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The world had forgotten about us.

According to Mum, my dad used to say that the UN would be sending aeroplanes ‘any day now’, planes loaded with doctors and antidotes.

Well, Dad had been dead for nearly fifteen years and I was yet to see my first aeroplane. I was yet to see a lot of things. And I was tired of waiting.

I packed essentials only. Well, what I guessed to be essentials. Since I’d never left the confines of Desert Downs in all my sixteen and a half years, I could only estimate what I’d need beyond the razor-wired fence of our dusty property.

Dad’s musty old waterproof jacket went into the hessian backpack first, followed by my slingshot and of course my Jeffery C picture — I hadn’t slept a night without him since I was eleven. My knife went straight into the back pocket of my cargos for easy reach. It wasn’t as sharp as Mum’s — which I’d used earlier today to skin the rabbits she’d caught — but my blade was longer and flicked out faster, and so was the better weapon against any Carriers I might come across on my outing.

Wearing my dead cousin Alice’s worn, holey sneakers, I moved soundlessly down the hallway, taking extra care as I passed Mum’s bedroom door.

Once in the kitchen, I breathed again and began to pack other stuff; a piece of flint rock for fire from the third drawer, and some dried wild figs from the bottom shelf in the pantry — careful to take only a small portion and leave most for Mum. I didn’t need any more than a handful because my plan was to stay away for just a night or two. Of course, there was always a chance I’d never return.

A fig rolled under the table and I dropped to my knees to retrieve it, my fingers trembling as I reached for the shrivelled fruit and dusted the hair and dirt that had stuck to it.

For most of the day I’d avoided thinking about the inevitable. That I might encounter a Carrier, that he might infect me with his disease, that I might become one of the many female carcasses rotting all over the country.

Absently, I gnawed on the chewy, sugary fig, my thoughts on Dad’s old doctor’s journals and the endless articles and data on the Y-Carrier disease he’d collected in them.

I swallowed down the fruit and got up, mentally shaking the journals from my mind. Picturing women writhing with agonising pain as their internal organs literally baked with uncontrollable fevers was not helpful on my first trip to the outside world.

Plus, I was wasting time. It was getting late.

I zipped my backpack shut and threw it over my shoulder.

My stomach growled, reminding me that it was past dinnertime and also highlighting Mum’s absence from the dinner table for the first time in years. I remembered the rabbits I’d left roasting on sticks over hot coals. They’d be cool enough to eat by now. Hopefully my girls, Charlotte and Emma — my pet dingos — hadn’t eaten them.

Closing the door carefully behind me, I stepped onto the back veranda and listened for the squeak of Mum’s bedroom door, the pounding footsteps, and her loud, angry voice demanding what the hell I was doing going outside after curfew.

But none of that came.

From a distance, somewhere east, an owl hooted. Goose bumps dotted my arms. Autumn nights got cold as soon as the sun disappeared, which was about ten minutes ago — the sky got dark pretty fast too.

Shrugging off the unease of Mum’s non-response, I took hesitant steps down from the veranda and began crossing the yard towards the back of our shed where I always cooked our food, kicking up rust-coloured dust as I went. I patted the metal bulge of the knife in my back pocket for reassurance as I glanced around.

Night-time shadows had transformed our golden, one-hundred-acre property into a black nether of unseeable dangers, where everything around me transformed into something sinister. The trees seemed to watch me; the shed and Dad’s old car now places for dark and evil things to hide. A weird feeling came over me, like a thousand dead fingers brushing the back of my neck and shoulders, quickening my steps.

Part of me relished the fear and the fact that I was outside post-curfew, alone, because after living my whole life under the hawk-eyes of my mother, I was finally free — free to see the outside world with my own eyes, free to see if I could survive without Mum’s and the razor-wired fence’s constant protection. And it was all thanks to the stranger who’d trespassed on our property last night, the same stranger who was now resting beneath our largest salmon bark eucalypt alongside Dad and Alice.

Because if he hadn’t have come, then Mum wouldn’t have gone all weird and locked herself in the master bedroom with the only bottle of alcohol in our house after she’d shot him.

With my fingers now resting on the smooth, worn handle of my knife, I moved cautiously towards the rabbits. The night was still and the birds eerily quiet. Even our goat, Nanny, who normally bleated herself to sleep, was silent.

I froze halfway to the shed at the sound of rustling beyond the fence, my heart slamming against my ribcage. Slipping the knife out of my pocket, I flicked the blade and eased back a step. Perhaps the man hadn’t come alone last night. Perhaps his friends wanted revenge.

Familiar yelps and yaps filled my ears as Charlotte and Emma emerged from the near darkness to leap over their special part of the fence where Mum had removed the razor wire at the top and bent the frame so that it was low enough for them to scale with ease, but high enough to deter trespassers.

I spluttered a sigh of relief and folded my blade before shoving it back in my pocket.

Like a moving blanket of orange-gold, they came bolting in my direction and I bent down onto one knee to greet them, arms outstretched.

They, along with Mum, were the reason why I got up and forced myself through each and every day of nothingness and isolation out here, and I was pretty certain they felt the same about me because every time I greeted them they nearly bowled me over, licking and nuzzling me with their wet noses.

‘Jeez, Charlotte, what have you been eating?’ I wrinkled my nose at the stench and pushed the dingo’s furry face away, breathing through my mouth so that I didn’t have to smell her rotting-carcass breath.

Sometimes the girls liked to bury their catches and dig them up days later to mess around with. No matter how many times they did this there was no getting used to the stench of decaying flesh. And there was always the sickening possibility that they’d been toying with a human carcass.

I found the rabbits untouched, glistening above a bed of red coals. After easing the hot meat from their sticks, I wrapped each rabbit separately in two pieces of cheesecloth. I left one for Mum on the kitchen table and slid the other into my backpack. I would feast later tonight wherever I camped — if I could hold my empty stomach off before then.

Next, I shut the girls in the shed with a couple of strips of dried roo meat and some of the fresh rabbit innards I’d left aside from earlier today — the last thing I needed was for their crazy yapping to drag Mum out of bed while I was gone.

Chewing on a dried ribbon of smoked meat I’d swiped from the shed, I gazed up at the stars beginning to bloom in the purplish black sky above. The last time I’d broken Mum’s curfew and gazed up at the stars like this was when my cousin Alice had died.

I wondered if she was up there watching out for me, cheering me on and saying, ‘Go see the world, Lena. Don’t be afraid. None of its true; the disease is gone. Your mum is an overprotective psycho. Everyone is waiting for you out there...’

God, I missed my cousin, my one and only friend unless I counted Mum — which I didn’t. Don’t get me wrong, I loved Mum, but I wanted someone who would listen to my hopes and dreams instead of crushing them to pieces the minute I conceived them.

I was sick of hiding, sick of avoiding dangers and sick of Desert Downs. But most of all I was sick of Mum breathing down my neck and waving her shotgun around like a lunatic, telling me I would be dead like Alice if it wasn’t for her.

Glancing up at the sky, I blew a kiss at the brightest star, imagining it to be Alice. Had she had the same hopes that I had right now, on the night she’d died? Had she too wanted to escape my mother’s overbearing protectiveness? Had she wanted to make friends her own age? Had she wanted to press her lips against a boy’s mouth and breathe a little piece of herself into his soul?

A sudden spark of brilliant electric blue appeared beside the half-moon, its brightness illuminating the sky.

My breathing hitched. Was it some kind of sign from Alice? Or... was it something else? A sign that we as humans were not alone in this universe. 

I blinked and looked again but it was gone.

A shiver crawled up my back. The idea of alien life had always creeped me out. When I was a kid, nightmares involving men with bone-white skin, large almond-shaped blue eyes and long blond hair had tormented me. Mum had always said it was because I used to flick through Dad’s old sci-fi mag collection when I was a toddler and now those images were imprinted upon my brain. It did not help that Dad’s magazines had countless articles stipulating that alien’s chose to land their aircrafts on barren landscapes where there was lots of room and less civilisation — aka Desert Downs.

A gentle breeze passed through the trees, tickling my closely cropped hair and bringing with it the wild, earthy scent of bush flowers and of distant desert sands. I breathed in deep, the effect instantly calming...and glanced at the fence.

It was now or never.

I adjusted the straps of my backpack and rubbed at my arms where my skin continued to prickle, and with a slow, forced gait, moved away from the house until I was face to face with the fence.

This was really it. Most likely my one and only opportunity at freedom with Mum holed up in her room like she was.

The fence-wire was cool against my sweaty fingers. My hands were trembling like Mum’s had last night, after she had shot — according to her — ‘a snake’. But I’d seen the third mound beneath our salmon bark eucalypt, as big as my father’s, and the last time I’d checked Mum didn’t bury the snakes we killed; she wouldn’t waste our precious bullets on snakes anyway — and she didn’t put bunches of wildflowers on top of their graves either. And she definitely didn’t lock herself in the bedroom and cry for hours on end over a legless reptile.

Mum had killed someone. Maybe I’d never know who.

I wiped my sweaty palms against my pants and wondered what the hell I was doing. Was this what I truly wanted? Was a couple of hours, or nights, of freedom, worth the risk of the horrible melting death that comes with the Y-Carrier?

One glance back at the dim house with its boarded-up windows gave me my answer. I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t handle mum suffocating me with her fears. I needed to be me. Just once. And if I got killed trying then I guessed at least I would die a free person instead of someone who had only ever experienced the world through razor-wired fences.

If I got too scared or bored or hated it, I could always come back anytime I wanted; maybe explore the area close to the fence for a bit and return home in time for bed. It would be my first step — a baby step. And if Mum saw that I’d returned in one piece, then she might relent and start taking me out hunting with her, or even for a walk to the waterhole. Little things I’d begged her all my life to do, things she got to do every single day.

Sucking in a huge lungful of air, I looked up and caught sight of Alice’s star blinking back at me. But not just that one little star, all the others too. I threw my head back and drowned in the breathtaking sight. Even if just seeing the stars was all I got out of my little rendezvous, then I’d be satisfied, at least for a while.

I turned back to the fence with a renewed sense of determination, and was about to hurl myself at it, when every part of me stiffened — except for my heart which was beating so hard I thought it might knock a heart-shaped hole through my chest.

I could not believe my eyes.

On the other side of the fence, staring down at me, was something I’d never encountered during my entire life in the West Australian outback, my mortal enemy according to Dad’s medical journals.

A boy.
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I took a flying leap away from the fence and frantically reached for my friction torch. After pressing my thumb against it several times I found the on switch.

The stranger put a hand across his eyes so I directed the light, dull though it was, downwards at his stomach. Slowly he dropped his hand, revealing wide, dark eyes. It was impossible to tell the true colour in the dim light — same with his hair, although it appeared dark brown or even black. He was taller than me, built, but on the lean side, as though he’d skipped a few meals; his wiry forearm muscles cording while he gripped the fence. I guessed him to be around my age, or a year or so older than me.

‘Are you alone?’ I spat. ‘Are you armed?’ My head felt light and dizzy.

This guy was both the most wonderful yet frightening thing I had ever seen.

He reached into the back of his faded, patched up jeans and drew out a pocketknife, the blade sheathed. Flashes of Alice’s bloodied body, and the strange angle of her neck when we found her, filled my head. Abandoning my precious backpack, I turned and bolted towards the house.

‘Wait, wait! Help me, please!’ His voice, although gruff with desperation, sounded honest. It made me think of the man Mum had shot. Had he too begged for her help?

I stopped and drew a deep breath. The house was quiet and dark. If something happened to me, Mum, and the dogs (locked up as they were), would be no of assistance.

But something about the boy’s voice...he seemed genuine. Perhaps he only wanted food? I turned around and shuffled slowly towards the fence. My hand slid into my back pocket and pressed against the cool, solid shape of my knife.

‘I have a gun,’ I warned, hoping he couldn’t hear the bluff in my cracked voice.

‘I just have the knife...which I’ve never used to harm anyone.’

I couldn’t see his facial expression so I shuffled in closer. The torch was slippery within my sweaty grasp. There was only a mere metre or so — and a razor-wired fence — between us, but when I saw the look on his face, I finally released my breath. Everything about him — his furrowed brows, the anguish in his dark eyes, his set mouth and the way his shoulders were bunched up — spoke loudly of his troubles. This stranger wasn’t lying. He needed help — my help.

‘Okay.’ I took one more step towards the fence and gasped softly when our eyes met at such close proximity. Now that I could see him clearly, he reminded me of Jeffery C. He had the same wide eyes framed with dark lashes, and a full bottom lip. The similarities gave me a weird sort of comfort.

‘Are you alone?’ I asked.

‘I’m looking for my dad.’ A deep, ragged sigh escaped his lips. ‘He’s been missing since yesterday. He always comes back before dark. Last night he didn’t.’

Last night...

A cold chill washed down my back.

‘We’re pretty remote. I don’t know why he’d want to come out here.’ I was partly speaking to myself, telling myself that this boy’s father could not have been the same man that Mum had shot last night. She could not have shot someone’s father.

The guy’s fingers twisted around the wire while he stared at his feet and contemplated my response. While I watched his large, calloused hands, I couldn’t stop thinking about the disease. Did it pass through skin contact or by blood? Weirdly, I was drawing a blank, despite the countless articles I’d read on the subject. Being in the presence of a boy was affecting my brain somehow.

‘He was going to meet a friend,’ he said quietly and sighed. ‘We’re almost out of supplies and our rainwater tank has a leak. I tried to hunt today, but,’ he spat out a bitter laugh and shook his head, as though hunting were a joke, ‘...my little brothers are getting hungry. Dad has never spent a night without us, not even to be with his new friend.’

The torch slipped from my fingers and switched off when it landed on the dirt, but the guy continued talking into the darkness.

‘I followed his tracks since early this morning and they led to this fence. I saw the house and thought maybe his friend lived here. We’ve never met her. But we know she sometimes gives him rabbits.’

Icy cold blood drained to my feet as the crack of the gunshot from last night echoed inside my brain. I slowly brought my hands to my face and rubbed my numb cheeks.

So, this was why Mum was acting so weird. She’d been meeting a man and that man was this boy’s father. But it didn’t explain why she had shot him.

The boy’s heavy breathing in the dark unsettled me, so I groped the dirt for the torch and turned it back on.

‘Is your mum home with your brothers?’ I asked, searching for something positive to focus on while inside my head all I could think about was how hard Mum had cried herself to sleep last night. She had obviously cared about the man she had shot. Perhaps they had been lovers.

He looked away and shook his head. ‘She died years ago, from the disease.’

Though I felt sorry for him, I stepped back. If his mother had died then it meant her family of boys were most likely diseased. Where else would she have gotten the Y-Carrier from?

‘No!’ He frowned when he saw my face. ‘No, we didn’t give it to her. My family are clean. I would have killed myself if I’d done my own mum in.’

He seemed sincere, but I wasn’t sure I could trust my gut instinct, not when I’d never had to rely on it until this moment.

‘You’ve got to turn away and never come back,’ I said, with a lump in my throat, because I would have liked to have gotten to know this boy with a face as handsome as Jeffery C, and I would have liked to have been able to help him and his family.

My chest tightened as I imagined him returning home to his brothers without their father. I mentally noted his scruffy, uncut hair, the ragged shirt and jeans that were covered with so many patches that it was hard to see the original material.

Every inch of me burned to help him, but helping this stranger would begin by me telling him that it was quite possible my own mother had shot his father. And I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Even worse, if Mum saw this boy, given what she’d done last night, she would most certainly shoot him on the spot. I had to send him away for his own good.

‘You have to go.’

‘We’re clean, my brothers, my dad and I.’

I was about to tell him it didn’t matter if he was clean, that my mother was a psycho, but before I could utter a word he stepped right up to the fence and began to unbutton his flannelette shirt, gradually revealing bare, tanned skin from chest to navel.

‘Come closer. I won’t touch you,’ he said, his voice low and gravelly.

At first, I shirked away, but then he said, ‘Males with the Y-Carrier don’t die, but they’re left with a permanent rash all over their torso. ‘Look. See for yourself. I’m clean. I don’t have the disease.’

The rash part I remembered reading about in Dad’s notes.

With my breath held in case the disease was airborne, I stepped closer to inspect the body presented before me.

The torch shook in my hand as I trained the light from the boy’s neck, down the length of his bare chest, stopping at base of his stomach where his jeans began.

Because the power on the torch was running low, I had to bring my face right up close for a better inspection.

His chest was broad and his stomach lined with corded muscles. A thin trail of dark hair started below his belly button and disappeared down the hem of his jeans. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been staring, but suddenly the boy cleared his throat and pulled back, briskly doing up his shirt.

My face burned. I’d been too fascinated by the differences in his body to mine that I’d failed to do a thorough check for the rash. Now I had to assume that he was telling the truth. Though I was pretty sure I would have noticed a rash if it had been there.

‘See. I’m not a Carrier,’ he said with a shiver. I shivered too. The night air was cooling rapidly.

We held eyes for a long moment, me trying to keep my breath in and him breathing out hard.

The muffled sound of my dingos doing their yap-howl thing from way back at the shed broke me from my trance and I finally exhaled. Mum could burst out of the house waving a loaded shotgun any minute.

But the boy didn’t seem to notice or care about the noise. He was leaning his head against the fence, the hair from his fringe poking through. I had an urge to touch it, to see if it was soft; just like I’d had an urge to touch his stomach when he’d showed me, to see if it was hard. But that would be both dangerous and just...weird.

‘My mum died helping a man who came to our house asking for food. She made us go outside and then he raped her — we didn’t know until after it had happened. Dad was out hunting at the time with my older brother.’ His eyes glazed over and he looked away. ‘He had threatened to kill us all and she’d sacrificed herself for us.’ His fingers tightened around the wire and his voice turned soft and faraway. ‘I loved her more than anything in this world.’

‘I believe you,’ I whispered.

He nodded and cleared his throat.

I threw a glance at the house before turning back to face him. ‘Look, I’m so sorry, but you have to go.’ My voice turned thick and my eyes began to sting. ‘If my mum comes out...she’ll, well, she’ll shoot you.’

For a long moment the boy stared at me and I thought maybe he’d guessed what had happened to his dad, but he merely nodded.

‘Sorry, but she’s...overprotective,’ I said, my voice cracking.

His shoulders sank before he pushed himself away from the fence, as though about to leave, but he turned back to face me, flicking his fringe away from his eyes with his fingers.

‘If my dad doesn’t show by tomorrow night, I’ll be back here to look around. At least if I find his body I’ll know.’

I bent down and fiddled with my backpack zipper so I had an excuse to avoid his eyes — so he couldn’t see the horrible truth in mine.

‘Okay. If you come back, I’ll try to distract Mum so she doesn’t shoot you, but I can’t guarantee it. Try not to make any noise and I’ll bring you some food.’

He stared down at me for a long time. ‘Thanks,’ he said.

I tried to ignore the shrill sound of the dingos going off inside the shed and the way my heart was ready to pound its way up my neck.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Patrick.’ A ghost of a smile flickered across his face for half a second and his eyes glittered like the stars above. ‘What’s yours?’

‘Lena,’ I said, before adding, ‘I’ve got something for you, Patrick.’ Saying his name, a stranger’s name, out loud, sent a thrill shooting through my veins.

I dropped the torch and fumbled in the dark for the cooked rabbit in my backpack.

‘Take this home and feed it to your family. It’s just a rabbit...’ I set the bag down and fished around for some dried figs before grabbing the torch and training the light on the goodies.

His eyes widened at the food, but his cheeks flushed at the same time and he shook his head.

‘Thanks. But I can’t take it. It’s not right. You and your mother need it just as much.’ He wouldn’t meet my eyes. His stooped posture seemed to radiate shame.

‘Well, if you don’t take it, it’ll go off and be a waste. You could share it with your little brothers.’ I raised my brows and pleaded with my eyes. ‘Please, Patrick.’

After a long pause, his eyes met mine. ‘Okay. I’ll take it to my brothers. Thanks.’

I sighed with relief, as if feeding his family could somehow counteract the terrible thing my mum had done.

He started to climb the fence and my stomach swirled with nerves. All of the warnings about the male species that Mum had drummed into my head since I was a little girl shouted at me to hurl the rabbit and run. But for once I ignored them and listened to my own voice.

The boy stopped at the razor-wired top and dangled one of his hands over.

‘I won’t climb right over. Just pass it up to me. I promise I won’t touch you, even though I’m safe.’

I slipped the backpack on backwards so that it rested against my stomach and tucked the rabbit in before beginning to climb. I only needed to go three-quarters of the way because Patrick’s arms were long enough to reach down.

As I became close enough to pass, my hands shook as I took the rabbit out and held it up with a shaking hand. He took it.

Next, I passed the figs and this time our fingers brushed.

I gasped. But it wasn’t because I was worried about the Y-Carrier. It was because it was the first time that I had touched somebody other than my mother in over ten years.

Patrick’s eyes widened. ‘Sorry. But it’s okay. Remember, I’m not disease.’

I didn’t say a word. I was too busy storing the feel of his warm fingers against my own inside my treasure trove of memories. Even if I never saw him again, this moment was mine to keep and to draw from in the many lonely years to come.

Still, in a reflex action, I wiped my hand against my shirt. His eyes followed and took stock of my gesture.

‘Do I have to show you my chest again to make you believe me?’

It was difficult to tell in the moonlight whether Patrick was being serious or attempting to lighten the atmosphere with some humour. But my face heated anyway and I shook my head, and sort of stumbled my way back down, falling hard on my bottom.

Bone-splitting pain radiated from my tailbone down to my toes. I’d jarred nearly every bone in the lower half of my body.

‘Are you okay?’ Patrick asked after he descended back down his side of the fence in a single, graceful leap.

I dusted down my clothes, picked up the torch and aimed it at the ground, making a sun in the dirt. My rear end felt as though it had been kicked twenty times.

‘I’m fine,’ I said, because something light and warm was spreading through my chest. I’d done what I’d always dreamed of doing since I was little. I’d touched a stranger. I’d smiled and he had smiled. My food was now his food. That was the domino effect. It meant that I existed.

As I stepped back, away from the fence, I finally allowed the wide smile that had so wanted to stretch my face since the moment I saw him; my jaw muscles tingling from being so stiff and unused most of the time.

‘You’re small, but you seem strong,’ Patrick said through the fence, his eyes full of admiration, ‘a bit like my mum.’ He smiled, transforming his boyish features into something beautiful. ‘She always wanted a daughter, but ended up with just us boys.’ His intense gaze left my face and swept down to my toes and back up again, making me wish Mum hadn’t chopped all my hair off. It would be nice to have someone think I was pretty.

‘You’re the first girl I’ve ever seen,’ he added, before clearing his throat.

My cheeks warmed and I glanced down at the fading torch-sun in the dirt.

‘I’ve got to go,’ I whispered, shuffling back from the fence. I wanted to add ‘my friend’, but didn’t because friends don’t keep secrets from each other. A real friend would have told Patrick about his dad.

‘Goodnight, Lena. Thank you.’ His voice faded as darkness swallowed him whole. The sound of my name on his lips made me smile again.

As I turned away, my eyes shot up to Alice’s star in silent prayer.

Please, by some miracle, let the man Mum shot not be Patrick’s dad. Please, Alice.

I approached the house carefully, my adventure over with for now after giving away most of my food. The dingos were silent again. Perhaps, intuitively, they’d understood I hadn’t truly left them.

While I crept up the veranda steps, I wrapped my arms around my body in a hug. Though I hadn’t left the property, it felt like I had. If felt as though I’d travelled ten thousand miles.

I had met a boy. A boy named Patrick, who had used my name and confirmed my existence in the world.

I took one last, longing look at the moonlit night — seeing it for the first time as something other than a nether of danger — before opening the door to the house and entering.

Mum didn’t answer when I knocked on her bedroom door. I jiggled the doorknob but it was still locked. However, when I pressed my ear up against the door, Mum’s faint ragged snoring put me at ease.

That night, I dreamed.

In my dream I rested my hand against Patrick’s bare chest, the vibrations of his heartbeat tickling my palm. But seconds later I shrieked in horror and drew my hand away because his torso was no longer smooth and tan, but instead blanketed in a raised red rash.
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The next day, with Mum still taking refuge in her room, Alice was never more missed. How fun it would have been to sit on the veranda’s love seat with my cousin and giggle about Patrick in the same way the girls in my novels always did about boys. Perhaps I would have introduced her to him. Then together she and I could have snuck out and visited with his family.

To pass the day away I tidied the house, refreshed our water supply, cooked a root vegetable stew and left a bowl outside Mum’s bedroom door, milked Nanny and replenished the dingos’ water. Luckily, we didn’t need to feed our girls — they were supreme hunters; the only thing they ate of ours was the internal organs and the bones of our catch. Otherwise, they were self-sufficient which was a good thing, because we’d starve if we had to share our food with them all the time.

Finally, evening came and it was time to get dressed. For the first time in my life I actually considered myself in front of my bedroom mirror, my eyes lingering over my short hair. I sighed with disgust. Though my hair hadn’t been long for years, this was the first time I was really bothered by the fact.

When I was a kid, I had hair so long I could sit on it. The colouring was unique to Dad and me; light brown with streaks of red and gold. Fire hair, Mum used to say. But one day, not long after we had lost Alice, while I was playing hopscotch, the squares drawn in the red dirt with a sharp stick, Mum seized me by my hair, wrapped its length around her knuckles and chopped it all off.

I was only seven years old and hated Mum for doing it. My flaming hair was the only pretty thing about me — Alice had said so — and Mum had hacked it off like it was the end of an old, frayed rope.

I’d refused to eat for days after and wore a hat constantly, but eventually I’d caved and accepted the loss of my one beauty. I even became used to it. A couple of years later I’d learnt of Mum’s motive. Make Lena look like a boy and perhaps if those men, Alice’s men, came roaming again, they’d take no notice. So, in her mind, she was protecting me.

I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair, making the strands neat.

My face was round, with a small nose and wide, brown eyes. With longer hair I might even have been sort of pretty, but without it I was at best a young, delicate boyish-looking girl who looked dirty most of the time because you could never really wash the red dust from your skin and hair. I was perpetually tanned or bronzed; whether it was from the sun or the dirt I didn’t know, because I’d never had a true break from either one.

After throwing several things into my backpack, I locked the girls in the shed again — this time I had to chase them for several minutes before I managed to get them through the door.

On my journey to the fence, I hesitated when passing by the enormous salmon bark. A light evening breeze was blowing, the leaves on the ancient tree making ghostly whispering sounds.

Three mounds of sand — one higher and fresher than the others — now rested beneath its shade. Invisible cold fingers of death traced my skin and left me with goose bumps that wouldn’t rub off no matter how hard I tried. I bent my head and muttered a small ‘sorry’ to the stranger who now rested there, before shuffling away as quickly as my legs could go.

Soon the sun disappeared over the horizon and darkness fell as softly as ash over the property. I plonked myself on the ground beside the fence, setting the container of stew and thermos full of goat’s milk down before making a pillow out of Dad’s jacket. I rested my head and stared up at rapidly darkening the sky.

Time passed.

Once shy stars now brightened and swirled against the night in clusters like thin streams of milk. The calls of the nocturnal kept me awake, though I knew it was now past candle-out time.

Nerves pooled in my lower belly. Patrick hadn’t showed yet, and minute by minute, my hope at seeing him again died. I started to wonder if perhaps he’d indeed found his father and therefore had no reason to roam this way again.
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