourselves and nobody would be the wiser.
      

      
      Before we left, we found a small amount of money that my mother had either saved or forgotten. I don’t recall how much it
            was, but I’m sure it wasn’t much. Basically we had a used car, a few dollars, the clothes on our backs, and each other.
      

      
      We buried her in a shallow grave along the banks of the Kings River. We had a little ceremony and I recall pitching a fit
            because I was just so angry with her for the way she’d lived and died. I’ve often wondered if her remains ever showed up.
            I was always very vague when questioned about where we’d put her because I didn’t want her to be dug up and stuck in a pauper’s
            grave. I was rather pleased with the arrangements we’d made for her. I hope she’s where we left her. I don’t know why I care
            where the bones are, but I do.
      

      
      I don’t know if this is shocking or if you’re finding it rather interesting. Daddy’s family, lovely as it is, is pretty quiet.
            They always do the right thing, don’t they? The only thing I’ve ever heard is that your Great-Great-Uncle Basil had a native wife in addition to your Great-Great-Aunt Felicity when they lived
            in Rangoon. Actually, no small thing that, at least not for poor old Aunt Felicity.
      

      
      Daddy will be writing to you this week, but don’t hold your breath on Chaz taking pen in hand.
      

      
      Love and God bless

      
      Mummy

      
      PS Your grandmother has decided to sell her car. I never thought it would happen, but India confesses to feeling old.
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