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 CHAPTER ONE

Eve crept along the
gravel track in her red Suzuki Swift. What a stupid idea! She
should never have listened to Paul when he suggested a short
cut!

The
afternoon weather had been clear and cool when she left Augusta,
with just a few clouds floating about until she had turned off the
main road on to a seldom-used fire track. The rain clouds built
swiftly and then it had started to drizzle, that drizzle had turned
into a steady downpour and the red gravel had become rusty sludge
that sprayed up on to her car.

The track
ran through a forest, the huge trees bordering both sides, blocking
out much of the remaining daylight. The downpour started to ease
and Eve saw the pothole in the middle of the road just in time to
avoid hitting it. She pulled the wheel to the left, missing the
hole, and realised her mistake too late as the car slid sideways in
the wet gravel and ended up nose-down in the wide ditch.

Eve put her car
in reverse and tried to slowly back out, but it was stuck, the
wheels just spinning in the rusty river.

“No, no, no,
please don’t let me be stuck!!” She was off a main road, down a
remote bush track. She couldn’t even remember how far she had come
from the turnoff.

“I swear
I’m gonna kill you next time I see you, Paul,” Eve yelled
venomously at the vacant interior of the car.

She
pushed her hand through her short dark brown hair and grabbed a
handful in frustration. “Right,” she told herself, “Calm down,
you’re okay, it is only the car that’s stuck!”

Lifting
her backpack out of the passenger side footwell onto the seat, Eve
dug in the outside pocket and found her phone. She pressed the
activation button to bring the screen alive … no signal! Letting
out a big sigh she eased the driver’s side door open. Luckily the
culvert wasn’t deep enough to prevent the door opening; at least
she wouldn’t have to climb out the window. Her right foot sunk in
the muddy mess as she steadied herself on the open door.
“Bugger!”

Eve
slipped the phone into the pocket of her short khaki jacket,
leaving both hands free. Holding on to the opened door she levered
herself upright on the slippery surface, managing to stay
upright. This is fun!,
she thought sarcastically.

With care and
the aid of the door she stepped on to level ground, thankful she
hadn’t landed on her backside.

Eve
walked to the middle of the track and tried again for a signal.
Nothing. She walked up and down, holding it up in the air. Still
nothing. Maybe even without a signal she could send a text message.
The message to Paul sat in her outbox. Unable to send it read across. She was in a dead zone,
nope, nothing worked.

“Aaaaarrrghhhh!” If she thought it would help, she would
throw her phone on the ground and stomp on it.

It was starting
to drizzle again, and she was getting wet.

Eve had no
choice, she was going to have to walk back to the main road, no
matter how far that was, and flag down a passing motorist. Walking
back to her car, she opened the boot, looking for something plastic
she could at least wrap around her backpack to keep the contents
dry. Nothing, there was absolutely nothing of any use; even her
overnight bag with a few clothes in it held no plastic. She
couldn’t afford to get her camera wet, and no way was she going to
leave it in the car.

From the side
of the car she peered into the back seat, willing for at least a
forgotten plastic bag, or something useful. Nothing, she already
knew her car held very little, but she hoped she had left
something, anything.

Resigned
to the inevitable, Eve closed the boot of her car and looked both
ways along the track. Was it better to go the way she had come, or
the way she was heading? She had no idea of the distance in either
direction; the map Paul had drawn her wouldn’t tell her anything
and he hadn’t written how long the road was, and guess what? No
signal on her phone meant no GPS!

It wasn’t
getting any lighter, she had to make a decision and quickly, and
she was getting wetter the longer she stood there.

She
looked towards the way she had been heading. Was that movement off
in the distance, or a tree, or had she imagined it in the
diminished light and the curtain of misting rain? She peered hard
at the spot she thought she’d seen movement. Yes, there it was
again, a dark smudge, moving, she couldn’t work out what, but it
wasn’t a tree. She strained her eyes, trying to focus. Eve had a
sudden thought, what if it was a feral animal? She might have to
get ready to jump in her car quickly and shut the door. The
driver’s door still stood open, beckoning her to get out of the
rain.

If it was an
animal, it would only be a cow or a bull, there was nothing in the
wilds of the southwest bush that was life threatening, that she
knew about.

As the smudge
got closer she identified it as human, seemingly to be dragging
something behind them. Eve blinked a couple of times, trying to
clear her vision, yes definitely human, someone wearing a dark coat
and a hat. Even closer it became clear it was a person, and they
weren’t dragging something, they were leading a horse. The horse
was chestnut, and had blended into the colour of the gravel; Eve
had only been able to discern the white socks from a distance,
making her think it was something mechanical.

The man, Eve
assumed it was male, walked on, head down, in the wet, slowly
towards her. Hurray, help at last. She felt relieved.

When he was
within shouting distance Eve called, “Hi, are you able to help me?
I’m afraid I’m stuck. And I can’t get a signal on my phone.”

The man didn’t
look up, maybe he hadn’t heard her. She tried again, walking a
little closer. “Are you able to help me? I need a tow truck, do you
have a landline I can use?”

He was still
walking steadily towards her, appearing to hobble, not a lot, but
favouring one leg, the horse reins in his hands. He pulled his hat
down further on his head and said, “Don’t have a landline, can’t
help you.”

With that he
started to move past her. Eve needed help and he wasn’t going to
stop.

“Please,
please, I don’t even know how far it is to the main road. How far
do I have to walk?”

By this time he
had his back to her and was moving away. He hesitated, and then
stopped. Eve saw him look skywards and shake his head. “C’mon,” his
voice sounded gravelly, like he hadn’t used it in a while.

“Thank you,”
answered Eve. She grabbed her backpack out of the car, shut the
door and locked it.

The old man
went to the pack slung over the horse, which stood patiently
waiting, and pulled out a plastic square and flung it at Eve.
“You’d better use this.”

Eve caught it
and unfolded the square; it was a poncho with a hood. “Thanks.”

She slipped her
backpack on to her front and pulled the poncho over her head. It
would at least keep her head and her belongings dry.

The man had
already walked on so she hurried after him. He was obviously not
happy about helping her so Eve just followed on behind him and his
horse, keeping her head down so the rain didn’t drip down her
collar. She didn’t bother to try and make conversation; she would
just be wasting her breath.

Eve
thought they couldn’t be too far from the main road, they had
walked like what now seemed hours to her, when he led the horse off
the gravel down a narrow sandy track. She hesitated, not knowing
whether to follow. In the end, because she didn’t know where she
was, and the man hadn’t said anything, she followed the horse. The
track veered off to the right and came out to a clearing in the
bush. In the clearing was a wooden cottage. Driving along the
gravel road, you wouldn’t even know the cottage was hidden in the
bush.

Eve
stopped, what was she doing? She was alone with an unknown old man,
in the middle of nowhere, no one knew where she was, no one was
expecting her in the office tomorrow, and then it was the weekend,
so nobody would miss her until Monday. Her sometimes-boyfriend was
in Bali, he wouldn’t be calling her. Her phone didn’t work out
here, so she couldn’t call or text, even her car was in an
out-of-the-way place.

She looked at
the blackened cottage, the rain was still falling and it was
getting dark. Did she want to walk back all that way to her car and
spend the night in it?

Eve walked
slowly around the side of the cottage. There was a stable at the
back that was hidden from view by the cottage and Eve watched as
the man led the horse inside. He came out a few seconds later with
the saddle bags she had seen slung across the horse’s back, over
his shoulder. He closed the bottom half of the stable door and
strode towards the door of the cottage.

Eve stood
on the cottage porch, dripping water off the poncho. Her sneakers
were saturated with water and red mud and her jeans were wet from
the knees down.

He dropped the
saddle bags by the door and took his hat and coat off and hung them
on pegs on the opposite side of the door to where Eve stood. “I’ll
light a lamp so you can see,” he said brusquely, head still bent,
picking up the bags and going inside.

Eve pulled off
the poncho and hung it on the next peg, watching the water run off
them both and form a pool on the wooden boards. She moved back to
where she had been and manoeuvred her backpack from her front to
her back so she could squat down and unlace her wet shoes and pull
them off.

The man came
out as she stood up in her socks. Daylight had vanished
completely.

“Two lanterns
lit, use the small one if you want to use the toilet,” he pointed
to a small building at the other side of the house. “There’s a pair
of Wellingtons just there,” once again pointing just behind where
Eve stood, “best to wear them to the toilet.” He walked away to the
stable and disappeared inside.

Eve went
in the cottage. It was only one room. In the dimness against the
back wall she could see a double bed, to the left of the door was a
small sink and next to that a wood burning stove. To the right of
the door there was a window, and under that was a stack of wood and
newspaper. The end wall had cupboards, probably used for storage.
Opposite, near the stove, was an old two-seater couch and in the
middle of the room sat a battered Formica top table and two chairs.
On the table stood the two lamps, also the saddle bags. One of the
bags was open and Eve could see tinned food.

She slipped her
backpack off and put it on the end of the couch, picked up the
small lantern by the handle and went back outside. Her feet were
too small for the boots, but she managed to flop along to the
outhouse without tripping over.

The
building held a concrete wash tub and a wood-fired copper to make
hot water. Divided off through another door was a toilet and a
makeshift shower. Eve put the lantern on the ground and sat on the
toilet. She quickly had a pee and tried not to think about what
creepy crawlies shared the space with her.

She made it out
unscathed, returned the boots to their place and went back inside
the cottage.

Leaving the
lantern on the sink she washed her hands and wiped them on her
jeans. She sat on the couch, pulled off her wet socks and rummaged
in her bag for a dry pair. She travelled light when on assignment,
but fortunately had packed extra socks and undies which she had put
in her backpack just in case she was delayed.

The stove was
alight, but not producing much heat. Eve recognised the Metters as
similar to the one her Gran had used. As a small child she had
perched on the woodbox next to the stove on winter days, warming
her feet near the open oven door.

Eve
selected a couple of pieces of wood from the pile and used the end
of one to open the firebox doors, poking them both in on top of the
embers. She brought the small lantern from the sink and with the
extra light she was able to locate the poker and closed the firebox
doors up, but not fully, until the wood started to burn. She found
the blackened kettle at the back of the stove top, half-filled it
with water from the sink tap and stood it in the centre of the
hottest part of the top.

Eve draped her
wet socks over the back of the chair closest to the stove and then
unpacked the saddle bags, stacking the tins and packets on the
table and placing the empty bags on the wood pile, they were still
damp from the rain.

She opened
cupboards until she found where the food was stored and moved all
the groceries to the appropriate place. In one of the cupboards she
found a stack of books; she selected one, moved the small lantern
back to the table to provide sufficient light for reading and sat
down.

As she opened
the first page the man came through the door followed by a dog. It
looked like a German Shepherd cross and started to head towards
Eve.

“Devil, bed!”
he commanded. The dog changed direction and went to sit on a folded
blanket on the floor at the end of the couch near the stove.

The man glanced
at the wood in the stove and the kettle and then at Eve.

“I’ve put your
groceries away,” she told him.

He nodded and
went to wash his hands at the sink.

Eve got her
first good look at him, it was hard to tell his age with the long
dark wavy hair and the black straggly beard peppered with the
occasional auburn hair, but he wasn’t an old man, he was much
younger than she had first thought.

He got out a
saucepan, opened a couple of tins at the sink and poured them in to
the pot before putting it on the stove top.

“Can I do
anything to help?” she asked.

“No.” He turned
his back on her and stirred the pot. He left it and found bread and
a knife and a cutting board. He sliced four thick slices, put them
on a plate and placed it on the table.

Eve looked up
from her book and glanced at the dog. He was lying down, but
watching her. She smiled at it and he wagged his tail, making a
swishing noise on the floor. Well at least someone in the house was
friendly.

Her host went
to the food cupboard and brought back two china bowls, he sat them
to warm on the side of the stove top while waiting for the food to
heat up.

Eve
didn’t want to sit in silence. There were lots of things she could
have said or asked without getting too personal. She tried out a
couple in her head: ‘Do you live here alone? – well that sounded
stupid. ‘So, how long have you been living here?’ – that was
probably worse. ‘Have you had much rain?’ – hmmmm, maybe not. ‘Do
you get many visitors?’ Who was she kidding? She wouldn’t have got
any response.

The wood she
had put on the fire was starting to warm the room, she could feel
it on her back. She turned sideways on the chair, trying to get
some heat on her wet jeans.

The man ladled
the food into the two bowls and brought them to the table. He put
one in front of Eve and set the other opposite her. He gave her a
spoon and sat down on the other chair.

Turning back to
face the table again Eve hadn’t realised how hungry she was. It was
only tinned stew but it was hot and tasted pretty good.

He picked up a
slice of bread and broke it in half before dunking it in his
bowl.

Eve looked at
his hands; they were tanned and clean; no dirt under his nails or
around the cuticles. When he had come in he had brought an earthy
smell with him, probably from the feed and the horse. It hadn’t
been unpleasant and although the dog was inside, there was no wet
dog smell either.

Eve chose a
piece of bread and followed his lead dunking it in the bowl and
taking a bite. She glanced up at him but he had his head bowed,
concentrating on eating. He wore a black and white check
flannelette fleecy shirt, open, with a black tee shirt underneath
and black denim jeans. He had kicked his boots off outside the door
and walked inside in his socks. His bowl was almost empty and he
broke a second slice of bread in pieces and put them in the
bowl.

“There’s a fire
lookout tower up the road a bit from your car, you might get a
signal if you climb up to the platform,” he said suddenly.

Eve looked up
as he spoke and met a pair of hazel eyes scrutinising her.

“No one would
have come out with a tow truck tonight,” he answered before Eve
could ask the question.

“Okay
thanks.”

He finished his
food and stood up, taking his bowl and spoon to the sink. The man
picked up the small lantern and disappeared outside.

Mopping up the
last of the stew with her second piece of bread, Eve finished her
meal and put her empty bowl and spoon in the sink with his. She
felt her socks; they were slowly drying so she turned them
over.

She would
love a cup of tea, no milk though, no electricity, so no fridge.
Going back to one of the cupboards Eve found five mugs; she
selected two of them, tea bags and powdered milk in a tin. She put
a couple of spoonsful of powdered milk in a jar with a lid she had
found. There didn’t seem to be any kind of smell to indicate the
jar was used for anything poisonous, and it had been in the food
cupboard. She added some water to the jar, put the lid on and gave
it a good shake. Perfect! Tea bags in the mugs, hot water next, and
then milk, that tasted good.

He came in and
put the lantern on the table.

“I’ve made
tea,” said Eve, indicating the second mug on the table.

“Thanks.”

He went out and
came in again with her sneakers and his boots. He opened the oven
door, laid several sheets of newspaper on the door, and then placed
the shoes on top. Eve was tempted to add her socks to get them
dry.

She wondered
idly what his name was as he sat down at the table and eyed her
silently before adding milk to his tea from the jar.

They drank
their tea in silence and Eve continued reading her book until she
finished the first chapter.

She closed the
book. “So, your dog’s name is Devil, is your horse called Hero?’
she asked, referring to the animals from ‘The Phantom’ comic
books.

Eve
thought she detected a fleeting half-smile, but it was difficult to
tell with all that facial hair and the limited light. It was
replaced with a small frown.

“You can sleep
on the couch. I’m going to bed soon. I’ll leave the small lantern
alight for you, should be enough light with that and the glow from
the stove.”

Eve took from
that she was expected to turn in for the night too. She had no idea
what the time was, just it was dark and her host was taking away
her reading light. If she was being sent to bed, she had better
make a last trip to the toilet. She picked up the small lantern and
went outside and pulled the door closed behind her. It was dark,
but it had stopped raining, the air smelt fresh and clean and she
could hear the horse moving about in its stall in the stillness.
Apart from the lack of electricity it would be the perfect getaway
from the city. She pulled on the boots once more and carefully made
her way to the toilet. This time she made a better inspection of
the wooden outbuilding with a tin roof.

Holding the
lantern towards the unlined roof she could see the pipes that ran
from the copper across to the other part of the building. It was
clear now that the hot water from the lit copper would provide not
only for laundry washing, but also a hot shower. There must be a
water tank too, close to the cottage that she hadn’t noticed. Eve
looked at the makeshift shower with its concrete floor; good for
summer, might be a bit chilly in winter. She lifted the lantern up
and looked around the toilet area. There was a frog sitting on the
floor in the corner, blinking. She could live with that and sat
down on the seat.

Coming out of
the toilet Eve found a bar of soap on the trough and washed her
hands and wiped them once again on her jeans, towels seemed to be
in short supply. It was better than trying to do it in the dark in
the cottage. She made her way back, stepped out of the boots and
went inside.

The big
lamp was out and it took a few seconds for her to adjust to the
dimness of only the lantern she carried. She put it carefully on
the table. The man was in bed, his back towards her, a blanket
pulled over him. A pillow and blanket had been left on the couch
for her.

She slipped her
jacket and wet jeans off, leaving her in socks, tee shirt and
underwear. The jeans she hung over the chair with her socks to dry.
She put the pillow one end of the couch, pulled the blanket over
her and draped her jacket on top for extra warmth.

Eve felt around
on the floor near her head to find her backpack. Something wet
touched her fingers, the dog’s nose, she stifled a giggle. She
propped herself back up and looked over the end of the couch. Devil
was watching her expectantly, ears pricked, tail doing a couple of
swishes. Eve put her finger to her lips, willing the animal to be
quiet. He lay his head down on his paws, in total
understanding.

She found her
phone in her bag and checked the time, it was only 8.20 pm. Still
no signal; she went in to her outbox messages and deleted the one
she had pending to Paul; no point in that anymore. Putting the
phone back in the outside pocket; Eve lay down again. The couch was
surprisingly firm and comfortable, she lay on her back listening to
the snuffles and sleeping noises of the dog. The heat from the
stove had warmed the cottage but she wasn’t really warm. She tried
pulling her jacket but it was only big enough to cover either her
legs or the top of her body, not both, and the blanket wasn’t big
enough to fold in half for double thickness. From where she was
laid she could see the edge of the bed, there had been no movement
from the man since she had returned from the toilet.

Eve thought
about her mystery man. He was possibly a little older than her,
maybe mid to late thirties. What was he doing living in this
secluded area? It was obvious he was the only one here and he
didn’t like visitors. It occurred to her he might have had a gun
secreted away, no, she would have found it when she looked in the
cupboards, though it might be under the bed. It was weird being in
the same room with a man whose name she didn’t know. Oddly enough
there hadn’t been at any time during their encounter that she had
felt threatened by him. He had projected annoyance and disinterest,
that was true, but not even anger.

Eve tried lying
on her side facing the stove to get more warmth and comfort. She
called out in pain as a cramp suddenly grabbed the muscle in her
right calf and she staggered to stand upright from the couch to
relieve it.

The man was
there beside her, “What is it?”

“Cramp,”
she managed through gritted teeth. “Right leg.”

He squatted
down and clamped his hands around her right calf. “Christ your leg
feels like ice,” he said as he massaged the knotted muscles. His
hands were warm and supple and strong.

Eve tried not
to whimper as he eased the pain.

“Bed,
Devil,” the man told the dog, who had also rushed to Eve to see why
she had cried out.

The dog
returned to his blanket, letting out a sigh as he flopped down.

The man’s
fingers worked their magic and Eve let out a little moan of
pleasure before she could stop it.

“Still in
pain?” he asked.

“A little bit,”
lied Eve, biting down on her bottom lip with her teeth.

He was crouched
down in front of her, his head in line with her hips. If she bent
her arm slightly she could touch his hair. Even in the half-light
she could see he was wearing trackpants and was naked from the
waist up.

His hands moved
from her right leg to the left and he gave it a brisk rub, to get
the warmth back in it.

“Walk up
and down a bit to get the blood flowing, and don’t fall over the
dog,” he added, standing up and moving over to the end of his bed.
He came back. “Put these on,” he said, handing her a pair of
trackpants.

Eve stopped
walking and sat on the couch to pull them on. They were obviously
his, but she was grateful for the loan.

“Stand up,” he
commanded, and wrapped a smaller blanket around her and before she
had time to react, he had picked her up in his arms and carried her
over to the bed. He laid her in the middle of the bed on her side
facing the wall. “Lift your head,” he directed and stuck a pillow
under it.

Eve heard him
go to the couch and she felt the waft of air as he placed the
pillow from the couch next to her head. He pulled the covers over
her then laid her blanket on top before slipping in to the bed
behind her. He moved close to her pulling her back to his front so
they lay on their sides tucked together, his arm slung over
her.

Eve lay with
her eyes open, not moving. She could feel his warm breath on her
hair and it didn’t take long for the warmth from his body to seep
through the layers of clothing to her skin. After all his attitude
towards her today, this was the last thing she had expected.

The blanket
wrapped around her restricted her arms so she moved them slightly
to get comfortable.

“Are you warmer
now?” he asked quietly.

Eve nodded and
whispered, “Yes, thank you.”

She lay
still again, listening to his breathing; it got slower and quieter
until she could barely hear it. His arm grew heavy over her and she
knew he was asleep. She lightly touched his hand with her fingers,
he didn’t move. Now she was warm and comfortable. She recalled the
thought she had earlier about being in the same room with a man
whose name she didn’t know, now it was his bed. He hadn’t done
anything inappropriate, he hadn’t reacted to her semi-nakedness;
not that it had been intentional. Maybe she wasn’t his type or he
was gay.

Eve
thought about his hands massaging her leg, they had been warm and
smooth, but not soft. If you lived out here in the bush and chopped
wood and mended things, wouldn’t you have rough hands? Eve touched
his hand again, this time feeling his palm and the edge of his
thumb and forefinger with her fingers. There were hard calluses on
the heel of his palm and near his fingers. For some reason that
made Eve feel better about him. She straightened her legs slightly
and he muttered something under his breath she couldn’t understand
and moved his arm from her hip to her waist.

Eve closed her
eyes and relaxed; wait until she told her friend Jess about this
night.

 



CHAPTER TWO

“Get away from her, Devil.”

Eve
opened her eyes. A pair of inquisitive brown eyes watched her a few
centimetres from her face. She untangled her arm from the bed
clothes and reached out to pat the dog’s head. He wagged his tail
and shuffled closer.

“Outside,
now, Devil.”

The dog looked
over his shoulder at his master, then back at Eve, before heading
obediently for the door.

The man stood
up from the table where he had been sitting before Eve had
woken.

“The kettle is
boiling and there’s toast in the oven,” he told her. He walked out
the door and closed it behind him before she had the time to thank
him.

Eve
stretched her arms and legs and sat up and then dangled her legs
over the edge of the bed still half-wrapped in the blanket. She
removed the borrowed trackpants and folded them up with the
blanket.

The dog
barked so Eve walked over to look out the window. The man took the
ball from the dog’s mouth and threw it so Devil chased it, brought
it back, dropped it at his owner’s feet, barked, and picked it up
in his mouth again. The man threw the ball for the dog again and
disappeared into the stable; he returned outside leading the horse
into the morning sun and carried a box in the other hand. The dog
jumped about and barked, waiting for the ball to be
thrown.

Eve went
to her backpack and pulled out her camera. Forgetting about her
state of undress and the tea and toast, she adjusted the photo lens
and stood back from the window clicking away rapidly – the man, the
horse, the dog, separate, together, in two, the horse being rubbed
down, the dog chasing the ball. She took as many as she could, but
fearing he might come back in to see what she was doing, Eve
reluctantly tucked her camera, and the socks she wore, back in to
her bag and lifted it off the floor and on to the couch.

He had laid her
damp socks and jeans legs on the oven door, and now dry, she
gratefully pulled them on.

In the
oven on a plate sat two pieces of toast so Eve used a cloth she
found hanging on a rail under the sink to take the hot plate to the
table. There was a choice of vegemite or jam to spread on the
butter-free bread. She poured hot water on to the tea bag in the
mug sat on the table and added the milk he had made up in the jar
for her.

Eve stood at
the window eating her toast and drinking tea, watching the man
groom the horse further. He brushed its coat until it shone like
copper in the sun and she itched to get out her camera again and
take more photos. The dog was relentless in chasing the ball every
time it was thrown. Finishing her breakfast, Eve put her plate and
mug in the sink, then sat down on the couch to put on her dry
sneakers before she went outside, heading for the toilet.

The man ignored
her, but she knew he was aware of her. Devil ran over to her with
the ball, and dropped it at her feet. Eve bent down, picked it up
and threw it, then carried on to the toilet.

When she came
out the dog was waiting for her, the ball in his mouth so she took
it from him and threw it again before walking over to where the man
stood with his horse.

“Hello,
Hero,” she said, giving the horse’s forehead a rub.

The animal’s
owner picked up the box off the ground which held the horse
grooming equipment and took it back in to the stable and the horse
followed him in.

Devil
came and sat at Eve’s feet, the ball still in his mouth, so she
patted his head and rubbed his ears, his tail brushing the ground
as he wagged it.

There was a
whistle and “Devil, in,” from the man and the dog took off into the
stable before the man came out and shut the bottom half of the
door.

“Thanks for
making toast,” Eve said, “and drying my jeans and sneakers.”

He nodded. “Are
you ready to go?” he asked.

“Yep.” She went
inside, put her jacket on and picked up her backpack, slipping the
straps over her shoulders.

He was waiting
for her outside, hat on, hands thrust in the front pockets of his
jeans.

They walked in
silence down the track and onto the gravel, turning in the
direction of the car. There was a bit of water lying around, but
the sun was shining, the sky clear. Eve had slipped her phone in to
the pocket of her jacket and now took it out to check the time. It
wouldn’t be too early to phone Roadside Assistance, that’s if she
was able to get a signal, otherwise she really would have to walk
to the main road and flag someone down.

The man
walked beside her, seemingly unconcerned about the lack of
conversation. He didn’t seem to be limping this morning. Eve still
didn’t know his name, should she ask? After all they had shared a
bed. Wasn’t it just good manners to swap names? She looked across
at him, trying to see his face, but he had his hat pulled down,
hiding most of it.

It didn’t
take long to get to her car. It had seemed a lot further last night
in the rain and the dusky light. She had a quick look over, but it
was obvious no one had been near it since she had left. They walked
on for a further ten minutes and the man pointed to the four-legged
steel tower that stood just off the road. There was a metal ladder
in the centre of the four legs leading to a platform, then above
that another set, leading to a lookout box. The box was used for
spotting fires in the summer; it was about 35 metres off the
ground.

“You might get
a signal at the platform, otherwise you’ll have to go to the top
and try.”

Eve didn’t
care; she just wanted to get her car back on the road and get
home.

She
walked over to the steps and looked up. There was no handrail to
the platform but there was from then on to the box. She started
climbing the rungs, being careful to not slip on the wet surface or
kick the man in the face as he followed. She reached the platform
and stepped on to the flat surface, pulling her phone out of her
pocket and checking the signal bar. Nothing. She walked around the
whole perimeter, checking, it was probably blocked by the
surrounding trees.

The man
stood and watched, saying nothing. Eve started on the second set of
steps, not rungs this time, and a hand rail. The steps went
directly in to the box and she hoisted herself on to the floor from
them. Standing up she took in the view, it was magnificent. The man
was stood beside her also gazing out over the trees. Eve
temporarily forgot about the phone signal as she moved around to
look out in all directions.

“Wow,” she
exclaimed. “What a view of the world.”

She went to
reach for her camera, then thought better of it. She would come
back another time when she was alone.

The ping of her
phone told of an incoming message, she didn’t need to check to see
if she had a signal.

Eve
pulled her keys out of her pocket and tapped in the phone number of
the RAC from the tag attached. The call centre answered and Eve
gave the girl all her car details, and explained she needed a tow
truck. The man stood listening and when Eve was asked exactly where
her car was stuck, he was able to tell her so she could pass on the
information. She thanked the girl and ended the call.

“They’ll be
here in about half an hour,” she told him.

He moved to the
steps ahead of her and started climbing down backwards.

Eve had another
quick look through the window before following. Yes she would
definitely be back to take photos from up here. And it would have
to be early in the day like today.

Eve took
her time climbing backwards down the steps, holding tight to the
handrail. It was easier to go up than down. When she got to the
platform the man was waiting for her. He went to the stair opening
and gave her a long look before backing down the rungs one at a
time. She waited until he was ten rungs down before following, a
kick in that handsome face was the last thing she wanted to do.
Their time together was almost at an end, two strangers who never
knew each other’s names had spent a night together. It was almost
romantic, in a stranger-danger kind of way.

He waited for
her to have both feet on the ground before walking away towards her
car. She quickened her stride and caught up to walk beside him in
silence on the gravel track. There was the occasional bird call and
small rustlings in the roadside scrub, probably lizards or insects,
the sun reflected off the rusty puddles caused by yesterday’s rain
and made dappled light through the leaves of the giant trees.
Pleasant on a day like today, but during the height of summer it
would be terrifying if a fire swept through.

Here was her
car, at last.

“I can hear
your tow truck,” said the man.

Eve stopped and
listened in the quiet, yes she could hear an engine sound way off
in the distance. She stood next to her car listening as it drew
nearer and nearer. The track ahead of her was straight and she saw
the vehicle come in to view at a distance, like she had seen the
man and his horse.

Eve
turned to the man to thank him and say goodbye, but he wasn’t
there; he had gone while she wasn’t looking. She scanned the track
and the edge of the bush, knowing he had to go in that direction,
but he had vanished. The tow truck pulled to a stop beside her
car.

“Morning,” the
driver called cheerfully. “I’ll just have a quick look at your car,
and then get it on the back.”

He jumped out
of the cab and Eve watched as he inspected her car, squatting down
to look underneath.

“Looks okay,
don’t think you’ve done any damage,” he said standing up and wiping
his hands on his grey overalls. “I’ll tow it out, get it
straightened up and then winch it up onto the bed, you might just
want to stand back a bit out of the way.”

Eve walked away
a few metres and while the towie manoeuvred the truck and her car
in to position, she pulled out her camera and took shots of the
whole procedure. If she had to claim on her insurance she had
pictures, if not it might be a subject of interest at some later
date.

“I thought you
were just going to pull my car out of the ditch,” Eve queried the
driver.

“Like I said,
it looks okay, but best we get it back to the shop and get it on
the hoist to make sure there is no damage underneath. Jump in and
we’ll get going.”

Eve climbed in
the passenger side.

“Lucky it
happened during the day, otherwise you would have been stuck out
here overnight, not a lot of traffic to help you. I’m surprised
there was a phone signal so you could call.”

Eve nodded.
“There’s a fire lookout tower, I was able to get a signal from the
top of that.”

The truck
driver didn’t ask how she knew the tower was there, as she hadn’t
yet got to it in her car, and was beyond where she got stuck. “So
there’s nobody who lives out here?” she asked.

“Nah, it’s not
safe, too bushfire prone, besides it’s Crown land, none of it is
privately owned. You were pretty game tackling the track in your
little buzz box. I would have chanced it in a four wheel drive, but
not in a normal car.”

Eve
thought about that. Yeah, Paul never mentioned that an off road
vehicle might be needed.

Murray,
as Eve found out was the driver’s name, chatted away, asking where
she had been, what she did, telling her what he did, his life story
almost, so by the time they arrived at the RAC-represented garage,
she had come to appreciate the stranger’s lack of
conversation.

Murray stopped
to let Eve out the cab before he backed the truck into one of the
open bays. “I’ll take about an hour to get your car checked, maybe
you’d like to go and grab a coffee or breakfast inside while you
wait.”

Eve thanked him
and went inside the service station side to use the toilet.

When she came
out there was a woman behind the counter serving a customer, the
man paid for his fuel and moved away.

“Hi,” said Eve,
“Murray said it’ll take about an hour before my car’s ready, can
you tell me where the shire building is located?”

“It’s in
Wallcliff Road. Do you know where that is?”

Eve shook her
head so the woman used a paper bag to draw her a mud map.

“Only five
minutes walk, but it is uphill. Do you want a coffee?”

Eve skipped the
coffee and set out to find the building.

At the council
office’s reception she asked about aerial maps of the area and how
to locate fire trails. The receptionist told Eve to take a seat and
she would find someone to help her.

She sat
inspecting the array of photographs hanging on the walls while she
waited.

After about
five minutes a man came out of a door and the receptionist pointed
Eve out to him. She stood up and walked over to the counter.

“You were
asking about fire tracks,” he said.

“Yes, I’ve been
asked by a client to photograph the fire watch towers in the South
West and I wanted maps that showed their location, and the distance
between them so I can estimate the time it will take to locate them
all.” Eve smiled at him.

“That’s easy
enough. I can show you the ones for this shire on the map and what
track they are located on.”

“Thanks that
would be helpful. Are there any old cottages near them?” she
asked.

“No, there were
one or two that were used by the fire spotters in summer, years and
years ago, but they’ve fallen in to disrepair, very little left of
them now.”

Eve could tell
he was lying, she wondered why.

He brought the
map over to her and showed the fire tracks and where the towers
were located; there were only three.

“Are these the
names of the tracks?” she asked, remembering the man telling her
the location of her car so she could pass it on to the RAC.

“The tracks are
numbered yes, rather than named.”

The council
worker had marked on the map where the towers were located in
highlighter and handed it to her. “Do you need anything else?” he
asked.

“No that’s it,
thanks for your help,” she smiled at him and walked out.

Back at
the garage she ordered a coffee and sat with it, looking at the
map.

Why had
he lied about the cottage? Was he in cahoots with the stranger?
Maybe it was a drug hideout. Nice little out-of-the-way spot with
room in the stable to store your stash.

When the woman
came to get Eve’s empty cup, she showed her the map.

“This is where
Murray towed my car from, just near this fire lookout tower, do you
know if there is a cottage nearby?”

She frowned.
“Not sure, though I did hear there was someone living in the bush
out there, that was quite some time back now, never heard any
more.”

Eve
nodded her thanks. Interesting. If it was about drugs, surely the
woman would have heard that as well.

Murray came in.
“All done, everything is fine. I’ve given her a bit of a wash, got
most of the gravel mud and dust off her, you are all ready to
go.”

Eve thanked him
and followed him outside to her car.

She was back on
the road and finally travelling home. It had been an interesting
week, one way or another. Last night had been surreal, but she had
photos to prove it was not a dream.

 


Finally home, Eve
pulled up in her driveway, took herself and her bags into the house
and shut the door. She dumped her bag on the bed and stripped off.
The hot stinging water in the shower hit her body full blast and
she stood for a few minutes luxuriating in it before shampooing her
hair and soaping the rest of her body clean. She turned the taps
off, gave her hair a quick rub, dried off and wrapped the towel
around herself.

Heading
to the kitchen she flicked on the kettle and opened the fridge
door. Eve had been away five days, although it felt like a lot
longer, so the milk should still be usable. Making tea and adding
milk, she found a biscuit to munch on.

Eve
didn’t have a table or chairs in the kitchen, so she went back into
the bedroom to sit on the bed, putting her mug of tea on the
bedside table. Pulling off the towel she slipped on a pair of soft,
grey trackpants and a pink well-worn fleece top and ran her fingers
through her hair, not bothering with a comb, then went to the
bathroom to hang up her wet towel.

Eve took her
camera out of her backpack and placed it on the bed, then upended
the other bag and collected all her clothing to go in the wash. She
picked up her jacket to put away; it had a faint odour to it of
wood fire, earth and mist. She buried her face in the material and
breathed in, the smell brought back a vivid image of her rescuer;
he had really got to her. She hung her jacket in her office on the
chair she always used, before taking the SD card from her camera
and slotting it into her laptop.

For
the next hour or so she
concentrated on copying her assignment photos from the card to the
laptop and checking, sorting, collating and naming them. She was
happy with what she had taken of the bays, the coastline, the
lighthouse and the river. Her client had organised for a friend to
take Eve to Malloy Island and he had shown her around. Eve had been
fascinated by the small community living on the island and had
taken endless shots of the area. The occupants hadn’t objected and
tolerated her while she snapped away with her camera. She would
have to cull some of the photos from over the three days, but all
in all she was happy with what she had taken.

She
closed the project down and opened up the photos she had taken this
morning. The ones she had taken of the man and his animals were
awesome; they had so much depth and feeling in them. She copied
them on to her laptop and put them in a separate folder on her main
screen. Eve reopened each one separately, poring over her subject;
inspecting them in detail. Damn they were good! No, not good,
brilliant! She especially liked the one of the horse nuzzling the
man’s shoulder, while he rested his hand on the horse’s head, with
his other hand patting the dog’s head as it sat between the man and
the horse. It was the kind of photo that spoke volumes about the
relationship between the man and his animals. There was a great one
of the man, face in full view, that she didn’t know she had
captured. He was stood with his arms out to the side, his hands
turning out in question. The question had been directed at the dog,
‘if the ball isn’t here, I can’t throw it for you’. She had
captured Devil mid-bark, the ball dropping from his mouth, and the
horse shaking its head as it enjoyed being brushed, plus many more.
But it didn’t solve the mystery of who he was. She flicked back to
the full facial, enlarging it so his face filled the screen, looked
in to his hazel eyes and muttered, “Who are you, and what’s your
story?”


 CHAPTER THREE

Eve
unlocked the door to the office she shared with Paul Connors. She
didn’t really need an office as she did most of her work from
home, but it served its
purpose as a mailing address and somewhere she could meet her
clients. It also kept her private life separate to her working
life. She could afford the rent now too, having produced some great
work as a freelance photographic journalist; her work had been
recommended to wealthy clients, both in the public and private
sectors.

Paul was an
investigative journalist who was just starting out as a freelancer.
He had resigned from a national newspaper before he was made
redundant in the world of shrinking hardcopy newspapers. The job
was his world and the only thing he had ever wanted to do, couldn’t
see himself turning his hand to anything else, so he had told Eve.
She had crossed paths with Paul a few times and had found out
through a mutual friend he was freelancing and had office space to
rent. It was in the outer city, so the rent was reasonable and
there was parking available. Eve found Paul easy to get along with
and they often shared stories they were working on and bounced
ideas and theories off each other. Paul was a workaholic and Eve
suspected he sometimes slept in his office instead of going
home.

This Monday
morning was not one of them! They had divided the area in half with
a shared cubicle that served as a kitchen. Eve filled the coffee
machine with water and turned it on. She checked in the mini bar
fridge for milk and checked for biscuits in a sealed container
located in an overhead cupboard that also held sugar, tea bags and
instant coffee. The coffee machine here in the office was Paul’s
baby, it was complicated compared to the small machine Eve had at
home. She left the coffee making to him and more often than not
opted for tea.

The laptop was
opened on her desk and a cup of tea beside it before Paul made an
appearance.

“Morning Eve,”
he said as he came through the door, his laptop under one arm, his
phone in the other hand. “How was Augusta?”

“Excellent,” replied Eve. “Very happy with my work, I think the client will
be impressed. Any juicy gossip to share?” she asked.

“Ah no,
nothing exciting, I’ve got a couple of follow-up articles to do on
a story that I did last month, should pay the rent this
month.”

He put his
laptop and phone on his desk and went to make coffee. “Did you do
anything on the weekend?” he called to her from the cubicle.

“Yes, I spent
quite some time washing the gravel mud off my car.”

“Mmm.” His lack
of interest was obvious as he came back to his desk with a coffee
in his hand. He sat, put his glasses on from where they had been
perched on his head, and opened his laptop.

“Don’t you want
to know why?” Eve asked.

“What?”
He continued typing without looking up.

“That shortcut
you advised me to take, the tow truck driver said it’s only
suitable for four wheel drives.”

Paul
stopped typing then and looked up at her over the top of his
glasses. “Ahh ... so ... much damage?”

“Fortunately
not, it rained, I went around a pothole and slid in the wet gravel
in to a ditch at the side of the road.”

“So all
good then.” He went back to typing, having dismissed the
subject.

Eve sat
at her desk and looked at the balding, fifties something, scruffy
man who was her rental partner. She tried to equate the look of the
man with the hard-hitting, fact-finding articles she had read that
he had written and won awards for from his peers. The two seemed to
be at odds with each other.

“Are you
married, Paul?”

“Kinda,” he
answered without stopping what he was doing.

“What the hell
does that mean, ‘kinda’?”

“Well
technically I’m married, but my beautiful wife has banished me from
our marital abode.”

“So you are
homeless?” That would account for him using the office sometimes as
a place to stay.

“No, I house
sit.” Paul stopped typing again and sat back in his chair. “I look
after houses when people go away, it gives me somewhere to live and
I don’t have to pay rent.”

“What happens
when there are no houses to sit?”

Paul
shrugged and scratched his forehead. “Eve, I have to get this done
while I can, can you leave the tête-à-tête for another time?” He
returned to his keyboard.

Eve opened her
laptop, then picked up her tea and drank it. She clicked on the
photos of her car and the tow truck, looked at the shots she had
taken of Murray the driver, her car being winched and it sitting on
the back of the truck.

She googled
hire car companies and searched for one local to Margaret
River.

 


Eve had spent
almost three weeks on her Augusta project. She had submitted the
photographs to her client who was thrilled but wanted to separate
Molloy Island from the rest of the photos and make it a two-subject
package. Always happy to oblige, she pointed out that he would have
to pay for two as it involved more work and she would have to rejig
everything to fit in with the extra text she had been given. They
established an amount that was agreeable to them both and Eve
continued to work from home until she was satisfied with it
all.

She had
called in a couple of times to the office to check for mail but
Paul was out both times. She left a note for him on his desk asking
him around for a drink at her house one night when he was free. She
could have sent him a text or phoned him, but he was an
old-fashioned guy and she knew he liked something on
paper.

On
Thursday morning she phoned a motel in Margaret River and booked a
room for the night, and then found the phone number for the car
rental place and asked to hire a four wheel drive. She told them
she only wanted it for Friday, but it was an early start and they
offered to deliver and pick it up from the motel. She was just to
let them know when she arrived at the motel this afternoon and they
would drop it off, do the paperwork, and give her the keys. She
gave them her credit card details and it was all done.

Eve
transferred copies of ‘The Phantom’, the name she had given to her
mystery man, Devil and Hero photographs on to a USB stick and
popped it into her handbag. She was friends with the owner of a
print shop and visited quite often to turn her favourite digital
photos into hard copies. She loved digital for storage purposes,
but there was nothing like a glossy print to physically hold in
your hand. Maybe she was as old-fashioned as Paul!

Eve was greeted
by the owner as she entered the shop. “Hey Eve, what do you have
for me today?”

“Hey Danielle,
I think you are going to like these,” she replied.

Eve gave
the stick to her friend and showed her which ones she wanted
printed and what size. She left Danielle to do her magic and went
out the back of the shop to the tiny kitchenette to make coffee for
them both. Carrying them back to the front, she put them on the
counter and perched on one of the stools.

“These are
excellent, who’s the guy?”

Eve
shrugged. “The Phantom.”

Danielle
looked at Eve and raised her eyebrows in question. “The Phantom,
why do you call him that?”

“His dog is
called Devil, the horse is Hero. Who else would he be?”

Danielle
laughed. “Yeah, well I guess you’ve got a point there!” She picked
up her cup and sipped her drink. “Looks like you were close when
you took these.”

“No I was
inside, through a window, with a long-distance lens.”

Eve continued
to watch as Danielle laid out the photographs and examined them one
by one to make sure they were best quality.

The print shop
owner pointed to the A4 print. “This one is brilliant, it really
is.” She picked it up and examined the subjects, the man, the horse
and the dog. She laid it back down on the table with the others.
“So what have you been up to since I saw you last?”

Eve told
her about the latest project she had just finished and Danielle
expressed an interest in seeing some of the pictures.

“There’s a
couple I’d like prints of, I’ll probably bring them in next week,
now it is all finalised and sent off.” Eve finished her coffee. “I
have to get going, thanks for doing those for me,” she said.

Danielle put
the prints in an envelope for Eve and handed them to her.
“Pleasure, I’ll see you next week.”

Back
home, Eve packed an overnight bag with a few essentials, put her
purse and a padded soft bag containing her camera in her backpack,
laced up her hiking boots and put on her jacket. The jacket still
held a faint smell of the wood smoke, it enveloped her every time
she wore it, but it was less and less each time, one day it would
be gone. Eve slipped her phone into her jacket pocket, picked up
her two bags and put them on the back seat of the car. The envelope
that she had been given by Danielle containing the photos was on
the front passenger seat. Going back into the house, she picked up
one of her business cards and on the back wrote her home address.
With that in her hand she locked up her house and went back to the
car. She slipped the card in to the envelope, started the car,
checked her phone for any messages, and then backed out of the
driveway; she was on her way to Margaret River.

It was a
beautiful day and the forecast for the following day was the same,
it was nearing the end of winter, spring was on its way.

 


Three hours later Eve
was in Margaret River. She located her motel and went to book in
and secure her key. From reception she drove to her assigned car
spot outside the unit, noting there was a small car parking area
for visitors. She checked out her accommodation and brought her
bags inside. It wasn’t fantastic, but it would serve its purpose.
Checking she had a mobile signal she phoned the car hire people and
arranged to meet them at the motel at 5pm. She lay down on the bed,
it was comfortable, so she stretched her arm across to the bedside
table and opened the drawers, one by one, nothing in them; that
meant she had to get up and go across to the table near the door to
find the information folder that was always provided in motel
rooms. She flicked through it, but nothing in the way of eating
venues caught her eye. Best go for a walk and see what was around;
she had nearly two hours to kill before her rental was delivered.
Eve stowed her camera and purse in the least visible spot she could
find and headed out, locking the door behind her.

There
were still a couple of galleries open at that time of the day so
she spent some time looking at displays. She found an interesting
piece of glass that had been produced by a local glassblower, it
was expensive so she was glad she had left her purse at the motel,
otherwise she might have been tempted to buy it. There was a
privately owned and run art gallery that had a photographic
display, she took time to browse and evaluate each of the photos.
No matter how many she took herself, she still had a fascination
for them.

It was time to
return and on her way Eve passed a pub that advertised evening bar
meals. It was only a block away from where she was staying, it
would be ideal.

Her four wheel
drive was on time and the friendly owner gave her a quick rundown
of how everything worked including the inbuilt GPS, unlike most
commercial enterprises who gave you the keys, took your money and
pointed you in the direction of where you might find it in the
parking area.

It was a silver
Toyota, all fuelled up, ready to go. Eve told the driver she would
most likely be back by midday tomorrow and would give him a call.
He handed her the keys and some paperwork, asked if she could fill
it in, and he would pick it up with the car tomorrow. He gave her a
cheery goodbye and disappeared. She made sure the vehicle was
locked and then went back to her room to get her purse and set off
back up the hill to the pub.

Back by 7pm,
Eve set the alarm on her phone for 6am and pulled out the map from
her bag to study. She somehow didn’t think the GPS would have the
fire tracks loaded onto its memory, but she had a pretty good idea
where it had come out this side of the highway.

She stripped
off, got into bed and turned on the television to numb her brain
before it was time to sleep.

 


The singing of
the alarm woke her up and she slipped out of bed after pressing the
stop button. Taking the towel off the end of the spare bed, Eve
padded barefoot into the bathroom. Like the adjoining sleeping
area, the bathroom was clean and serviceable, all she needed. The
water was hot and pressure good, so she stood a couple of minutes
enjoying the feel of its tattoo on her body. Hair and body washed,
Eve turned off the shower and towelled herself dry, got dressed and
while waiting for the kettle to boil to make tea, laced up her
hiking boots. She peeked out of the curtained window, it was quiet
and there was no one around.

Eve
collected her toiletries, stuffed them in to her overnight bag and
picked up her loaded backpack. She left the key to the room inside
and closed the door. She had explained to reception she would be
leaving early but her car would still be here, they were okay with
that but asked she move her vehicle into the visitors’ area. Eve
did that now, swapping her bag, which she put in the boot, for the
envelope with the photos in it, and locking her car.

The four
wheel drive was a bigger car than she was used to, and strange to
her. She spent a few minutes getting used to where everything was
and how it worked before carefully backing out of the motel carpark
and on to the main road. Her backpack sat in the front footwell,
her envelope of photos on the passenger seat with the map on top.
She had tried to type in the road number into the GPS, but as she
had suspected it didn’t recognise it.

As it
turned out, the gravel road was easy to find and she located the
lookout tower without a problem. Eve stopped the car opposite the
tower; the track was dry and looked like it had recently been
graded. She thought it might be safe enough to leave the vehicle
where it was and climbed out, taking her backpack with her. She
looked up at the tower, it hadn’t seemed so tall last time, or was
that just because she had been with him?

Eve took the
rungs to the platform and then the stairs to the lookout without
stopping. It had been three weeks since she had been here and in
that time the trees and surrounding bush had come to life with new
growth and flowers. It was more lush and colourful than ever. Eve
took her time taking photographs from the viewing box from every
angle and every direction. She stood looking out towards where she
knew the cottage was, but the trees were too dense and she couldn’t
see it.

Climbing
backwards down the stairs was a bit nerve-wracking but she made it
safely and took some more shots from around the perimeter of the
platform.

Back on
the ground, Eve moved back to her rental and took photos of the
tower; she thought about the gallery with the photos she had looked
at yesterday and wondered about offering to display these at the
shire offices.

Eve packed away
her camera in the bag and tucked it under the seat. She drove on
slowly peering into the bush until she spied the sandy track. She
thought about driving down the track, and then dismissed the idea,
she would walk. She tucked the envelope in her backpack and slipped
her arms into the straps, locked the vehicle and headed along the
track to the cottage.

Walking around
the side of the cottage, she stopped. She called out but got no
response. Eve went to the window and looked in, it was empty, the
furniture gone, cleaned out as far as she could see. She tried the
door but it was locked. She tried the toilet door and the stable,
they were both locked. She searched the yard, there was not one
shred of evidence to say anyone had lived here. She felt the
outside brick chimney, it was stone cold; nobody had been here for
days.
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