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Prologue


Once there was a way to get back homewards


Once there was a way to get back home


Sleep, pretty darling, do not cry


And I will sing a lullabyee





The Beatles, ‘Golden Slumbers’





The Border, 1983





It starts raining on the mountain first. Clouds which have 

been hovering since early afternoon finally crack open 

and spew their contents in a freak summer storm that 

lasts no longer than twenty minutes. It’s June and there’s 

been not a hint of rain since spring. In truth there’s 

precious little of the stuff now, an inch – an inch and a 

quarter tops, but this is more than enough. The creosote 

bush, school bully of desert plants, whose twisted yellow 

petals are currently in bloom, is the first to suck up the 

spoils of the storm. Next, a Gila monster, stomping 

belligerently from its shelter, absorbs the water through the pores of its blotched skin. Surfacing from deep under

the sand where it has burrowed to escape the sun, the

stink beetle fractionally tilts its shell to allow the raindrops

to trickle down its legs and into its waiting mouth.

Soaring ten feet above, a saguaro cactus collects its own

drops and transports them to its roots via a thousand

needles, affording this hoary old veteran of the desert its

survival for another year.


Less than a mile away, Estella, a young Mexican girl, 

will not be so lucky.


Estella has no ingenious method of survival at her 

fingertips. Right now her best chance is brute will. She is 

desperate and desperation leads to blind faith and whatever 

religion sustains it, so as she picks her way carefully 

through the cholla, carrying her two-year-old son, feeling 

for holes in the ground with the toe of one sandalled foot 

and keeping a fearful eye out for snakes, she prays. She 

casts her devout net wide, sending out entreaties to Our 

Lady of Sorrows, to Mary the Blessed Mother, to the 

Virgin Sagrada; and, just in case, she directs an extra 

missive to Santa Elena, Discoverer of the Cross, perhaps 

reflecting that she too had the temerity to fall in love 

with a man outside her social status – and no one could 

say things hadn’t turned out well for her.


From the day Estella was born, some twenty years 

earlier, in the small southern town of Chocan, many 

things were preordained. That she would be poor, that 

she would have straight black hair. That she would press 

perfect tortillas by the age of six and that when it came 

to crossing into the US in search of whatever brand of 

American dream she might be chasing, the Sonoran Desert, hottest and most desolate of the four deserts of

south-western America, would be her entry point. To be

fair, this was less a question of fate, and more one of

geography. The Sonoran Desert was simply the closest.

That she chose to cross it in summer with the ground

temperature peaking at 115 degrees was naivety. The

rest was just plain bad luck.


Half a mile from the base of the mountain, not far 

from where Estella is winding her way north, the rainfall 

is now much less intense. Already the inch is down to a 

lousy centimetre which soon dwindles to a pathetic 

millimetre until the downpour is represented by nothing 

more than a smell, the wistful aftermath of moisture in 

the air. The rain had fallen so close – just not close 

enough. In the way that a speeding bullet has the velocity 

to tear through the heart of one man, but will drop 

harmlessly at the foot of the next, so too does the rain 

peter out just before it can be any use to Estella or the 

three men she is travelling with.


Originally, there had been twenty others in the truck. 

Twenty sweating bodies piled together like the heaving 

ribs of a panting animal. Estella knew none of them, but 

they were men from small towns like hers, all following 

different strands of America’s labour trails. From 

snatches of overheard conversation, she knew some were 

heading to Florida to pick oranges, others to construction 

jobs in Colorado and still more making for states 

further to the north, ones she hadn’t even heard of. None 

had been thrilled about her joining the party at the 

eleventh hour, least of all the smallish campesino with 

tightly curled hair and insubstantial moustache who had been ordered to make room for her. By the time a large

rock broke the axle of the truck’s back wheel, the group

had reached northern Arizona, their arrival on American

soil justifying half the $500 they had each paid their

coyote for the privilege, but they were still eight miles

away from the safe house – and a good coyote might

have got them there. A good guide might have led them

single file, a shepherd guiding his sheep across the soft

sand of the drags, perhaps using a broken-off branch

to sweep clean the patterns of their shoes and boots.

A good guide might have done everything in his power

to keep them clear of the ever watchful eyes of the

Border Patrol. But then this coyote was no good guide

and hey, eight miles was nothing for a bunch of such

young, fit men, he reassured them before scuttling sideways

into the shimmering scrub of the desert. The safe

house was indeed north-east and, true, it was only eight

miles, but these were crow miles. The Mexicans could

not fly and swoop over the dips and rises of steep

canyons. Instead they were forced to pick their way

round their perimeters in ill-fitting shoes that soon blistered

their feet, hauling backpacks and suitcases that

rubbed the skin off their shoulders and hands. Degree

by degree they lost their sense of direction and before

long the eight miles turned to ten, and those ten soon to

fifteen.


As the heat of the day grew stronger the group grew 

weaker. Nobody was carrying enough water for a journey 

on foot. Nobody could have carried the amount 

required. Dissent broke out amongst the leaders – which 

direction to go, from which direction they’d come, which way really was north. At 30 per cent dehydration, 

simple decision-making becomes a murky business 

at best; 50 per cent dehydration is more like the final 

stage of drunkenness, the one where you have to concentrate 

really hard to decide whether jumping out of a 

tenth-storey window is a good idea or not.


When the group finally split, Estella chose to stay 

close to her co-sardine from the truck. Though he now 

regretted telling her, he was heading for California and 

so was she, to Santa Monica. She had no idea where 

Santa Monica was but I imagine she liked the name. 

Two men, for reasons no one would ever be quite sure 

of, elected to go with them. The campesino watched 

them vigilantly for signs of bad behaviour but they were 

soon far too busy retching and gasping to think of 

behaving in an ungentlemanly fashion towards the woman 

and child who were now nominally in their charge.




Estella is weak and dizzy. She can feel her tongue, a 

great swollen thing all but blocking her throat. She hasn’t 

felt this sick since the first few months of her pregnancy 

when she’d become quite adept at chucking up in the 

flowerbeds of her neighbours’ gardens back in Chocan. 

She’d had bad luck in pregnancy too. The birth had been 

breech and she could remember the agony as the old 

witchdoctor turned the baby inside her with her bare 

hands. At the time she thought it worth the pain to bear 

a white child. Well white-ish, anyway. At least the lottery 

of skin colour had favoured her. Of her four sisters and 

two brothers she was by far the lightest. But when the 

baby had finally been hauled out, she’d still been shocked 

by how alien he’d looked. Even the campesino, once or twice looking into the baby’s blue eyes to make sure he

was still alive, sussed something a little untoward with

his parentage. Now he no longer wastes precious energy

turning round to check the baby. For the last few hours

he has felt his own life leaking out through the pores of

his body and he has nothing left to sweat. When the two

other men, the pair who had got drunk on King beer the

night before, suddenly sit down within a hundred yards

of each other and fail to get up again, the campesino

knows he must find water or they will all die.




By the time the truck rumbles towards them along the 

dirt road, the campesino has given up on his crossing. 

He no longer cares whether the truck is full of swim-suited 

Miss Mexico contestants dispensing maps and free 

Fantas or fully armed agents of the USA Border Patrol. 

It was 1983 then and the divide between America and 

Mexico was not the great monstrous thing it is now. In 

1983 the border was still an ideal, just a concept really, 

and it was supposed to be easy to cross. If you didn’t 

make it the first time, you cracked it the second or the 

third or the fourth. So when the dust from the approaching 

truck is almost upon him, he steps out from behind 

the scrub and waves the wave of a resigned man.






It’s at this point that bad luck strikes Estella for the 

third and final time. The vehicle is neither full of Fanta-dispensing 

goddesses, nor border guards. It’s a shabby 

black camper van with a turquoise strip down the sides 

and it’s being driven by another coyote and two of his 

men, who, on finding four of their fellow citizens in dire 

need of emergency assistance, quickly identify the situation 

as an opportunity for a windfall.




The coyote’s name is El Turrón. He’s a young Mexican, 

no more than twenty-five, with a receding hairline, 

unusually small hands and a juvenile paunch. His manner 

is entirely pleasant as he orders his men to round up 

the inert Mexicans’ remaining money and valuables. 

While he issues these instructions he chews, littering the 

ground with sweet papers. His round squirrel cheeks 

masticate the lump of nougat, his mouth open to reveal 

a wide gap between his front teeth. After helping the 

three men lighten their load for whatever journey they 

might have remaining to them, El Turrón rewards himself 

by raping Estella.




The campesino has three sisters, all younger. Nevertheless 

they had married before him in quick numerical 

succession and it had thus fallen to him to chaperone 

them on dates. Innumerable times he’d sat at a table in 

the square while Florencio led Elena off to dance. He’d 

tramped a discreet ten paces behind as Ramiro walked 

Ysabel to and from the corner shop and by the time poor 

little Rosa was up for dating, he was heartily sick of the 

whole business.




‘It’s your duty,’ his mother had rebuked him when 

he finally found the nerve to complain. ‘It’s every good 

brother’s duty.’






Estella was neither the campesino’s sister nor even a 

distant cousin but he knew the burden of her protection 

fell to him anyway. That’s just the way it is in Mexico.








‘¡Oye! ¡Parada!’ he shouts. Stop! In his head, the 

word sounds like a yell, but the noise that escapes his 

throat is barely louder than a croak. ‘¡La se baja de!’ He 

stumbles across the road to where the buckled legs of the girl are pinned under the men. Before he can get anywhere

close to pulling El Turrón off, one of the coyote’s

men steps forward and, turning the gun in his hand until

he holds the muzzle, strikes the campesino hard across

the side of his face.




Estella feels the crushing weight on her chest. The 

second of Turrón’s companions has helpfully knelt on 

her while Turrón spreads her legs with his boots and 

folds his mirrored sunglasses into his pocket. She has 

been kissed by only one man before. Not that you could 

call this mashing of mouths a kiss. The cowboy had 

kissed her hungrily, but Turrón kisses her greedily, like 

she is a forbidden helping of fruit he knows he’d better 

take while it’s still on the table. Considering the searing 

heat, Turrón’s lips are surprisingly wet, his breath sweet 

and sickly. The cowboy’s lips had been so dry. His 

fingers always cracked with dirt. Estella had tried to keep 

the pregnancy from her parents, believing he’d return for 

her long before they noticed the swelling under her dress. 

‘I could take you back home with me,’ the cowboy had 

said in a moment that meant little to him and everything 

to her and at the time she had no reason to disbelieve 

him.






The first time El Turrón hits Estella she tastes the 

desert. The second time, her front teeth smash against a 

rock and her mouth fills with blood. Most people don’t 

really believe they’re going to die. It’s a state just too 

far removed from anything they are familiar with. So 

while Turrón grinds her into the ground, Estella hangs 

on to life and she hangs on to hope. She tries to think of 

everything she is walking towards but all she can conjure up is her past, those things she has left behind: the dirty

faces of the Indian kids under the bridge, the smoke from

roasting chickens drifting across the road. The smell of

fresh corn. The naked light bulb which dances shadows

across the doorway of her mother’s house.






After they’re through with her the Mexicans sift 

through Estella’s possessions. They take her pendant 

of the Virgin of Guadalupe, and of course the money – 

those bills of pesos that are the fuel of border economics, 

already slashed from the trouser pockets of the men and 

now ripped from the hem of her dress – but the cowboy’s 

letter, in which the money is wrapped, the men let fall to 

the ground. Words and sentences are of no use to them, 

but to Estella this letter is by far the most valuable thing 

she owns. It is the key to her future.





Of course this is not really Estella’s story because she has 

no future, and I have only pieced this much together as 

best as I can, but in some strange way my story starts 

where hers ends. Our lives have parallels and opposites. 

Both are governed by roots and destinations, by running 

away, by the possibility and impossibility of escape, and 

so I think of Estella in this moment as I have thought of 

her so many times, as I have imagined every hard-fought 

step of her journey – I think of her trapped, unable to 

move as her life melted away in the awful heat of that 

desert. The summer of 1983. Estella’s flight from south 

to north ended through lack of water. In 1983, over in 

my world, a wind was rising across the Orkneys, 

Scotland, the wettest place imaginable. An island so 

drowning in water it seems that the earth must be tipped unfairly on its axis. In the summer of 1983 my journey

from north to south was only just beginning.





The campesino lies on the scrub, bleeding from his 

mouth and cheek. Across the track Estella lies dying. 

Three of her ribs are broken, she has difficulty breathing 

and her vision has begun to fade. By the time the 

campesino makes it to her side, she has felt for the letter 

on the ground and is agitatedly smoothing it against her 

dress as she calls out the name of her son. For a moment 

the campesino cannot register what she’s saying. He has 

forgotten about the existence of the child, but when he 

screws up his eyes he can replay the last fifteen minutes 

like a cheap video from the market. El Turrón grabbing 

her by the hair; Estella calmly placing the child on the 

ground. The boy’s reproachful cry. Benjamín looks into 

the glare of the sun, but he can see nothing and when 

Estella begs him to deliver the child to the address at the 

top of the letter, he can promise nothing – his broken 

jaw hangs uselessly. Instead he reaches over and takes 

her hand and when she stops breathing he lays it over 

her heart, then he stands up stiffly and looks around. 

Despite the searing pain in his jaw he feels a knot of 

something far worse in his stomach. There is no child on 

the edge of the road – there is no child to be heard a few 

yards off, howling with indignation, the spike of some 

cactus sticking out of his finger – there is no child 

anywhere to be seen. The boy has gone.






 





Why is it that society exalts imitation rebels

but is so intolerant of the real ones?


Dale Maharidge,


The Last Great American Hobo
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January 2002





Thousands of feet up, somewhere between space and 

earth, night seems to go on forever. For hours, a never ending 

sunset has been doggedly following the plane, 

trailing its woolly strands of orange and purple like an 

exotic jellyfish. Only now as I press my nose against the 

perspex window do I see that we’ve finally left it behind. 

There is nothing out there any more – just a world so 

black and vast it makes me want to topple into it and 

disappear.


I check my watch: two a.m. English time. New Year’s 

Eve. Looking around at my fellow travellers, slack-jawed 

and mute with exhaustion, I wonder what will happen 

to us all in this year to come. Who on this plane will die? 

Who will become a grandparent, embezzle funds or burst 

into tears at their first grey hair? And the idea makes me 

unaccountably sad. What is it about flying that makes 

people so hopelessly sentimental? Something to do with 

the lack of air, I suppose, too much breathing in other 

people’s anxieties and emotions. The DNA of strangers.




The man across the aisle, corpulent by even the most 

liberal of standards, loosens the leather belt from around 

his trousers, no doubt feeling the acid burn of dinner’s 

coq au vin. The rest of the passengers shift uncomfortably 

under blankets or scratch drowsily at itches they 

can’t quite locate. The atmosphere of somnolence in the 

cabin is so overpowering that were the pilot to streak 

naked through the aisles, just for a lark, I doubt very 

much anyone would notice – much less care. Even Jack 

and Emmy have passed out, mouths open, as though 

sprinkled mid-bicker with sleep dust by a kindly British 

Airways fairy.


God knows, I wish I could sleep on aero planes. 

Disconnected and temporarily excluded from life on 

earth below, it seems the only sensible thing to do, 

but as soon as the plane reaches cruising altitude, the 

moment the signs are switched off and the clink of the 

drinks trolley soothes the nerves of even the most neurotic 

of flyers, I fall prey to philosophical musings. While 

down on earth babies are being born, wars are being 

fought and couples argue over burnt steak dinners, I sit 

buckled into my seat and make endless pacts with God. 

I can spend long hours in this way, plotting personal 

revolutions, planning get-outs, but always with the safety 

net of knowing that as soon as the wing begins its 

downward tilt and the reality of hard ground rises up to 

meet us, this brave new me, this ghost of my future, will 

fade back into the ether where it belongs.


But not tonight. As the blinking lights of Phoenix 

airport appear below like a defiant grid of life on an 

inhospitable planet, I feel a surge of adrenalin. Tonight will be different. Tonight there is no turning back. In

about an hour’s time we will be at the head of the

immigration queue. Poised for entry. The customs official

will give me and the children no more than a cursory

once-over before stamping our visa forms.


‘What is the purpose of your visit?’ he will ask.





The pickup truck has a side-swinging motion that the 

Mexican corrects every few seconds, bringing it back 

into line on the right side of the road. Every time my 

eyes begin to close with the rhythm, the wrench of the 

wheel forces them apart again. Right now I’d give anything 

to slip between clean sheets, sleep until it’s time 

to let tomorrow begin, but the silence in the truck feels 

reproachful. No doubt the Mexican is pissed off at 

having to pick us up – well, too bad. Quite apart from 

the fact that I would have killed the three of us falling 

asleep at the wheel, the town is so remote I would never 

have found my way there in the first place.


I study his profile surreptitiously. He is more Spanish looking 

than I remember – though it wasn’t until we 

cleared customs that I experienced a moment of panic: 

what on earth did he look like? What if I didn’t recognize 

him? What if he didn’t remember me? What if he didn’t 

show up at all? I’d held a vague picture in my head over 

the last few months of a shortish middle-aged man with 

tightly curled hair greying at the edges and a brushstroke 

of a moustache, but the truth is, all I could be really sure 

of was that he looked, well . . . Mexican, and at Phoenix 

airport, as it turned out, that wouldn’t exactly have made 

him stand out from the crowd.


It’s cold in the truck: 10 degrees above zero, if the 

crackle on the radio is to be believed. My hands are 

numb. I burrow them between my legs and check the 

heating dial on the dashboard. The thin white line is 

swivelled to maximum and I can feel pockets of warmth 

coming from somewhere, but they’re no match for the 

freezing air leaking through the distressed seals of the 

cab’s windows. The cold takes me by surprise. The last 

time I’d driven down this road it had been over a hundred 

degrees, hot enough to bubble the tarmac and melt the 

soles of my trainers, hot enough to sting the back of my 

throat and lodge there like some solid mischievous thing. 

It had been late September then and, on both sides of the 

road, grassland had rolled towards the hills like a golden 

sheet billowing in the wind. On the other side of the 

windscreen now, there is nothing to be seen. The road 

ahead is completely deserted and whatever might lie on 

either side of it hidden by the density of night.




Jack sighs from the back seat and I turn round to 

check him. His fringed suede water bottle, bought at the 

airport, is slung around his neck in a potentially lethal 

knot. His face is filthy. A still-life of the journey’s bribes 

and snacks. The corner of his mouth droops slackly and 

a trail of dribble has leaked down his chin onto his neck 

where it has dried into a chalky mark. He sleeps in his 

customary upright position, a pose I’d always assumed 

was the result of all those years imprisoned in unforgiving 

baby car seats, but recently have come to understand 

is simply a mark of his independence, his two fingers up 

to the adult world. Jack has always had a certain irritation 

and impatience at being small, as if his babyhood and now youth were no more than inconveniences

unfairly foisted on him, and consequently he’s always

treated them as something of an affliction, an accident

of birth that he’d have to overcome, like a club foot or a

squint.


‘When are we there?’ Emmy slumps self-pityingly 

against the opposite window. ‘I’m sooo tired.’ Her voice 

cracks with exhaustion and tears. As I prop her up again, 

she opens a cyclopian eye in order to fix me, the mother 

of all her woes, with a baleful accusing scowl.




How can my children possibly understand what’s 

going on? Why they’ve been dragged on this endless 

painful journey, away from their home, from their 

friends, their father – and for what? To spend a year in 

some jerry-built cabin in the middle of God only knows 

where because of a whim, some barely explicable desire 

for escape that I had no longer been able to ignore.


‘I still don’t understand why you insist on going on 

ahead,’ Robert had said for the umpteenth time as he’d 

kissed the children at the departure gate. ‘It could be 

months before I can get away.’


I hadn’t answered him because what was there to say? 

Once you lose the power of communication with someone, 

nothing makes sense between you any more and 

months were exactly what I was counting on.


Unhappiness is a dangerous thing, like carbon monoxide. 

You don’t smell it, you don’t taste it, it’s formless 

and colourless, but it poisons slowly. It seeps into every 

pore of your skin until one day your heart just stops 

beating. And I’ve been wondering. How did my mother 

put it? The summer she took off? A wind was rising over the Orkneys the day she upped and blew out of my

world forever. But before there’s any debate about repeat

behavioural patterns and the hereditary nature of bolters,

I have to point out one significant difference. In the

summer of 1983 my mother didn’t take her children with

her. She didn’t pack their favourite chewed teddies and

leaking finger paints and Emmy’s clock with the cat’s

eyes, whose tail wags along in time with the seconds.

No. My mother left me behind, sitting on the beach, the

underside of my trousers packed down with cold wet

sand as I dug for lug worms, happy, oblivious, dreaming

of beans on toast while my father knelt behind me and

cried fat salty tears into a pile of nearby seaweed.


Sleep must have somehow come then, because when 

I open my eyes, the truck has stopped. I unclip the seatbelt 

and feel stiffly for the door handle. The Mexican 

is hauling suitcases out of the back and tossing them 

to the ground, small puffs of smoke gusting out of his 

mouth at the exertion. Even unconscious, Jack is not an 

amenable child, his limbs remaining obstinately rigor-mortified. 

I shake him awake and push him out into 

the cold night air, then scoop Emmy into a fireman’s lift 

and the three of us stumble towards the cabin’s deck 

where the Mexican stands silently, holding the fly screen 

open. Once we’re safely inside he nods his head curtly 

and climbs back into the truck, leaving all the luggage 

in a sloppy pile outside the cabin door. I bite my lip in 

irritation as the ignition fires into life.


I push the children up the narrow wooden staircase, 

tossing Emmy onto my bed before going back to rescue 

Jack, who has somehow got left behind and is hunched, wide-eyed, on the top step as though shot by a sniper in

the first wave of a surprise attack. At least the cabin has

been made habitable. There are sheets on the bed and a

shrunken striped woollen blanket on top. The sink in the

corner still has rust stains down one side but hot water

trickles from the taps, and the loo, whose incessant

gurgling drove Robert crazy last time we were here,

appears to have been fixed. Most luxurious of all, a

reading light has been rigged up via the central overhead

beam and connected to a yellowing switch on the wall.

The children quickly lock themselves into their familiar

sleep positions. Emmy, stretched out horizontally across

the pillows, her long black hair splayed around her head

in tangled Medusa locks, while Jack lies in repose in a

T-junction with her shoulder. There is a bout of feral

growling when I attempt to wash their faces and I give

up. What does it matter if they spend the next year

encrusted with dirt? What do I care if they run naked

through the brush and their feet grow over with soft fur

like baby wolverines? In this ‘big adventure’ of ours,

there must surely be perks for them too. Jack’s hair

smells of cauliflower and urine. The H&M label on his

T-shirt is sticking up against his neck. Height 125 cms,

7/8 years old, it reads and for a second I sit down on the

bed, overcome by a wave of emotions I am simply too

tired to identify.


After a few minutes of dozing upright I have the 

brilliant notion of peeling off my own clothes and getting 

into the bed, but as I move around the room I feel a 

nubble of something on the floor which, though solid 

initially, yields under the pressure of my foot. I kneel down and flip back the rug. It’s a dead mouse. Or the

putrid, rotting remains of one. Squashed flat, its legs

and paws are spreadeagled across the floorboards like

a miniature hunting trophy. For an optimistic moment

I wonder whether I can get away with leaving it till

morning, but the revulsion factor is too high. There’s

no obvious mouse-scraping utensil to hand and a quick

rummage through the overnight cases produces nothing

helpful. In desperation I yank open the drawer of the

bedside table and finally luck out with a box whose

hinged lid lends itself nicely to the task. Balancing the

corpse gingerly on the lid with one hand and fumbling

with the rusted catch on the window with the other, I

shake the whole disgusting mess out. Then as soon as it’s

safe to, I laugh, thinking of the fuss Robert would have

made. ‘I mean surely it’s not unreasonable to be angry!’

I can hear him shouting. ‘Haven’t we been paying him to

caretake the place? I mean, haven’t we, Alice?’




Up in the sky, the stars are out in force. Cold air 

blows around the room. It smells earthy and unfamiliar. 

Except for Emmy’s snoring, a faint puckering of air in 

and out, there is absolute quiet. What a miracle this 

silence is. No car parking outside, no slamming of doors, 

no heavy tread on the staircase to the bedroom, no reek 

of cigars or hand laid expectantly on my shoulder. Ha! 

We’re here, we are finally here and to hell with 

poor little dearly departed Mickey Mouse, to hell with 

Robert’s bombastic rants, because this is it, we’ve made 

it, and as I climb into bed, curl around my children and 

wait for sleep to come, I feel as smug as a cat who has 

taught herself to swim.






 





2


I’m woken by the phone ringing. ‘You sound sleepy.’


Next to me the children barely stir, their eyes half 

closed, like a pair of alligators lying in wait for some 

unsuspecting prey to disturb the surface of their watering 

hole.


Outside the window, night is still inky black. I fumble 

for the watch under my pillow. ‘Robert, it’s five in the 

morning!’


‘Sorry,’ he says a little sulkily. ‘I’m in Geneva, I got 

the time difference confused.’ There’s an awkward pause, 

then, ‘Look, I just wanted to know you’d arrived okay.’


‘We’re okay,’ I tell him and promise to call later.


‘Love you,’ he says, then waits a couple of barren 

seconds before hanging up the phone.


Relieved, I close my eyes once more but it’s no good. 

It’s there again. A subconscious prick of puzzlement 

which takes a few minutes to work through the fog in 

my head.


The wooden box is on the floor where I’d left it, its 

lid still smudged with a veneer of mouse goo, its contents 

strewn on the wooden boards – a small hollow silver cross and a roll of paper secured with a faded strip of

cloth. I ease off the tie and carefully unravel the paper,

half hoping for missing deeds or a treasure map, but it’s

just a letter. Strange. Unable to face a single night on the

pitiful excuse of the cabin’s resident mattress, I’d had

our spare bed and bedside tables, along with some crates

of books, shipped over from London. But neither this

crudely made box nor its contents belong to me and

whilst it’s a romantic notion that one of the full-bellied

removals men should have stolen away to a dark corner

of the van for a chocolate Hobnob and a perusal of his

morning mail, it’s an unlikely one; the letter is written in

Spanish and headed the University of California.


The Mexican then – had he slept here last night? Had 

he put on his pyjamas, waxed his moustache and thrown 

back the covers of the bed before turning his attention 

to the contents of the box, pausing only occasionally to 

glance out at the moon as it waxed and waned over the 

town? Perhaps. The paper is old and brittle, the ink so 

faded it’s hard to make out the words. Curiouser and 

curiouser. I trace my hand down the lines as though their 

secrets might rise up like Braille beneath my fingertips 

and inexplicably I’m overcome by a sense of foreboding. 

A deep chill, like the proverbial phantom, passes through 

my body, and I quickly roll the letter up again and stow 

it back in its box.





The kitchen, too, is chilly in the stillness of the morning. 

I pull on jeans and a jumper while the water gathers 

bubbles in the saucepan. Tiny mouse turds cling to my 

feet. I brush them off and hurriedly add shoes. There is nothing so useful as a dustpan and brush in the kitchen,

but I find two more saucepans, one with a stunted

handle, a scratched frying pan, still with a layer of

congealed grease from God only knows what, and a few

loose pieces of mismatched cutlery the size of gardening

tools. Except for the pack of coffee, the fridge is empty

and I curse myself for forgetting to ask the Mexican to

buy supplies, then reverse this and curse the Mexican

instead, adding lack of breakfast-buying initiative to

the man’s growing list of crimes, which so far includes

indefensible ill temper, poor house-cleaning and, of

course, lousy pest control. There’s nothing to feed the

children except some fruit bars still in the zip pockets

of their aeroplane backpacks which have already been

passed over in disgust. So much of my energy in the past

few months has been concentrated on pressing the pause

button on our lives, that I’d given precious little thought

as to what lay ahead, feeling in some superstitious way

that to do so might jinx our exit route.






Outside the air is clear and still. I sit cross-legged on 

the wooden boards of the deck, feeling steam from the 

coffee condensating against my face. After a while tiny 

sounds become discernible – the rustle of a leaf, a bird 

cry, a noise, amplified by silence, of a door banging 

against its frame. It’s the near light of dawn and all 

around the whispers of night time are fading as creatures 

disappear down warrens, drop bottom first into holes, 

crawl backwards into fissures in the ground. My head 

starts whirring with all the things I need to do, and I 

begin making a list – a lifelong solution for keeping panic 

at bay. For starters, the cabin needs a lot of work if we’re to survive living in it for a whole year. A repaint, a better

kitchen, curtains at the very least – abruptly, I put down

the pen. A weak orange sun is creeping over the furthest

peaks of the mountains to the east. It lights up every

successive range, finally sweeping across the immediate

landscape, glinting sharply as it touches on the tin roofs

of the other cabins, just visible a few hundred yards

down the hill.






Temerosa is a ghost town, one of hundreds of abandoned 

mining communities which sprang up out of the 

silver rush of the nineteenth century and consequently 

died in the glut of the twentieth. The town is built into 

the cleft of a hill on a small rocky plateau from where 

the landscape extends back as far as the eye can see, 

which is, in fact, forever. To the south lies Mexico. To 

the north are the flat plains and snow-tipped peaks of 

the Patagonia Mountains beyond which lies the great 

American West, a strange and wild country representing 

an escape and freedom so great that, for a long moment, 

I find it hard to breathe.





‘Where are we going?’ Jack asks.


‘To see the town.’


‘I’m cold.’ This from Emmy.


‘Come on, don’t be silly, it’s not that bad.’ But she’s 

right; despite the sun, it is cold and the air is dry. I can 

feel it greedily siphoning the moisture out of my skin, 

pore by pore. I touch a finger to my lips, already chapped 

and rough.


‘I want to go home,’ Emmy says.


‘Let’s walk quickly then.’ I take her hand.


She snatches it back. ‘No, home, London.’


‘Why do we have to see the town?’ Jack says, trudging 

two steps behind us.


‘Because it’s so pretty here! It’s so different! We’re 

going to have such fun!’


‘How?’ This last one from Jack, of course.


It’s a perfectly reasonable question. How are we going 

to have fun? Right this second, with the children 

grouchy, listless and hungry, with no food in the fridge, 

no truck to get us to a shop, I haven’t the faintest idea. 

How are we going to have fun in the long term? How 

will this adventure pan out? What will it be like to be 

alone with Jack and Emmy for the foreseeable future? I 

don’t know either, but the hanging of curtains aside, I’ve 

been making plans. They may not be practical enough to 

ensure eggs in fridges but they’re plans all the same: 

we’re going to read a hundred books and complete 

3,000-piece jigsaw puzzles, we will jog up mountains, 

learn to speak Spanish and make chipotle sauce. We are 

going to buy a pickup truck and head off west of the sun 

and east of the moon – stop in one-horse towns with 

names like Rattlesnake and Fort Defiance. But before 

we do any of these things, we will search out the most 

shamelessly greasy bacon ’n’ cheese burger in the whole 

of America and kiss the bow-legged short-order cook 

who has grilled it.


‘Will there be a shop?’ Emmy asks.


‘Don’t be stupid,’ Jack snaps.


‘Mummy said it was a town.’ Emmy’s mouth turns 

down; close to tears, she’s clutching the top of her arm.


‘Jack! Did you pinch her?’


‘Certainly did not!’ Jack says furiously.


‘Did Jack pinch you, Emmy?’


‘Yes.’ Emmy starts crying. ‘I just wanted to know 

if there’s a shop. That’s not unreasonable, is it? Surely 

that’s not unreasonable?’ I turn my head away to hide 

a smile. What is unreasonable is how endearing it is in a 

five-year-old, when it’s so annoying in Robert.


‘Look, it’s a ghost town,’ Jack says wearily. ‘There 

are no shops in ghost towns.’


‘Why?’


‘Ghosts don’t have any pocket money.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because they don’t have chores.’


‘But I’m hungry. I want breakfast.’


‘I know, me too,’ I pacify her. ‘I’m sorry. We’ll get 

some breakfast soon.’


I smooth-talk the children on. Temerosa consists of 

seven cabins apart from ours, each separated by windy 

stretches of path covered in twisted desiccated leaves 

which crackle noisily under our feet. The cabins are 

different sizes, but all variations on a common vernacular 

of porch, deck and gabled windows. The first two 

we explore have stone foundations and outside walls 

covered in reddish cedar-wood shingles, most of which 

have warped and flipped up at the bottom revealing 

longer horizontal wooden planks beneath. Although at 

some point there appears to have been a cursory attempt 

at decoration, no one paint colour has been used to finish 

any one cabin. Some walls are whitewashed, some raw 

wood, others have remnants of a faded turquoise around the door frames. To the back of the second cabin, we

climb down a dry wash and short-cut our way to the

third. An enormous cottonwood tree is growing at the

bottom of the wash, its branches drooping tiredly

towards the ground like an overworked giant. I touch

my hand to the trunk, which is carved with graffiti:

initials, nicknames; ‘Li’l Foozy’ and ‘Pearl’ linked forever

by arrows piercing a roughly scratched wooden

heart.




‘Mummy, I’m so hungry,’ Emmy says again




‘I don’t understand why we can’t have breakfast now,’ 

Jack says. ‘Why do we have to wait till later?’




‘Because we don’t have any food right now.’


‘But without food we’ll starve,’ Emmy whimpers.


‘Eat Jack then,’ I suggest and she giggles. Jack is less 

easily diverted. He has smelt blood and prepares to close 

in for the kill.


‘And why,’ he eyes me meditatively, ‘do we not have 

any food?’


‘Because I forgot to buy any.’


‘So how are we going to have breakfast, for God’s sake?’




‘Don’t say “for God’s sake”,’ I say automatically. ‘In 

a bit, we’ll borrow a truck and go to town.’




‘Why can’t we borrow the truck now?’


I take a deep breath. Currently, I am the fly whose 

wings Jack likes to pull off.




‘Cos it’s a little early and I don’t want to wake up the 

man who drove us here.’


‘But I’m hungry now,’ says Emmy.


‘So eat the fruit bars,’ I say, playing my trump card. I 

fumble for them in the backpack and wave them in front 

of her face.


‘Nooooo,’ she wails.


I nip at the wrapper with my teeth. ‘Come on, it’s 

good, what’s wrong with it?’ I tear off the end strip and 

chew determinedly. ‘Yum, yum, see how delicious?’


‘It’s disgusting.’


She’s quite right, of course. It’s filthy. Nevertheless I 

hold it irresistibly close to her nose, hoping that some 

olfactory instinct will snap into action and send a signal 

to her mouth to open. Instead she knocks it to the ground 

and stamps on it. ‘I’ll die before I eat that. Die, do you 

hear?’


‘Die then, brat,’ says Jack, nudging at a stone with his 

trainers.




Emmy drops to the base of the cottonwood and 

adopts a squat position. Her favoured form of protest is 

1960s university student and she does it really well, 

refusing to be bulldozed by threats or moved by entreaty. 

Only total capitulation to her petition of human rights 

will normally shift her. Still I go through the motions.


‘Emmy, if you don’t get up, I’ll have to leave you 

here.’




‘Leave me then.’ Her voice begins to rise and screech 

like a string quartet warming up. ‘Just leave me here to 

die – to die, d’you hear, because I’m starving to death. 

STARVING TO DEATH.’


I look at her helplessly. My job as a landscape 

designer has allowed me to spend most of my children’s 

lives studiously avoiding the drudgery of childcare, calling on impossible work deadlines, meetings of vital

importance, phone calls that simply couldn’t be delayed,

all in order to back up my case for not having to give in

to the tedium of pushing-swings-in-park duties. I know

there are some parents who can make space stations

from toenail clippings and igloos out of potato peelings

and I wish I were one of them, truly I do, but the

patience and imagination required for that kind of activity

simply never made it through to my gene pool. Now,

as realization slaps me in the face that I have committed

myself to an extended period of au pair/babysitter/nanny-free

single parenting, I am tempted to fall into a heap of

quivering motherhood.




‘Look, Emmy.’ I squat down. ‘This is my fault, so I’ll 

make you a deal. You stop making a fuss right now and 

you can eat whatever you want for a whole week.’


The snivelling stops and a look of true cunning passes 

over her face. ‘Anything?’


‘Well, okay, obviously not anything –’


‘You said anything,’ Jack reminds me coolly.


‘Well obviously you can’t just eat chocolate all day 

long, but you can choose any meal you want for a whole 

week and I promise I will give in without a fight.’


‘Me too?’ Jack asks.


‘Both of you, okay?’


Emmy pretends to weigh up the offer but, God 

knows, she can recognize a good deal when it’s on the 

table. ‘Okay.’ She stretches out her arms to be picked up 

and I pull her onto my lap.


‘It’s just that I’m tired,’ she whispers.


‘I know.’ This is Emmy’s standard apology and I accept it with good grace. I try to set her on the ground,

but she clings, rubbery-legged, around my hips.




‘Mummy Mummy wait there’s something else. I just 

have to ask you a question.’




‘Okay.’




‘Because it makes me scared in my body and I don’t 

know if it’s true and I don’t want you to just say it’s 

okay I want to know the truth because it really makes 

me sad.’




When she’s upset or tired, Emmy talks like this; very 

long sentences without punctuation, all delivered with 

great seriousness and sense of urgency in a desperate 

pleading voice that flips my heart over. I steel myself 

for something apocalyptic. Has Emmy, with her child’s 

extra-sensory perception, picked up that something is a 

little out of kilter with her parents’ marriage? Has she 

decided after careful deliberation that living 7,000 miles 

apart is not exactly a normal state of affairs for your 

average nuclear family? And if so – then how to answer? 

Questions about God, sex and lesbians, I can field without 

difficulty, but justifying the big D, for any parent, 

remains the final frontier.


‘Look, she’s gone,’ was how my own father chose to 

put it that first evening as he placed a plate of beans on 

toast in front of me. ‘And she’s not coming back.’




‘Never?’ Only later did it occur to me that this was 

an event way out of the ordinary.




‘I’m sorry, Alice,’ he said. ‘But I’m going to look after 

you now and I’m going to do everything just as well as 

your mother.’


‘Okay,’ I said. And suggested he start by heating up 

my beans.


I look into Emmy’s trusting face, knowing that whatever 

she asks, I will inevitably fail her. She glances 

nervously at her brother, then yanks my ear towards her 

mouth.




‘Is it true that Jack is really a vampire?’ she whispers. 

‘Because he says he is and he swears he is and if he IS 

a vampire AND he sucks my blood then I will have to 

be a vampire as well and I don’t want to be a vampire 

because I don’t want to live on blood.’


I hold her close to me while she cries, rolling my eyes 

at Jack over her shoulder, then I hoist her onto my back 

and walk on.


The rest of the cabins are in a grim state of repair, 

their doors and facades peppered with gunshots like 

constellations of black stars. Inside, the floors are littered 

with great mountainous piles of poop, rusting metal cans 

and little shiny pieces of broken crockery.


‘Treasure,’ Emmy says hopefully, dropping to the 

ground.


‘Rubbish,’ Jack says dismissively. He kicks a can 

against the wall.


The seventh and final cabin is bigger than the others, 

a long rectangular building with nine windows down 

each length and a wide porch wrapping around three 

sides. This was once the main boarding quarters of the 

town, housing both the kitchen and dormitories. We 

circle the outside, sizing it up. A hefty chunk of the side 

porch is covered by a bush with a trunk the colour of ox blood, its texture so smooth it feels as if it’s been planed

and sanded by a sculptor. A length of mosquito netting

has been nailed over the front porch and the rusted

spring base of an old mattress leant up against the hand

rail. A workman’s boot sits on top of a lubricant barrel

as if admiring the view, which, to be fair, is spectacular.

I shade my eyes against the sun. I can feel its strength

now, almost as though someone has placed a warm iron

on my back. The snow on the mountains looks like a

wash of silver. There’s nothing that far out, not a telegraph

pole, or pylon, not a house, or a road or a living

soul to be seen.


‘What’s that?’ Emmy whispers. The fly screen is banging 

rhythmically against a mouldering door frame.


‘Wowaaaaaaa.’ Jack waves his arms around his head 

in the universally accepted impersonation of a person 

wearing a white sheet with snipped-out eyes.


‘Ghosts?’ Emmy, the uncynical, queries, wide-eyed.


We stare at the fly screen as it opens and shuts but if 

it’s not from ghosts, it must be from boredom because 

there’s not a whisper of wind. Not a shrivelled leaf moves 

on the oak trees. The air is absolutely still.


‘Come on,’ I tell the children, ‘there are no ghosts 

here.’ But of course this isn’t true.


Over a hundred husky old miners have at one point 

lived and died in Temerosa and there are nights to come 

when it feels like a haunted wind blows through this 

town. Sometimes I lie in bed and think of them; sleeping 

cheek to jowl, hungry, frostbitten, wiring candles to their 

hats, boiling leather shoes and sucking on spaghetti laces 

as those interminable winters went by, as their bodies froze inside out and their minds slowly rotted with

obsession for that one giant nugget they dreamed of

holding – and they’d not been the only prospectors who

dreamed of riches out here. Up until last fall, Temerosa

had been owned by a conglomerate of developers from

Toronto, one of whom, an old friend of Robert’s, had

come to him for a loan pending a more formalized

investment in the business. As a property developer,

nothing appeals to Robert quite so much as the ‘big idea’

but unfortunately his feverish optimism is never tempered

by much sound commercial rationale. His Toronto

friend’s big idea was buying up deserted towns all over

the American West then renovating them for resale.

Before he got very far the stock market crashed and their

funds withered. For once, Robert lucked out. He would

never get any of his dollars back but instead we found

ourselves in possession of a mystery 500-acre property in

Arizona.


I yank back the screen and put my foot to the wooden 

door. Inside the big front room, wooden planks have 

been torn up and the floor is covered with stacks of 

pebbles and yet more animal droppings. A blackened 

burnt-out fridge stands in one corner and a sofa in 

another, stuffing oozing from a succession of gaping 

tears, as though it had gone mad from loneliness and 

indulged in a frenzy of self-mutilation. To the back of 

the room, a door opens onto a long corridor which runs 

the length of the building, cutting through a maze of 

smaller interconnecting rooms. The whole place smells 

rotten and musty. But there’s another smell as well, 

one harder to identify, which creeps up my sinuses like ammonia, some lethal mining gas about to render us

unconscious. I’m about to grab the children and pull

them out when, just behind me, Emmy starts to wail – a

high keening noise that rises and increases in volume

with each intake of breath. I’m on the verge of panic

myself until I see what has spooked her. On the walls of

the adjoining room, animal skins – bats, skunks, deer

and even a lion – have been stretched and pinned into

menacing vampiric shapes.


I clamp my hand over Emmy’s mouth and we beat a 

retreat. Outside, in the safety of bright sunlight, I suck 

fresh air into my lungs and glance back at the boarding 

house. The glassless windows stare back at us like the 

eyes of a blind man and for a moment, overwhelmed by 

the enormity of the job in hand, I feel a knot of unease 

deep in my stomach.


‘Mum!’ Jack whispers, tugging on my sleeve. ‘Someone’s 

coming.’


The Mexican, with his averted eyes and sad moustache, 

is slowly making his way up the track towards us, 

the dour expression on his face a dead giveaway. What a 

cushy job he’s been used to. Self-appointed sheriff of 

a town with no citizens, being paid for taking care of a 

bunch of cabins so dilapidated there is nothing he could 

possibly maintain. No wonder he is surly and unhelpful. 

Up until now all he’d had to contend with were a couple 

of self-satisfied developers waltzing in once or twice a 

year to throw their weight around. And now here I am, 

with my snivelly whiter-than-white urban brats, crashing 

in on his own peace and refuge. I take the children’s 

hands and we slowly head down the hill to meet him. I wonder whether to ask him about the letter but it’s hard

to know how to phrase the question ‘Have you been sleeping

in my bed?’ without sounding like a peevish Goldilocks

– besides, there is the small but not irrelevant fact that he

has been caretaking this place for the last five years.


When we’d first come, Robert had attempted to 

cross-question him. What exactly had this so-called 

‘caretaking’ entailed? But he’d got nothing more enlightening 

than a shrug and a ‘No ispeek Ingless.’ Irritated 

by what he’d perceived as deliberate lack of respect, 

Robert had been in favour of firing him on the spot, but 

I thought I’d noticed something else in the man’s eyes, 

an expression I couldn’t quite put my finger on.


‘Yeah, a willingness to rip us off,’ Robert said sourly 

once he’d realized that we were now solely responsible 

for the Mexican’s wages. ‘Besides,’ he’d added petulantly, 

‘I hate Mexican food.’


Still, if he’s been here five years, then he and he alone 

would have been around to oversee the building works 

to our cabin. He would know where to get the propane 

for the stove, how to pump the water from the well, 

how to unblock the sewage and restart the generator. If 

anyone has an idea how to access the local contacts or 

find inexpensive labour, it’s going to be him. Besides, 

dammit, at this point in time, he is the one and only 

person I know in the entire state of Arizona.


‘¡Buenos días, señora!’ he mumbles gruffly, eyes sliding 

away from mine.




‘¡Buenos días, señora!’ I nod back at him. It would really help 

if I could remember his name, but I can’t and I don’t 

know enough Spanish to ask it.








He bends down to Emmy. ‘¡Buenos días!’ he says 

softly. Emmy turns and presses her face into my jeans. 

He straightens up again and holds out a paper bag.


‘Desayuno.’


I’m confident that my scanty three words of Spanish 

will soon be augmented by a course of language tapes I 

bought from Waterstone’s a good month before leaving. 

The only reason I picked them out from the legions of 

Biarritz-style offerings on the shelf was because I read on 

the blurb that the teacher had taught Doris Day to sing 

‘Que será será’ in flawless tones, but despite this inspiring 

recommendation, I have so far failed to start the course. 

The Mexican, however, is undeterred.


‘Breakfast,’ he translates.


‘Gracias,’ I say, surprised. ‘Gracias.’


He thrusts his hand into the bag and draws out a 

packet of Fruit Loops, a carton of milk, and three slim 

paper sachets of cherry Kool-Aid. ‘Por los niños,’ he 

adds. ‘The children.’


Jack and Emmy stretch out their hands and make 

cawing noises like starving baby crows and in response 

to this he suddenly grins. With a shock I wonder 

whether I have misjudged him. It’s possible that his 

perpetual look of sullenness is less of a mean-spirited 

thing and more of a physical unkindness. When he 

smiles, the right-hand side of his mouth shoots up in 

the traditional manner, but the left side seems loath to 

follow, instead remaining stubbornly horizontal, which 

in turn gives his face the frozen look of a mild Bell’s 

palsy sufferer.


‘Gracias,’ I say again.


‘No problem.’ He smiles again and this time I notice 

the gaps where two of his back teeth are missing.


I smile as well and stick out my hand. ‘Alice.’


‘Benjamín,’ he says. His J is soft. Benjhamin.


I have absolutely no intention of firing him.
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‘The truck is good,’ Benjamín says. I step up onto the 

metal footplate and hop into the cab. He slams the door 

after me, giving it a couple of slaps with the palm of his 

hand before walking round to the front. ‘See?’ He holds 

up the towline and hook still attached to the front fender. 

‘Big engine, very strong.’ Then he presses his fingers to 

the hinge of his jaw, as though necessary to relocate it 

back into its proper place before committing himself to a 

final declaration. ‘The truck is safe.’


The truck is a 1986 extended Dodge pickup and to 

those who believe the glamour of their ride correlates 

directly to the state of its disintegration – and I happen 

to be one of them – then this surely represents a very 

grand set of wheels indeed. First and foremost, it’s a 

wonderful colour. I’ve never before seen a car or truck 

that was butterscotch coloured. I’ve certainly never heard 

any car dealer say, ‘Why, yes, Mrs Coleman, you can 

have it in forest green, black, or could I perchance 

interest you in the butterscotch?’ Anywhere else in the 

world a toffee-apple truck might look a little out of 

place, but here, under the orange sun, against the ochre and red of the rock face, well, it just looks tastefully

camouflaged.


Size-wise, the front cab seats five people and the 

flatbed at the back is long and wide enough to transport 

a small Boeing 747. This back section also comes with 

an optional shell, like a lid on a giant re-usable can of 

sardines, so if you wanted to, you could even sleep in it. 

Above the Arizona plates Benjamín has fixed a spare tyre 

and wired an extra brake light through its centre.


Sitting up in the cab, yanking down on the clunky 

gears, brings on every Thelma and Louise fantasy I’ve 

ever indulged in, and I soon begin to visualize myself and 

the children, glowing and bronzed from regular outdoor 

activity, lying in the back, smoking roll-ups, covered in a 

great shaggy skin of a bear – possibly a bear that I have 

myself wrestled and overcome in an altogether separate 

fantasy – and staring dreamily at the heavens while 

meteorites flame across the night sky from Jupiter to 

Mars.




I clip Emmy and Jack behind stiff webbing seatbelts 

and after some unintelligible directions from Benjamín, 

we set off along the Temerosa road, a meandering dirt 

track of roiling dust and treacherous switchbacks. The 

truck is unwieldy to drive with a loss of control and 

marked rear-end sway every time it negotiates a corner, 

like a big-bottomed woman encountering a revolving 

door for the first time, but then Benjamín paid only $600 

for it so anything over and above moving forwards and 

backwards has to be considered a bonus.


‘So is this our car?’ Jack says.




‘Yup. What do you think? Do you like it?’


Jack sniffs the worn upholstery disdainfully. ‘It 

smells.’


‘It smells like poo,’ Emmy says and giggles wildly at 

her nerve.


‘Why can’t we have our old car?’ Jack demands.


This would be the point when, under normal circumstances, 

a watertight defence re the matter of the car 

would have to be prepared, but the road is so terrifyingly 

narrow in places, it’s hard to work out how to keep all 

four wheels within its confines without either busting a 

tyre on the sharp rocky hillside or, worse, sliding across 

the pebbles that are scattered on the cliff edge like 

marbles and toppling into the abyss.


‘We can’t have our car, because Daddy’s got it.’


‘Why can’t Daddy bring it here?’


‘Because Daddy’s using it.’


‘Why can’t Daddy get another car and send our car 

here?’


An effortless and exhausting litigator, no statement is 

too trifling for Jack to take issue with. He argues every 

point to its ultimate conclusion with the dogged tenacity 

of a prosecution lawyer, which has the knock-on effect 

of making me feel culpable of some oblique crime I was 

unaware had been committed.


‘Come on, Jack, I like this truck. It’s fun to have a 

truck. Maybe one night we’ll sleep in it.’


‘Tonight, Mummy,’ Emmy immediately says, ‘can we 

sleep in it tonight?’


‘Well no, probably not tonight.’


‘You said tonight.’ Jack waits, glare intact.


What are my rights here? What constitutes the 

Miranda Escobar of parenting? There’s no question I 

can remain silent, but I’m equally aware that anything 

I say can and most definitely will be taken down and 

used against me. Jack is a startlingly beautiful child with 

pouting junior heart-throb looks. Unlike most eldest 

children who emerge from their mother’s womb, usually 

after a long and arduous labour, as hesitant, neurotic 

creatures, painfully reflecting their parents’ total capitulation 

to terror at their arrival, Jack, a controlling child 

even during pregnancy, announced his readiness to be 

born by breaking my waters on the dot of four a.m. (the 

shock of which sent Robert rolling from bed to floor 

amidst weary apologies, ‘Sorry, so sorry, was I snoring?’) 

and two hours later shot into the world as a supremely 

confident, fully functioning dictator.


And still he waits, his streaky brown hair flopping 

over one self-righteous eye.


‘No, I didn’t say tonight, Jack – I said one night. One 

night soon,’ I add for Emmy’s benefit.


‘Okay, soon,’ Emmy agrees placidly. Emmy has a 

tenderer heart, it’s true, but before we get all judgemental 

here, one of her greatest joys in life is to beat her teddies 

to a pulp so that she can have the pleasure of comforting 

them afterwards. Jack grunts with disgust at the 

malleability of his sister and within seconds I hear the 

Klingon signature tune of his Game Boy pinging into 

life. I watch in the rear-view mirror as his fingers and 

thumbs fly across the key pad as if he were typing up a 

deposition for the impending trial of Jack Coleman versus his mother. Down goes his head and down it stays for

the remainder of the journey, impervious to any and all

feeble exhortations to admire the view.




After about five miles of sandy track, I steer the truck 

over cattle grids marked with orange and black diagonal 

tin strips, which, like the facade of the cabins, have been 

shot through with bullet holes. The track becomes rockier 

as it cuts through the mountain. The verge on the hill 

side is sculpted into long crumbly sand stalagmites and 

above these, dotted between bushes and scrubby trees, 

cacti of every kind are growing. I don’t yet know any of 

their names but some look like giant porcupines, others 

like green afros which would make ferocious gangland 

weapons if used for headbutting purposes. The south 

side of the slope is degraded and bare, blistered by sun. 

‘Quick, look!’ I tell the children. A roadrunner, comically 

identical to the cartoon version of itself is running below 

us, parallel to the car. The truck veers around another 

corner and it disappears out of sight.


‘Did you see that, Emmy? Jack?’ 


‘See what?’ Jack says.





Our nearest town, Ague, turns out to be a pretty strange 

place. Population 1,000, it’s thankfully far too small to 

have had any of the McDonald’s, Wendy’s or Burger 

King franchises stuffed down the throat of its main drag, 

but the juxtaposition of old Victorian buildings – hotel, 

post office and saloon in its centre – and the more 

modern adobe slabs of a petrol station, Uzed car business 

and hardware store on its outskirts (Ague’s centre and 

outskirts, by the way, being no more than a couple of blocks from each other) leaves the town looking like a 

set for some post-modernist spaghetti western which ran 

out of money just before shooting started.




Even after we turn into the main road, there’s 

little traffic. Now and again we overtake a pickup with 

a spindly looking cowboy behind the wheel, flatbed 

weighed down with long planks of wood, and a beady 

cross-bred dog balancing precariously on top. Behind us, 

an ancient maroon Buick creaks to a stop at the lights, 

and drawing into the parking space in front of us is a 

Cadillac whose bodywork is so beat up that the butterscotch 

truck looks right at home as I edge it in alongside.
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