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PART ONE: EARTHQUAKE. NOW

1.

Earthquakes do not happen every day in New Zealand, but there had been several severe quakes in recent years. To be driving during a strong earthquake is a very frightening experience. One is not sure whether it is the car that is moving or the world around it. Because both the car and the road move unexpectedly, it is extremely difficult to control the vehicle. Consequently, people die from hitting bridges and power poles, unable to counter the huge force throwing them sideways. They die when the road itself lurches and throws the car over the edge of a drop. They die when the car is flung into a river and submerges. They die in rock and landslides.

Richard West was caught in such a landslide while on his way back to Weatherston in the South Island of New Zealand.

Richard West was returning from Fern Valley, north and inland from Christchurch, where he had been the temporary School Principal. The day before there had been a very pleasant ceremony to return stolen relics to ancestral Maori graves. Richard was rewarded for his efforts in resolving the problems of the district and for his part in the return of the Maori artefacts by the gift of a jade hei tiki, a Maori neck ornament. His wife, Alex, who was part Maori, was very proud of Richard receiving such an honour. Jo, their fifteen year old daughter, was in the back seat of the Toyota.

Following an earthquake the road to Christchurch and then on to their home in Weatherston was still under repair, being restricted to one lane. Early January was the peak time for tourists to travel through the South Island.

"Shall we stop in Grantville for a cup of tea before the next long stretch?" asked Alex. "We could face long delays at the reconstruction zone."

"It's too early. I'd like to get home," said Richard. "We haven't been on the road long. How about we get through Grantville and then take the bypass road. It's narrow but it's got a good surface. You do get trucks though."

"It's the holiday makers and tourists in their motorhomes," said Alex. "They clog up the roads at this time of the year. They won't be on the bypass. Let's do it."

Grantville had grown enormously since the Christchurch earthquake. It was on the coast north of Christchurch, with new port facilities. Richard arrived at the T-junction and signalled he wanted to turn right. He had to give way to a string of mobile homes and campervans driving from the Picton ferry to the north. His fingers tapped the steering wheel impatiently.

"This is New Zealand?" he said impatiently. "When did our roads clog up like this?"

"Most of our roads were made in an era when only two million lived here," said Alex. "Now there are more than double that."

There was a gap created by a campervan that flashed its lights and slowed so that Richard could make his turn. Richard raised his hand to say 'Thank you.' He noticed the driver was an older man. Although the speed limit was one hundred kilometres per hour the line of traffic moved at seventy. A sign said 'Passing Lane 4 km Ahead' but when they got to it the line of traffic had accelerated and closed ranks so there was no room for him to go by.

"The bypass is coming up," said Jo, reading from her cell phone. "Turn right, Dad."

"How far?" asked Richard.

"Two hundred metres."

"Thank you, Navigator. Guns, can you keep a look out please?"

"Yes, Chief," said Alex. "Look, the painted median strip. Pull on to it."

Because the on-coming traffic was controlled some distance down the road by traffic lights or a series of workers holding 'STOP' signs, the traffic from the south was moving in blocks with gaps in between. They did not have long to wait for a gap in the traffic. Richard turned with no cars or vans following him. The bypass road via Mount Linford seemed empty.

"Jo, are you sure this is our road?" asked Richard.

"Sure is," said Jo. "There's not another for at least…" Jo tapped on her phone. "Fifty kilometres. And that road is gravel."

The car made good speed, but the road was twisty and rose and down as it led the way away from the coast to the rolling downlands of the interior.

They passed a car, then a tractor and trailer, waiting each time until they had a clear road. Then they got stuck behind a truck and trailer. It was moving along quite fast. Although Richard wanted to get by the unit was too long to overtake on that stretch of road.

There was nothing except rolling countryside, with here and there a grove of trees or a macrocarpa hedge sheltering a farmhouse. Two rural mail boxes belonging to opposite neighbours were sometimes grouped together, but more often than not mail boxes were a kilometre or so apart.

"This is heartland New Zealand," said Alex. "Why would people want to live in a city like Auckland?"

"For fun and movies and friends and shopping and hospitals and public transport," said Jo. "The turn-off to Te Kouka is coming up."

"I applied for job there once," said Richard. "It had only two teachers. The Government has been closing schools like that as quickly as it can. Shame. Damn good schools, they are, and the centre of the community. Didn't get the job."

"Just as well," said Alex.

"The internet says it has twenty pupils aged from five to twelve," said Jo. "It has one teacher. Boy, that would be hard work."

The bypass road began to climb just after they passed the Te Kouka turn off on the right. The truck and trailer kept its speed up for some time but then it began to slow right down as the gradients increased, the heavy load it was carrying forcing it to a crawl. The driver signalled with his left indicator and pulled on to the road shoulder. Richard pulled out to pass, raising his hand to thank the driver for his courtesy.

"That's better," said Richard. "We'll make better time now."

Richard pulled back on to the left hand side of the road as his Toyota gathered speed. Looking ahead, he saw that they were about to enter a cutting through the hillside. He looked in the rear view mirror. The truck was falling behind. Suddenly, the road in front of the car formed long rises and hollows like the waves at the beach. Richard thought he was having some sort of illusion or brainstorm. He put his foot on the brake. Then the car began to twist and lurch. Richard felt the car shake wildly as he struggled to bring it to a halt.

"Flat tyre!"

As the car stopped, Richard saw that it was really the road that was moving under the car, not the car moving over the road. Although now stationary, the car shook madly.

"Don't get out!" he yelled at his daughter Jo, who had opened the rear door.

"Shut the door, Jo," shouted Alex above the roar of the shake.

The car was corkscrewing, going up at the front then down, and from side to side. Alex said, "We're going to roll over!"

"Keep your seat belts on!" called Richard. "Even if we roll over, keep them on."

The car was in a cutting, with steep banks going up on each side. In his rear vision mirror, Richard could see the truck he had overtaken. The driver had pulled in, just as Richard had. The truck was further down the hill, parked before the cutting. The driver put his lights on.

As Richard reached for his light switch, Alex screamed, "Look out!"

Richard looked up to see the right hand side of the cutting falling, its top surface curling over like a wave breaking. The cutting was a natural chute, a funnel with a car at its narrow end. The violent motion of the earthquake liquefied the mud and slush. The rocks seemed to melt into the liquefaction as the earthquake shook the falling rocks and mud, turning them to liquid. A river of liquid mud came down the road towards the car bringing huge rocks in its flow.

Richard thrust the gear change into reverse but the landslide was moving too fast and the road was still rocking and rolling violently. The mud and the rocks hit their car with a bang, lifting the front of the Toyota and driving it backwards. The liquefaction rose over the bonnet of the car, where it rested for a moment before rising over the windscreen.

To Alex, the mud and stones pressing on the glass in front of her were the inside of a taniwha's mouth, a river dragon intent on swallowing them whole. Its throat was a dirty yellow-brown as it swallowed the whole car and shut out the light. Jo screamed and Alex followed suit. It was pitch black. Richard could feel the car sliding backwards but he could see nothing. He released the brakes in the hope that the car would be carried down the cutting by the flood of mud. It appeared to be so, as the car began gathering momentum while it slid down the cutting. Then the mud flow reached the end of the narrow chute and spilled over the side of the road, carrying the car with it.

"Hang on tight. Mind your head," yelled Richard. He held on to the steering wheel in desperation as the car rolled over, turning front over back. The car moved faster on its roof, gathering speed and swinging to the right then over the edge.

There was a horrible two seconds as the car fell. Alex, Jo and Richard felt weightless for short time. The mud surrounding them cushioned their fall, then once more the car turned turtle, throwing them against their seat belts as the back of the car rose over the front. The airbags exploded, momentarily covering Richard and Alex. As they fought their way out of the plastic sheet that covered them like a shroud, they both tried to turn to help Jo.

They banged their heads against each other's.

"Are you two all right," shouted Jo The side impact bags had protected her. For a split second Richard felt grateful for choosing a car with full safety equipment.

"Yes, Jo," said Alex in a loud voice. Then she said, "Richard, do something!"

2.

The truck driver watched the right hand side of the cutting fold over like a wave that crashed down on to the road in front of the sedan that had overtaken him a few moments before. His truck was being moved all over the road as he struggled to keep it under control and bring it to a halt.

He saw the resulting landslide engulf the car ahead. He used his radio to call for help but there was no reply. He guessed people were too busy sorting out their own salvation. As a quake, it was a big one, one that rolled on and on. That was the most damaging kind, the sort that had destroyed the centre of Christchurch.

The mud moved like cold lava, down the road and over the car. The stream divided, one arm continuing to his truck, while the smaller flow swung to the truck driver's right and poured down the steep incline. Rocks as big as his truck were pushed along like pebbles, and smaller ones bashed against his truck. The mud came up to his doors. He was trapped and could not get out to render assistance. Just as well, he thought. It would have been stupid even to have tried.

His name was Brendan Geddes, 25 years old. Because his partner Rose was expecting their baby in May, Brendan was working all the hours he legally could, plus more that he could not declare in his log book. He had volunteered to drive during the summer break and was using three different log books.

Brendan reached into the side pocket of the door and drew out the log books. He found his own and checked the last entry. It showed he had finished his last drive at one in the morning. He checked Martin Dupree's log book. Dupree was overseas with his family and had passed his log book to Brendan to help the young guy along. The entry said he had left Grantville at 9 a.m. He might get away with a reprimand as it was eight hours between drives not the required ten.

Hurriedly, he wrote the time in his own log book then put all three books back in the side pocket. Brendan picked up the CB microphone and put out a general call.

He was answered immediately by several truckies.

"Lonny. Big earthquake," said Ronny. Ronny could not make R sounds on a regular basis so everyone automatically changed what he said.

"I know that, said Brendan. "I'm caught in it. Axle deep in mud. Can anyone get Rescue Services?"

"Through Wellington only," came a stranger's voice. "Ironman. I'm north of Kaikoura, heading to Blenheim and the ferry. I have cell reception. What is your situation?"

"BeeGee. Car ahead of me drowned in mud. Folks will have only a short time before they run out of puff. Can't get near them, can't get cell reception, can't raise police or Rescue by radio. "

"Will relay BeeGee. Co-ordinates?"

Brendan checked his GPS and read out the figures that pinpointed his location. He knew that the Christchurch Office had his location sent to them automatically every fifteen minutes. They would know he was parked up. Or wrecked. As they hadn't called him, he guessed they were busy with the aftermath of the quake.

Their call came in shortly after.

"I'm fine," Brendan replied to their query, "but the truck is stuck. There was a landslide. Took out the car ahead of me. Licence plate was LLM 446. They're gone-burgers by now."

Susan rang through to the Rescue Services. They made direct contact with him. It did not take Rescue Services and the Police long to realise that the family was that of Dr Richard West, who had failed to arrive in Weatherston as planned.

The New Zealand Police notified Richard's parents in England. Robert West had been a teacher in New Zealand until his retirement, when he and his wife returned to what they had always called 'Home'.

Through the shipping agency, contact was made with Mr and Mrs Pakipaki to tell them the sad news about their daughter, granddaughter and son in law. Then they released the news to the media, initially through the national television station, Television One.

Susan in the Office was soon on the radio to Brendan. She said she had called Rescue, the recently organised Fire Brigade which now answered calls to attend road accidents as well as cats stuck up trees. The chances of an appliance getting to Brendan's truck to search for a buried car were remote but she would try anyway.

"It was a big one," said Susan. "No deaths so far, except for your buried car, I suppose. Grantville is okay. New buildings, of course. The shake was more inland. You must be near the epicentre, I would think. Are you safe there?"

"As safe as houses. I've got food and water, radio works on AM, and I can chat with you. I'll be okay but it would be nice if someone would get me out of here."

"Any chance you could drive the truck out of it?"

"Nah. The mud is setting now. Like cement. Be concrete soon."

The truck began to shake as if someone wanted to wake a sleeper.

"Whoah!" yelled Brendan. "Here we go again!"

The aftershock took the form of a rapid vibration. There was a rapid up and down motion as if a golf ball was running down a sheet of corrugated iron turned on its side. The liquefaction which had been hardening suddenly turned into liquid again. It began to flow down the slope and as it did so, the level of mud around the truck dropped.

"Susan, the stuffs melting!" said Brendan. "I'll try to drive out."

He fired up. That took time. When the truck was ready, the mud had sunk down to a depth between six inches and a foot. Brendan got out of the cab and went to release the trailer. There was no way he could turn with that in tow.

The mud was very sticky and clung to his boots. Like a lot of truckies, he had loosened the laces for comfort when he drove. He put his feet on the step one by one and tied his laces tightly. Then he set about releasing the trailer and parking it up where it sat.

The rest was easy. The truck managed a respectable turn round, although it took several attempts to accomplish. Brendan let Susan know he was mobile, then set off down the road.

The road was a mess. The surface was twisted and broken. At slow speed, the truck lurched and corkscrewed. Then Brendan brought it to a halt a few metres from a deep chasm. The truck was going no further.

3.

Alex, Richard and Jo were still in the car. It had become incredibly stuffy. The trio had gathered up what they thought they might need if a chance came to escape, but nothing had happened. Instead, the mud covering the car had begun to solidify, looking more and more like a concrete casing as time went by. The casing covered the car completely, over the roof and over the windscreen and the windows.

"How long till we run out of air?" thought Richard.

"Dad, how long have we got?" asked Jo.

"Some time yet," said Richard. Secretly, he thought less than fifteen minutes. "I think we'd better tackle the sun roof soon. The problem is, we don't know how deep the mud is. Or how long it will take rescue teams to get here."

"They're not coming," said Alex. "There will be no rescue teams for us. That quake was humungous. The rescue teams will be dealing with the towns first."

"But the truck driver must have seen us," said Richard. "Either he will get help for us, or try to get to us himself."

"I wouldn't count on it," said Alex. "Let's try the sun roof. Either what's on top of us will fall in and flood the car and we'll be set in concrete, or what's on top of us is a thinner layer we can break through."

"Right," said Richard. "The longer we leave it, the more the liquefaction will harden. Let's do it."

The aftershocks had been happening every few minutes. They were quite severe, mainly undulating or zig-zagging. Then there came a new form of aftershock, a rapid vibration as if someone was shaking a gigantic salt shaker.

"Hold on," said Richard. "Brace against something solid."

Alex and Richard braced their legs against the floor and put one arm out to brace against the dashboard. Jo lay on the backseat with her legs pushing against the door. The mud which had been hardening began to crack across the sunroof of the car.

Then the mud turned into liquid again. As it flowed off the sunroof of the car, the glass remained opaque but they could see light filtering through the film of mud that was left.

The car began to move again, pushed by the liquid mud further down the gully into which the car had fallen. Then the car stopped.

The driver's mirror had caught on the edge of a concrete culvert pipe. The lower part of the circle of concrete was below the window level, with mud thick and grey tumbling out of the bottom part of it. The area above the mud was empty.

"We can get into that pipe," said Alex.

"We'll go out through the sunroof," said Richard."

The electric motor whirred and strained against the friction. The sunroof juddered open a fraction. Alex got her fingers in the gap and helped push the glass along. The smell from the mud was nauseous.

"Pooh! What a stink!" said Jo. Richard could smell nothing, the result of a blow to the head and the resulting concussion a few weeks before.

"Jo, you first." Richard's tone was uncompromising. "Leave that stuff."

Jo scrambled on to the roof and into the pipe, still carrying an assortment of objects.

"Alex."

Before Alex could comply, there was a rushing and roaring noise, a rumbling and a sudden rush of stale air.

"The mud!," cried Alex. "It's a river of mud coming down the gully. She reached up. Jo pulled, Richard lifted, and Alex was gone.

The river of mud hit the car, pulling the front away from the pipe. The slender hold on the door mirror slipped away. Richard stood on the seat and grabbed the top of the concrete culvert pipe as the car was swept from under him.

The level of the mud began to rise. The aftershock continued. In a precarious position, holding the top of the pipe and with his legs dangling past the tunnel, Richard tried to swing his legs into the pipe. Jo grabbed one foot while Alex grabbed the other. Richard let go of his hold on the top of the pipe and fell backwards.

Jo and Alex were still holding his legs. "Jo, hold on. Don't let him slip," said Alex. She grabbed his trouser belt. "Now let go and grab his belt."

Jo held her father by his belt on the left side, while Alex held the belt by the right. Without speaking, they pulled together. Richard was lying over the edge of the pipe, which had eighteen inches of mud flowing through it. He couldn't breathe.

"If I panic, I'm gone," he thought. "Save my breath. Reach up with my hand."

Alex felt Richard's hand come level with the rim of the pipe. She braced herself against the top of the pipe and gripped his wrist.

"Jo, Dad's hand!" she called.

Jo felt for her father's hand. The women pulled on Richard's belt while lifting him by the wrist. Pressed against the concrete ceiling, both were rubbed raw as they .pulled until their arms could go no further, then took another small step forwards, braced again, then pulled once more.

When Richard felt the firmness of the arms that were pulling him he realised the women must be braced against the concrete side of the pipe so he pulled against them. His head popped free but his nostrils and mouth were covered with mud. He felt Alex put two arms around his neck and pull him forward by his shirt before he blacked out.

4.

Brendan felt guilty. He could have done something for the family when the mud began to clear away. He should have tried. At the very least he should have checked on them, not put himself first. He stopped the truck and thought for a moment. Then he turned the truck around, a difficult task that took all of his concentration. Feeling a strong sense of urgency, he tried to turn too fast and almost drove over the side of the road. He told himself to take it easy, to go slowly. He backed and went forward and backed and went forward until finally the truck was pointing the right way. Brendan drove back the way he had come, back towards the place where he had seen the car disappear.

The aftershocks lessened for a short time before a low vibration ran through the truck. It made a noise like a train approaching in the London Underground, something Brendan had only heard on television. He pulled over and watched in amazement as the ground below him on the left rippled rhythmically before splitting open like a ripe passion fruit. The air coming into the cab through the ventilation system was foul. It made him feel nauseous. He opened his window to let the smell out but that only made it worse. He expected movement with an earthquake but he had no idea there would be so much noise and such an awful smell.

He found where he had been parked. This time, he stayed in the centre of the narrow road because it was higher at the crown and there would be no other traffic. He got out of the cab of the truck and walked to where he thought the sedan might have been pushed over the edge of the road and into the gully below. Seeing that the mud flow was moving slowly downhill, he walked parallel to the flow until he saw what he was looking for; the car had been tipped on to its boot with its front sticking out of the mud. The car was caught against a tree that had fallen and acted like a dam.

Brendan did not like what he saw. It was as if a model car had been cast in a grey plaster. Brendan scrambled down the bank, which took him some time and more than a few breathless moments, but he felt he had to check to see if anyone could be saved.

He reached the upended car. It was standing vertically with its boot and rear wheels buried in mud. Brendan moved along the bank beside the mudflow until he was alongside the car. It was as if a small river and all its contents had been turned into stone. The car was filled to the windscreen with thick mud that was setting rapidly. Using a nearby stick, Brendan poked into the mud through the open sunroof, aiming for where the driver should have been. He could only penetrate a small distance. The passengers were either entombed or had escaped through the sunroof, which had broken under the weight of mud.

Had the people managed to escape, he would have seen them. They would be on the road or would have left tracks of some sort. The mudflow was far too wide for them to have gone any other way. They were dead.

Sadly, Brendan moved slowly back to the relative safety of the road. He turned the truck once again and drove back towards Grantville. He was stopped by a fallen bridge a few kilometres before the junction with the State highway. Everyone would have to use the highway, which was itself under repair. It was going to be a long wait.

Stuck on the road in isolation, he at least had some food and plenty of water, and most importantly of all, contact with the outside world.

Her called the Office again. "Hi Susan. Got close to State Highway One but not close enough. The bridge is out. I am between the original co-ordinates I gave you and here."

Brendan gave his GPS position, which Susan had anyway.

"Can you walk out?" asked Susan.

"No. The bridge is totally stuffed. I don't want to leave the truck. When the aftershocks stop, I'll go back and get the trailer. Then I'll come back to here," said Brendan. "I'll use State Highway One to finish the run."

"Dream on, bro," said Susan. "That road is still under repair. There's a queue of traffic stretching back for kilometres. And how are you going to get eight axles across a wrecked bridge? You won't be able to go across a cocky's paddock with that load! Look, hang in there. We'll get a chopper in to your present position eventually. Might be a couple of days, though."

"Do I get paid?"

"In your dreams," said Susan as she ended the call.

5.

"He's unconscious," said Alex as the two women pulled Richard clear of the layer of knee deep mud. "Lean him against the casing."

"His pulse is strong but he can't breathe," said Jo in a firm manner as she fished in Richard's mouth for his tongue. "Clear his eyes and nose. I can't give him mouth to mouth like that."

"There's no water. His mouth and nose are totally blocked."

"Use your blouse. If necessary, squat over him and pee on him."

Alex was shocked. She couldn't believe what Jo had said, then she realised how practical the answer was. She used her blouse to wipe her husband's nose and mouth.

As soon as Jo finished clearing his mouth Richard's lungs sucked air into them, and then he snorted through his nose. Mud shot from his nostrils, then snot dribbled down his chin. Alex finished the job with her blouse, as one would clean up a baby who had gagged.

They were in a concrete pipe used as an overflow for storm rains. Jo reasoned that because the level of mud was rising at the near end of the pipe, there was every reason to believe that the mud level in the pipe would also rise. "Come on, gang, we can't sit around here forever," she said.

Alex had also seen the pipe as a danger. At the moment it was less than half filled with mud. With tremors continuing, more mud might be on the way. Although the mud flow below the end of the pipe was rising and moving faster, the mud flow through the pipe had not increased. But Jo was right. It could rise at any time. It was hard enough to move with the present level. It might be impossible to move if the level rose.

Before Alex could answer Jo, she felt Jo pushing and pulling at something under the mud.

"What have you got, Jo? asked Alex.

The tunnel was pitch black but a small circle of light was visible at the far end. A draft caused by the flow of mud past the end of the pipe was refreshing as it gently eased its way down the pipe.

"I pushed some stuff ahead of me," said Jo. "We got everything ready a bit earlier, remember?"

Again, Alex was impressed by Jo's presence of mind. She herself had been so busy fleeing the car that she gave no thought to the preparations they had made, nor what they might do next..

"Richard, get in between Jo and me," said Alex. They awkwardly changed places, Alex having to pass Richard side by side on all fours. Her chest went into the mud. At least the mud was warm. Jo led the way, on all fours. They were a twelve-legged caterpillar moving slowly up the slope of the pipe, sometimes slipping and sliding but continually moving forward.

Although the mud acted somewhat as a lubricant, their knees ached and were bleeding, their hands were frayed and their arms felt as if they had been clinging too long on a children's climbing frame.

"Keep going," said Richard. "We'll stop at a hundred." He meant a hundred steps forward of his knees but they all understood.

"Make it fifty or I'll leave you," said Alex.

"Make it forty or I'll divorce you both," joked Jo.

They all laughed. In fact, forty steps forward on the leading knee was about as much as they could endure. As if to urge them on, as they made progress, the light got stronger.

"Let's cut back to twenty," said Richard, who appeared to have recovered from his blackout. "We're nearly there. Look, the light is much brighter now."

They arrived close to the end of the pipe. "Be careful, Jo," said Richard through gritty teeth. "Check what's out there first."

Alex was at the rear. She desperately wanted to immerse herself in water, preferably a deep hot bath. She knew that wasn't going to happen. 'Never mind," she thought. "Immersion in nice fresh air will do."

Jo stopped. She poked her head out of the pipe. A little below the pipe was a pond of mud. It was in a shallow basin. In other times, rain would collect in the basin, causing the surface to rise. The pipe was an overflow conduit. Judging by the size of it, there were enormous volumes of water at times.

Jo eased herself over the packages she had been pushing in front of her so that she could look about. There wasn't much to see. The best way out of the pipe would be to exit backwards, climb over the top lip of the pipe and then scramble up the steep bank that rose above the pipe.

Jo popped back into the pipe. "If you go straight out you'll end up in liquid mud," she said. "Go out backwards so you end up facing the slope above the pipe. Dad, I'll go first. Then could you pass the gear to me? Mum, you'll have to give the bags to Dad."

"Give the gear to me please," said Alex, automatically correcting Jo's manners. Alex felt Jo had picked up a lot of bad habits while living in the boarding school.

"Please," said Jo.

"Enough," said Richard. "Go for it, Jo."

Jo turned backwards, her legs and lower body towards her parents. The she heaved herself up and was gone. Then her head appeared at the top of the circle of the pipe. She put her arms down to receive the bundles she had brought from the car.

The first was a blanket, inside which was a Winchester forty-four. Richard was surprised but quite pleased to have a memento of his friend Roy Rogers Langbein, who had been searching for Richard when he died in the bush just a few weeks earlier.

Jo passed the rest of the things she had saved.

"Just like a shipwreck," she said. "The Admirable Crichton."

"Don't get revolutionary ideas," laughed Richard. "I'm still the Boss round her."

"Oh no you're not!" roared Alex from inside the pipe. They began a pantomime routine that Jo had enjoyed as a seven-year-old:

"Oh yes I am!"

"Oh no you're not!"

"Oh yes I am!"

They all laughed and laughed. Laughter felt good. It took their minds of their predicament. Richard did as Jo told him; turned around then climbed out of the pipe and on to the ground above it. Alex followed suit. She had been dressed in a blouse and skirt but had used her blouse to wipe Richard's face. Although she had buttoned it again, the clay like grey mud had dried and her blouse looked like cardboard. Her knees were bleeding from grazes received while shuffling up the pipe. Her light brown skin was as grey as a ghost. Richard burst out laughing.

"Has anyone seen Alex?" he joked.

"Pot calling kettle black," said Alex.

"A family of zombies," laughed Jo.

"Don't take any pictures, Jo!" laughed Richard.

The laughter was good for them. Together they made their way up the slope to the low ridge above, carrying their 'shipwreck' goods. Richard had the rifle. He had put a box of ammunition in his jacket pocket for safety, to keep them well apart from the rifle. His jacket was a mess but the small box was still in a side pocket. New Zealand's gun laws are strict and public attitudes towards firearms were that guns were only for shooting game. They might have to do that if help did not arrive soon.

From the ridge, they climbed to the hilltop beyond then looked down into a valley. The damage from the earthquake shocked them. The ground was riven by fissures and sheer falls of three or four metres could be seen. In the distance was a farmhouse.

"We'll head for that farmhouse," said Richard.

"They'll give us shelter, surely," said Alex. "They'll have food and drink."

"And a shower," said Jo. "Even if it's a cold shower like at St Angela's."

Richard had lost his watch. "Judging by the sun, it's early afternoon," he said.

"Ten o'clock," said Jo, looking at her precious cellphone.

"Turn that thing off," said Alex. You're going to need to save the battery, Jo."

Jo could see the sense in her mother's words and said, "Sure. Good thinking."

Alex was pleased with Jo's agreement. At fifteen, Jo was challenging her mother's authority over her, while accepting Richard's opinions without question. In a way that annoyed Alex but she knew that Jo was growing up and in two- or three-years’ time would leave the family to go to university. By then she could not be 'Mummy's little girl'. Alex also knew that it would soon be Richard's turn to face the challenges from Jo. Alex wanted Jo to be equipped to be totally independent when she left home.

"Let's move it," said Alex. "What's the best route, Jo?"

Richard understood what was going on and remained silent.

"Mr Meredith, my Outdoor Education teacher, would say to stay on this ridge until we get closer, then head downhill on a compass bearing. I have a compass on my phone but we don't want to waste the battery. I think it would be better if we head down there," she pointed to a spot, "where it looks like there's a small creek."

They set off, with Jo in the lead and Alex and Richard following behind, glad to have given Jo an opportunity to contribute to their rescue.

The stream was shallow but the water was crystal clear. The women tore off their clothes and splashed into the water. Richard couldn't look at Jo with no clothes on. He didn't want Jo to look at him. He was the most uncomfortable of the three.

"Come on, Richard," said Alex. "It's the only way to get clean."

"I'll go downstream a bit," said Richard. He went downstream and stripped off and rubbed the mud off in the clear water. It was surprisingly difficult to shift, leaving the skin a murky grey colour even when all the solids had gone.

They all found their hair to be the most difficult. Alex tried to scrub Jo's hair. She got the solids out but Jo's hair was a grey colour when Alex had finished. The Jo tried to get the mud out of her mother's hair, with much the same result. Because the mud had found its way into every crack and crevice of their bodies they were both glad that Richard had found his own space.

When they were finished they rubbed and scrubbed their underwear, putting them on although the garments were still wet.

"Doesn't leave much to the imagination, does it?" said Alex. "Let's go and scare the dirty old man!"

"He's not a dirty old man!" protested Jo. "Oh. You're right. He was a dirty old man! Let's see if he is just an old man now."

They walked downstream to where Richard had washed. He had cleaned his underwear as best he could and was now sunbathing to get dry. The women lay down beside him.

"What now, Chief?" asked Alex.

"Sunbathe and doze for a little, I think."

"Got to do the laundry first, guys," said Jo. "I don't want to put muddy clothes on."

The three of them took their filthy clothes to the water. The clothing was stained grey by the mud. They wrung the clothes out and hung them on nearby bushes to dry. Then they lay down side by side.

"Don't get burned, you two," said Alex, knowing that her light brown skin would take more sun than theirs. Richard's skin was pure pakeha, white English skin that burned quickly. Jo's olive skin was a mixture of her parents'. Alex had always envied her bronzed skin and fair looks when Jo had been in the sun. They lay silent in thought for a while.

Alex looked covertly at her husband. He was no longer the light-hearted student who had made her laugh so much, but he was one of the most interesting people she had ever met. He just seemed to be able to read people's needs and was willing to respond to them.

As a university student, she had felt shy and out of her depth until Richard befriended her. He still had a good body. He went jogging regularly, played squash and cricket, and would join in any game of rugby.

She still admired his long pale body. He was just under six foot tall but lying down he seemed longer. His skin was Pommy White, although he had been born in New Zealand. His fair hair was grey from the mud. Alex thought that if he looked like this in twenty years' time, she would be very pleased. He would still be a very handsome man. Her nipples hardened and pushed against her bra.

Jo got up off the ground. "Mum!" she said.

Alex wasn't sure whether Jo had seen her arousal or not. She was often puzzled by this child woman that was her daughter. "Come on. Let's head for that house we saw," she said. Time's getting on.."

They retrieved their clothing from the bushes where they had been drying. The clothes were hard and unyielding, as if they had been starched. It now seemed natural that they were all in their underwear, and almost too much bother to put their clothes on.

"Insects, sun, scratches," said Alex, so they slipped into their nearly dry clothing. Alex hoped their bodies wouldn't be chafed by the stiff clothing as they set off towards where they thought the house should be.

The landscape was hilly, green slopes that rolled away as they approached. There were rock outcrops and jagged tears in the earth. There was some scrub, small groupings of manuka, especially in the bottom of small gullies, and here and there the odd tree.

The land reflected the heat of the sun upwards. Before long they were all sweating and becoming tired. They walked without thinking about what they had been through. Time enough for that when a decent time had passed.


PART TWO: GRESHAM DOWNS. FOUR YEARS EARLIER

6.

Georgina Stafford Zinsli was in love with Philip Zinsli. Georgina was forty-four, a little older than Philip, who said he was thirty eight but she thought perhaps forty three. She was tall, about five ten, willowy and blonde, a teacher of mathematics at Grantville High School. Her face was angular, with thin lips drawn over a tight mouth. Her nose was sharp, as was her tongue. Not the Belle of the Ball, Georgina nevertheless made up for her lack of beauty with her dress sense.

Dressed up, she looked like a million dollars. Georgina loved clothes, good clothes, and since her father had died, she could afford to buy whatever took her fancy. He left her three million dollars out of his huge fortune, a bequest she resented since it was such a small part of his enormous s wealth.

George Stafford had been a stockbroker who made a fortune during New Zealand's experiment with a free market economy. A whirlwind fire sale of State-run enterprises made him rich as he bought up cheaply, stripped the assets then sold on to overseas companies. George Stafford was part of a small group of investors who bought and sold among themselves, gaining tax benefits when selling at a loss. He lived for money. His death came as a shock. He was a man in excellent health, at the height of his productive life until his car was run over by a train. His 'Driving across a railway line in Wellington while high on cocaine' appeared in the mass media as 'sudden death in tragic accident'. Miranda, his third wife, died with him but barely got a mention.

Georgina stood by the front door of the farmhouse. Strangely, perhaps because it was so different from anything she had known in the past, she loved Gresham Downs. It was an isolated place, at the end of an isolated road in an isolated part of the world. The fields were brown rather than green because it was January, summertime in New Zealand. The house faced north, into the sun, which warmed Georgina's thin angular body.

There was a scruffy macrocarpa hedge to shield the house from the searing northwest winds, winds that could lift the soil from the face of the earth and send the dust down the valley in brown curtains. Today was calm with no dark northwest arch of dark clouds to herald the hot fohn wind. Between Gresham Downs and their neighbouring farm stood a grove of cabbage trees on a ridge. The cabbage trees, cordyline australis, known as te kouka by the local Maori, stood silhouetted against the eggshell blue of the eastern sky as if they were carved from flat sheets of ebony. Below the palm tree shapes of the cabbage trees the sky was the palest lemon.
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