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      ONE

      
      My name is Sarah Carter, and, when I was sixteen, my aunt disappeared.
      

      
      Missing presumed dead, was how the police put it.
      

      
      My beloved auntie and legal guardian, missing, presumed dead?

      
      Don’t think so! Not my Willow!

      
      She was too smart and tough to get killed. She was too paranoid to get killed.
      

      
      She was battle-hardened from a thousand political protests and cunning as a fox from hiding from ‘Them’ all these years, or
         so she always said. ‘They’ll never catch me, Lucky!’ she’d boast.
      

      
      So what had happened to her? Had she just run out on me, or had someone taken her?

      
      Or had my groovy Aunt Willow Moonstone Little Wing gone and got herself murdered?

      
      Willow would find murder terribly mundane. She’d think it extremely unhip and a huge hassle.

      
      I never understood why Willow ever nicknamed me ‘Lucky’. Even when I was very young and my parents were still together, she
         called me her ‘Little Lucky’.
      

      
      Ha! What a joke! I mean, check it out. Dad runs out on us when I’m five, right? Then my mum Desdemona gets killed in a car
         crash when I’m eleven. So I go and live with Willow and I get dependent on her and learn to love her. Suddenly, when I’m sixteen,
         Willow up and vanishes. How lucky can one person get?
      

      
      Wherever she was now, Willow had to be laughing at the cruel irony of ever calling me Lucky, because yet again I was all alone
         in a harsh and cruel universe. And now I had to try and reconnect with dear old Dad because I needed somewhere to live again
         and someone to belong to again.
      

      
      Apart from everything else, I was going to need some adult assistance in my search for Willow, which meant I had to start
         making nice with dear old Dad and his New Family. Much against my better judgement, I have to say, because inside I was still seething with resentment at the Woman Who Had Stolen
         My Dad. And I do mean seething.
      

      
      All I wanted was for Willow to return so I could go back home to live with her.

      
      Willow had been taking care of my needs since that dreadful day when the police had come and told me Mum had died in a head-on collision with a truck. The truck driver
         had apparently been taking ‘speed’ for two days straight to stay awake. He was convicted and sent to jail for five years with
         a non-parole period of twenty-seven months. Hardly enough for taking a human life, but even life imprisonment wouldn’t bring
         Mum back.
      

      
      So Willow Little Wing Moonstone (her real name was Willemina Persephone Bradshaw) had taken me in and cared for me, held me
         and loved me till I healed.
      

      
      At times, Aunt Willow was like a mother to me. At other times, she was like a bigger, wilder, much crazier sister. And sometimes
         she was the child and I was the mother.
      

      
      ‘She’s nothing but a bad influence!’ whispered Dad whenever he visited me. ‘She’s a kook! She dresses like a hippie and she’s
         filling your head with who knows what weird ideas! Why don’t you come and live with us? You could stay at the same school
         — we’re not that far away. Sandy would love to have you, and so would the kids.’
      

      
      Live with Her? My stepmonster and her children?

      
      Don’t think so.

      
      Pass.

      
      I’d been more than happy to stay with Willow who was loving and warm and cool and groovy and so much FUN! She’d become a hippie in the early 1970s and obviously decided
         to stay that way. Her old house was always full of music and laughter and books and talk and posters and LIFE, and I loved
         it there!
      

      
      So from age eleven to sixteen, my needs were all supplied by Willow. Things like food, education, safety, love, warmth, belonging
         — all those primo things that a body needs — Willow provided. In her own unique fashion, of course.
      

      
      Though I have to say her attitude to formal education (i.e. school) was a little out there. Like sometimes she’d make me take
         days off school and we’d go and ride the ferry all day. Or she’d take me into town and we’d study people. We’d guess at their
         lives from their clothes. Or I had to imagine what was in their briefcases. Sometimes we’d look at what people ate for lunch
         and predict how boring their lives must be. Then we’d make up a story of how, if they had made that one different life-choice
         all those years ago, everything would have been so much better for them.
      

      
      Willow taught me that I needed to learn how to learn and think how to think and then I’d know how to know, but always, above everything, she taught me to think for myself.
      

      
      ‘Don’t just TAKE and ACCEPT and passively SWALLOW everything They hand you, because They cannot be trusted with truths,’ she would warn me (capital letters and italics by Willow).
      

      
      WOMAN MISSING SEVEN DAYS

      
      Ms. Willemina Persephone Bradshaw, unmarried, 52, of 8 Robinson Place Clearview, walked her niece to Clearview High School
         on 5 April and has not been seen since.
      

      
      Family and friends say it is unlikely that she left voluntarily as she was the sole legal guardian to her 17-year-old niece
         Sarah …
      

    


      Actually, I’m sixteen, not seventeen, and she wasn’t my sole legal guardian — Dad was my guardian too. But the thing with
         the newspaper not getting its facts straight — that’s just typical, Willow says. She taught me that the trick with newspapers
         is to take what they say with a grain of salt because there’s usually only a grain of truth in it.
      

      
      ‘Develop and maintain your crap filter, Lucky!’ she’d say. ‘Keep your crap filter switched on! Use it every day! Always look
         for what’s really being said. Read between the lines!’
      

      
      We used to play this game called ‘Find the Real News’.
      

      
      ‘The important news is usually hidden somewhere down the bottom of page 12,’ she’d say at least once a week. ‘Just flip past
         the big headlines, skim the double-page spreads, and remember: THE BIGGER THE HEADLINE,THE SMALLER THE STORY, right?’
      

      
      I’d nod seriously while we scanned the paper together for the Real News. And sometimes it would actually be there, right down
         the bottom of page 12: ‘Nuclear Reactor Being Built on Fault Line’ or ‘Genetically Improved Rice on the Way’ or ‘New Tertiary
         Education Bill Passed’.
      

      
      ‘It’s always the thing they’re trying to sneak in,’ she’d say. ‘The easiest way to get a bad law passed is to leak it to some
         newspaper, make sure it’s buried somewhere insignificant, and no one will think it’s important or worth fighting about.’
      

      
      Willow, you see, was an arch cynic and, unfortunately, a total paranoid. As long as I’d known her she’d claimed that ‘They’
         were after her and had been for years.
      

      
      At first I accepted without question everything she said and was in huge danger of turning into a Willow clone, until my best
         friends convinced me that Willow was ‘a little bit out there’ and ‘lived in a bit of a fantasy world’.
      

      
      So I began to question some of the things she told me, until, by about the age of fourteen, I suspected that there really
         was no ‘They’ out there, watching and waiting to get us. None of it was real, after all. It was all just a cartload of paranoid rubbish.
      

      
      Except that she’d vanished now.

      
      That part was real enough.

      
   
      
      
      TWO

      
      It was weirder than weird getting to know my father again.
      

      
      First off, he had this whole new family now and all of a sudden here’s me — this great big girl of sixteen (I’m no waif),
         while his other kids (the ones he had with Her) were only eleven and seven, and the newest one was a bay-bee! Try competing with that for attention!
      

      
      Then there was the fact that Dad and I were, basically, strangers.

      
      He walked out on me and Mum when I was only five because he’d gotten that woman pregnant. Nobody ever said that to me, of
         course — I was just told he ‘had to leave because something had happened’. It was all very weird — suddenly Dad didn’t live
         with us anymore, Mum was crying all the time and everyone kept going ‘Shhh!’ whenever I walked into the room.
      

      
      Dad had been like some awesome godlike being to me. Until he left, that is. He fell right off his little old pedestal when
         he ran out on us to go live with Her. I talk about it flippantly now but it still feels like this great big twist in my life, warping me into the wrong shape. This was not how my life was supposed to be!
      

      
      And it wasn’t even my fault! I was never the kind of kid who blamed themselves for Daddy leaving or Mummy dying. Nuh-uh. I
         was sure it was Daddy-o’s fault first, last and always, and whenever he visited me I made sure he knew it, too. I was cold
         and remote every time he visited, for the simple reason that it was how I felt.
      

      
      So now we were strangers at twenty paces, my father and I.
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      My father had come to get me four days after Willow’s disappearance and I did not — repeat, did not — want to go with him. I told him I was fine where I was and I was going to stay in my own home until Willow returned.
      

      
      I point-blank refused to pack any of my stuff, so Dad went upstairs himself and threw together some of my things and took
         them down to his car.
      

      
      I still refused to budge so in the end Dad had to physically drag me out to his car, with me kicking and squealing like a
         cornered rat. Some neighbours peeked through their curtains but no one came out to see what was up.
      

      
      I think I felt like I would be betraying Mum if I went to live in the Other Woman’s house with Dad’s new kids, but in the
         end I had no say in the matter. Still, I couldn’t ever let it become home! That wouldn’t be fair to Mum.
      

      
      So there I was, in some strange woman’s house, angry and sad and angry and terrified and angry and lost, and — did I mention
         angry? I felt like this great big ugly wounded bird that didn’t belong anywhere.
      

      
      I did not fit my new life. It was one neat little size and I was another.

      
      Sadly, I am neither little nor cute. I’m a big girl with a smart mouth so people automatically assume that I can take care
         of myself, but it’s not true. I can’t really. Basically I’m helpless, and everyone I put any love into seems to get taken
         away from me. Which is why I do not hold out great hopes for the future.
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      Dad’s first attempt at assimilating me into my ‘new family’ was a total failure, of course. He played this dumb game of: ‘Let’s
         pretend we’re all one big happy family, ha ha ha and won’t it be so jolly?’ But I wouldn’t play because it was a total lie.
      

      
      We had a few (quite a few!) screaming sessions over it, until eventually he got the point and we went back to square one.
         Back to the start, Daddy-O, do not pass ‘Go’, do not collect $200. We were practically strangers — okay, so let’s admit it
         and go from there. Get to know each other from scratch, take it slowly, and don’t expect miracles.
      

      
      Okay, said Dad, but he wanted something from me in return.

      
      ‘What?’ I had said as coldly as I could, which was pretty cold.

      
      ‘I want you to get past what happened when you were five, Sarah. Me leaving and all that. There’s things you don’t know and
         you don’t need to know, so I’d like it if we could just start here — where we’re at now, okay? No use to keep raking over
         the past and revisiting my decision to leave and start again, because I did it and it was over and done with a long time ago.
         We can’t go back and change it. Will you make an effort, if I will?’
      

      
      I glared at him, cold and remote as ever, giving him nothing to work with.

      
      ‘Look,’ he went on, ‘Sandy and I would love you to be part of our family — it’s what we’ve wanted ever since your mum passed
         away.’
      

      
      (She didn’t pass away! I thought fiercely. She was killed by a truckie on ‘speed’!)

      
      ‘The kids are crazy about you, even if you don’t think so, Sarah. Young Jason worships you!’

      
      I sighed dramatically. ‘Well, just don’t expect me to start playing Brady Bunch, okay?’

      
      ‘No, no, I won’t, I don’t. Take as long as you like, Sweet.’

      
      To my huge embarrassment, my eyes suddenly filled up. He’d called me ‘Sweet’, just like he used to when I was little. That
         silly old word seemed to slice through some of the old cold hurt and suddenly I was crying like a baby. All because he called
         me ‘Sweet’! I mean, how ridiculous.
      

      
      Dad put his arms around me and held me while I cried — for Mum and for Willow and for our broken family and for me.

      
      And after that, things v-e-r-y slowly got better.

      
      They had to. I hadn’t any choice if I wanted to survive. The bottom line was I knew I needed my father, and I needed his family
         too, if I was honest. My only other option was to go and live with Willow’s brother, Tad, but he lived miles away. I’d have
         to change schools and I’d never get to see my friends Bridget and Shelley if I went to Uncle Tad’s. Anyway, he already had four kids
         and not much money. Deep down I knew I had to live somewhere, and I couldn’t really stay at Willow’s by myself because I was
         running out of food and money. I needed to be with people who had some connection to me, even if I didn’t like them very much.
      

      
      So I went to live with my father’s new family.

      
      Not to mention the fact that you need other people if you’re going to solve a kidnapping.

      
   
      
      
      THREE

      
      There was no body, no clues, nothing. Willow had just vanished without a trace. I came home from school one day and there
         she wasn’t. No note, no signs of violence, nada.
      

      
      Her bag was also gone — the velvet patchwork thing she took with her everywhere — and I knew her purse with her keys and her
         cash was in it. She never used credit cards or anything traceable. She was too paranoid.
      

      
      So Willow, being electronically untraceable, had left no trail to follow. She didn’t even have an ATM card so she couldn’t
         have made any ATM withdrawals on the day she went missing. Willow flatly refused to use ‘those fascist mechanised abominations’
         because: firstly, she did not consent to being filmed (ATMs had hidden cameras) and secondly, they were difficult for some
         elderly people to use which made them discriminatory and ageist.
      

      
      She never had a mobile phone, either. What, are you kidding me? Too easy to trace!
      

      
      The police had suggested some kind of abduction scenario to us — possibly a robbery gone wrong with a last-minute kidnap/murder
         outcome, but I found that hard to believe because of the kind of person Willow was. Willow Moonstone was tough, cynical and
         extremely distrustful of everyone — definitely not the kind of person to be taken unawares.
      

      
      I wasn’t the only person to find the abduction explanation unlikely, either. Uncle Tad shared my scepticism. He came to see
         me five days after I’d moved in with Dad and Sandy.
      

      
      Uncle Tad, being the youngest, had always looked up to Willow as this kind of indestructible force. Willow was the strong
         one — the one who always knew exactly what to do. People like his big sister didn’t get themselves kidnapped and murdered!
      

      
      ‘She’s only fifty-two, Lucky! Not old enough to wander off. How can she be — gone? I can’t accept that she’s lying dead somewhere.
         I’m just not feeling it, you know?’
      

      
      I knew. Willow was too wild and alive and just plain crazy to be dead. Willow was a force of nature. Only sane, sensible people or calculating criminals got themselves murdered.
      

      
      Then Uncle Tad filled me in on some things about her that I didn’t know — stuff she was into back in the 1970s — but every
         anecdote kept bringing us back to how tough and smart and all-out canny Willow was. How could anyone take advantage of her?
         She’d never been robbed or mugged or attacked in her whole life. People had tried and paid the price.
      

      
      My sweet fifty-two-year-old auntie, as tall and big-boned as me, knew martial arts.

      
      Karate.

      
      Hap Ki Do.

      
      And another one. ‘A little something I learned from some special friends a long time ago,’ she told me. She showed me a couple
         of moves once.
      

      
      ‘… just for self-defence,’ she warned. ‘Never be the aggressor, Lucky. Walk in peace with your neighbour if you can. It’s
         in the Bible: “Live peaceably with one another in as far as it lies with you.” If you don’t pick fights when you’re young
         you won’t make wars when you’re old.’
      

      
      Tad also filled in a couple of deliberate gaps she’d left in her life story pre-me.

      
      ‘She kept a lot of it from you for a reason,’ he said. ‘I know she was into some militant things — antiwar protests and student
         demonstrations and stuff. She tell you about any of that?’
      

      
      ‘No, not really. Some of the protest stuff but, um, she said I’d be better off if I didn’t know everything.’
      

      
      ‘Ah. Well, she had this boyfriend, called himself Hawk or Hawkwind or some such thing. His real name was Boyce Sutherland
         but Willow always called him Hawk. I met him a few times — wore Indian love beads, fringed suede and full hippie regalia but
         underneath it — man, the muscles! This guy had arms like sledgehammers! Everyone in Mum’s street decided he must have been
         in prison to get so — I suppose “buffed” or “toned” is what they’d call it now.
      

      
      ‘Anyway, he and Willow organised tons of activist stuff and, when I turned fifteen, she let me go along to some of the safer
         events — sit-ins, demos, just peaceful anti-war protests — but I think there must have been something else going on behind
         it, because suddenly she just went away for five months — with Hawk, I think — and after she got back she wouldn’t tell us
         where she’d been.’
      

      
      My heart leapt. ‘So maybe she’s doing it again! Maybe she’s gone to this — place — and she’ll come back when she’s finished!
         She’s still alive, Tad, I know it!’
      

      
      ‘No, Lucky. That time, she told us that she was going before she went. She told me and your mum and our parents she’d be gone
         for a few months; she just didn’t tell us where. There’s no way Willow would voluntarily leave you without saying anything. Not of her own free will. She’d know how you’d
         worry. She would never leave you with no one to look after you. You’re only, what? Eighteen?’
      

      
      ‘Sixteen.’

      
      ‘Really? That all? Well, there you are then. No way she’d leave you alone like that of her own free will.’

      
      I didn’t like the way he kept saying ‘of her own free will’. I couldn’t bear the idea of my auntie being taken anywhere against her own free will. I couldn’t even imagine it, really. I’d much rather
         she’d gone somewhere with this mysterious Hawkwind, her old lover and partner in crime. I could live with that.
      

      
      I returned to her mysterious disappearing act back in the 1970s.

      
      ‘So, Uncle Tad, where do you really think she was all that time? Overseas? Vietnam or somewhere?’ I knew the Vietnam War had
         been going on then.
      

      
      ‘No. She never even had a passport, to my knowledge. Well, the rumour mill down our street claimed that she’d become pregnant and gone to the country to have a baby. In the fifties and sixties that’s what
         young pregnant girls did. Went to the country and had the baby, then the hospital took the kid away as soon as it was born
         and put it up for adoption. The girls would come back to school once all the “terrible shame” was over and carry on like nothing had happened. So that was the goss about
         Willow and Hawk — that he’d put her in the family way and she’d had to give the baby up.’
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