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For Lisa









prologue


They knocked again, louder this time. The lights were on, the fire was crackling and smoking – there was no pretending she wasn’t home. It was like her worst nightmare, someone getting inside, appearing next to her bed, being unable to move or speak. But she was wide awake.


Move. This time – you have to act. Rachel reached for the poker, forced herself to her feet and across the room, socks silent on the floorboards. She waited by the door, back flat against the wall, poker by her side. Breathe, Ray. In through your nose, and out through your mouth.


They hadn’t come through the gate, up the road. And no one could descend the cliffs behind – well, almost no one. Not without rope and kit. They could only have come from the river – that wooden sound: oars, a boat. In all the years, no one had ever found their way out to her property, turned up. Which was exactly as she wanted it.


They knocked again – and kept knocking. Rachel tried to breathe, to think through the noise. She wiggled her toes, clenched her hand tighter around the poker handle. The doors were locked, the windows locked, the perimeter secure. It had taken some doing, fortifying the old cottage against the world. Whoever it was would probably go away if she stayed quiet, if she could stay calm. Most of the things she worried about never came to pass.


‘I know you’re in there. Please – help!’ It was a woman’s voice. A young woman.


Then, a baby crying. It was real. The shrill notes, and the distress in them, shut down her thinking, her breathing. The room started to spin, the fire to roar. She slid down the wall, until she was crouching on the floor, arms around her legs, still gripping the poker. This isn’t happening.









the river
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Rachel pulled the molten glass from the heat, liquid bright. She closed her lips over the end of the pipe, and blew. It still took her full lung strength to force the first tiny bubble of air into the glass, beginning its transformation. Then, back for more heat. Blowing was easier now, just a steady gentle breath, and again. All the while rolling the pipe in her hands. Glass had to be kept turning, or it would stretch and blob out of shape. It was all centrifugal force, second nature to her now – moving without thinking.


More heat, then three steady strides across the polished concrete floor, pipe held level, to the chair she had made, its steel arms for supporting the pipes, rather than for comfort. She cupped the glass with the cherrywood block, shaping its surface, rolling the pipe back and forth with the palm of her hand.


Then heat again – the glory hole – resting the pipe on the trolley, pushing it forwards with her boot, her goggles reflecting orange. She stood tall and swung the pipe, dropping it out, using gravity to elongate the vessel. Heat, breath, turn, move – there was a rhythm to it. She could do it in her sleep. Indeed, her dreams often were of glass.


Outside, the unsettling wind that had hung around for days had finally stilled. The floor-to-ceiling windows gave her a clear view up the slope to the bluff. Straggly ironbarks and mahogany gums clung on. She could see only trees and rock, nothing man-made for miles. Lorikeets chirruped and squawked in the treetops, little rainbows every one of them, more beautiful than anything she could make.


She flattened off the base, pushing the wet paddle against the glass until it steamed and smoked. It was two-parts mechanical, turning out identical vessels, but some magic remained, the old alchemy of combining the elements: earth, fire, air, water. With the world changing so fast, it was grounding, something she could control. And with sand in short supply, every piece was precious.


Rachel opened up the vessel with the tip of the tweezers and teased out the shape, the glass fluting and flaring at her touch. It was the most delicate part of the process, and the most pleasurable, where she still lost herself, every time. When the spirit of each piece emerged and took its final form.


It had been love at first sight, with glass, on a school excursion. There were all sorts of artists at the studio, working wood, metal, clay, canvas and paper, but Rachel never left the hot shop. It might have had a little to do with the glass blower’s tattooed biceps, the contradiction in the delicate spheres he shaped with his breath. Like the paradox of glass itself; so tough in molten form, so fragile on the shelf.


She touched a drop of water to the baseline, watched it fizz, and tapped the pipe. The vessel – an oversized drinking glass – dropped safely into her hot mitt. A flash with the blowtorch to smooth the break, pressing in her stamp – and it was done. She set the finished piece next to the other five in the annealer, their colours already deepening. They needed two full days to cool. Too quick and the glass would lose its clarity, shatter too easily. It was her most popular combination, the rich blue working magic with the opacity of the white, like a swirling, cloud-flecked sky.


She tidied her tools and refreshed the timber water buckets. At the tub, she removed her goggles, splashed her face with water, and scrubbed her hands, wiping them on the front of her overalls.


Last week’s batch – her ‘Purple Rain’ vases – were ready to send out. She wrapped each one in a sock of eco-foam, and slipped them into their individual recycled cardboard boxes. Every box was stamped with her mark – the stylised phoenix she had come up with in her art school days, refined by a highly paid designer in her exhibition and biennale days. She still thought about those big pieces. The one-offs. Months of work coming together in an exhausted birth of heat, colour and light. The wonder on people’s faces when they saw the installation for the first time. It was only through fire that anything was really transformed.


Rachel packed the boxes into larger cartons, two rows of three, like eggs. The stack was growing. Her delivery woman, Mia, would take them, and then the couriers would deliver them to galleries, museums and stores – into people’s homes. The glass still travelled, in a way she no longer could.


She slid open the timber door, fresh air cooling her cheeks. She turned her face to the blue sky, to fill her lungs. Above the courtyard walls, the spotted gums were heavy with blossom, a hint of honey on the air. And something else, something unfamiliar.


She crossed the bricked space in seven strides, pausing at one of the raised vegetable beds to pluck a handful of rocket. She scraped her boots off on the step and slipped through the sliding glass doors into the sun-drenched kitchen.


It would be a meagre lunch: the last of the bread, a cracked heel of cheddar from the fridge. She was almost out of dairy. Other things, too: gas for the stove, her medication, books, supplies for the studio, her monthly GlassWorld magazine. Mia was overdue.


Over the years, Rachel had simplified everything: just one person coming in and out, one person to deal with. She had known Mia all her life. Her long grey hair and quiet determinedness, like the little van coming every fortnight, was one of the few things she could rely on from the human world. But they had never really figured out a backup plan.


Still, there was plenty in the pantry, the narrow galley-space between the floor-to-ceiling shelves she had built herself. Dry goods on one side, her lidded glass jars holding flour, sugar, grains, cereals, herbs and spices. The other side was all colour: preserved peaches, pears and apples, blackberry, raspberry and rosella jam, pickled vegetables, bush-tomato relish, fruit paste, chunks of honeycomb – all lit up beneath the skylight like a stained-glass window. Almost everything came from her garden, or the surrounding bush. But it was the finger lime pickle she was after, the last small jar from the top shelf.


She ate her sandwich on the back step, in the sun. The lime was sharp against the cheese, its pulp-bubbles popping against the roof of her mouth. Everything tasted better outside, when she was working her body – making things.


The feeling hit before she had finished chewing. That familiar warning, low in her belly. She used to shake it off, wait to be proven right. But that was before. Now she trusted herself, her body’s senses, implicitly. She had to.


The lorikeets took flight all at once, an uplift of colour and noise. Rachel padded inside, placed her plate and glass on the sink, all without a sound. The row of monitors in the laundry showed nothing. The gate was locked, no one on the road. No fresh tracks. There was nothing in the driveway. The rendered brick wall that surrounded the house was clear on all sides. She counted the chickens, picking over the garden beds: all present and accounted for. The river was calm and empty but for a white-faced heron stalking the shallows, and a cormorant hanging her wings out to dry on the end of the jetty, a dark-feathered cross.


She took the stairs two at a time, up to the timber mezzanine where she slept, grabbing her binoculars and flinging open the window all in one movement. There was only undisturbed forest for miles, the town in the distance. And between them, the slow-winding river, shifting back and forth with the tide. A slight smoke haze was the only thing out of the ordinary.


Sometimes it was someone else’s fear she felt, channelling it like a tuning fork. But there was no one for miles. The nearest property was a weekender, and it wasn’t the weekend. ‘It’s nothing,’ she told herself, taking the stairs down more slowly, pushing back the wave of unease. It’s never nothing.


She lit the gas under the kettle, spooned tea leaves into the pot. Somehow her hands sent the pile of letters waiting on the bench tumbling: to her sister, her agent, her accountant, the department of revenue. Keep it together, Ray. It wasn’t so much the clumsiness that had been creeping in – a death knell for a glass artist – but her dependency on others. She checked the monitors again while the tea steeped. Half-hoping to see Mia’s van, throwing up gravel dust. But there was no one.


The spotted gum forest, under-sown with spiky cycads, was unchanged. She had a clear line of sight for miles. Nothing moved. She carried the mug of tea back to the studio, cradling its steady warmth, filling her lungs with bergamot steam, and slid the door closed. The place was a fortress. Whatever was happening out there couldn’t reach her. In the studio, working the glass, Rachel wasn’t afraid.
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She closed the windows, switched off the lights, and locked the studio door for the night. Outside, Rachel was no longer able to keep separate all the worrying lines of thought. Where had all the small birds gone? She hadn’t heard the heavy thump of a wallaby bounding away for days. And why hadn’t Mia come?


But then there was the comforting pleep pleep of oystercatchers on the river, pelicans flying in for the evening. She went out of the tall gate, with its crazy squares of coloured glass set in the timber. The path was well worn, by her own feet. Years of ritual, walking down to the water. She passed the blackened trunks, scars from the last fire. The ghost trees from the big one before that, still sentient somehow.


She placed her hand flat on the largest spotted gum as she passed, her fingers and thumb a fit with its deep dimples. Closer to the riverbank, her feet crunched over fallen she-oak needles. She could hear and smell the river, still a touch of brine, within the sea’s tidal reach. The walk was her daily meditation – but it wasn’t working. The forest was too quiet. There was no hum of boats or cars in the distance, which should have pleased her. But somehow it was unnerving.


The boat shed was as she had left it, just her kayaks inside. The previous owner had been a fisher, built the jetty. She would have preferred unspoiled riverbank, but it was pleasant walking over the water, looking down through its glassy surface, into the world beneath.


The cormorant moved off at the sound of her feet on the boards. She lay on the end of the jetty, stretching out her back, loosening her worries. The river flowed beneath her much as it always had, for thousands of years, slow water over round stones, coming down from the mountains, past her little beach, on to the town, and emptying into the sea. She dipped her hands in its cool, touched her wet fingertips to her temples.


On the way back she gathered up fallen sticks and a clutch of dry leaves. The warmth was leaving with the light. A perfect night for a fire. She paused at the gate, scanned the forest for something out of place, listened. Still nothing. Nothing to match what she was feeling. She locked the gate behind her.


Rachel opened the door of the slow-combustion fire and set the kindling. She reached for the matches and shook the box – almost empty. As she held the flame to the leaves, a foreign sound echoed down the chimney. Something above the shushing of the river, the breeze in the she-oaks, the forest’s evening song. Timber striking timber and … a baby? It was a long time since there had been koalas in her forest. But perhaps they were coming back. It was a classic rookie error, mistaking the wail of a female koala for a child crying. She shook her head, to clear the anxious thoughts. Those well-worn tracks.


She focused instead on the pinch of eucalyptus oil in her nostrils, the crackle and pop of the fire. No one could get in. Nothing could happen. It had taken a long time to rebuild, to believe, but she was safe in this place.


Still, she went to the monitors again. Just in case. No one on the road, nothing in the driveway, the walls that surrounded her clear and intact. She checked the solar battery levels and topped up the backup generator with fuel. In the courtyard, she tapped the poly rainwater tanks – one full, one half full – and locked the chickens in for the night.


She picked the last of the rocket, a chilli and a ripe lemon, locked all the doors and downstairs windows. The routine actions soothed her, and the knowledge that whatever happened, if the world ended tomorrow, she’d be fine.


For a while.


In the pantry, she pulled down the sourdough starter and the flour jar – rye this time, and carraway seeds. She mixed flour, water, salt, a teaspoon of honey and the yeast, working until her forearms were aching and the mixture came away from the sides of the bowl. Bread was harder than glass in some ways, more temperamental. She patted the dough into a rough loaf and placed it in the oiled tin.


As she set the loaf on the shelf above the fireplace to rise, the sick feeling returned, taking her breath, as if she had been struck in the solar plexus. Rachel heard the step on the front deck first, and then the creaking board. She froze.


How the hell?


They knocked. Four urgent raps.
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‘My child is sick,’ the woman said.


The child did sound distressed. So did its mother. But it could be a trick, to get her to open the door. Anyone could be out there. Waiting. Anything could happen. They would force their way in and ruin her, the life she had built. They were ruining it now.


‘Please. Open the door.’


‘Go away!’ It took all she had to make the words, to make the shapes with her lips and tongue, to force them out of her mouth, over the banging and crying and the woman shrieking. People inside her space.


‘Please. It’s nearly dark.’ The woman was weeping now.


Rachel needed the noise to stop, this woman and her crying child to disappear. To wake up and find it was only one of her nightmares. Her hands were slippery on the poker, her breathing ragged. She tried to focus on the cool metal. The process of heating, striking and cooling that had made it the shape it was.


‘Let us in! Don’t leave us out here with them.’


The woman was crazy. Delusional. Somehow the thought calmed Rachel; this wasn’t an attack. The baby had quietened, too, whether at its mother’s words, or just tired out. It’s a boy. The thought came from nowhere, as they did when she was open like this, porous to the world. He was still mewling, but it was low and quiet, easier for her to bear.


Rachel forced herself up and forwards, to the door, and bent to squint through the peephole: a slight woman with straggly blonde hair, a bundle strapped to her chest. She couldn’t see anyone else on the deck, in the garden, or the driveway. Nothing her side of the wall. The trees beyond stood still. How did they get in?


The woman looked up, as if she knew Rachel was watching. ‘Please, my name is Hannah. This is Isaiah. We need help.’


Biblical names. ‘Please,’ the woman said, through sobs.


Rachel closed her eyes, as if that would block it out. They were human beings, and they were scared. It was miles to the nearest neighbour. An hour to town by car. She tried to imagine sliding the bolt, turning the deadlock, opening her door to these strangers, letting the world in.


All she could do was rest her forehead on the timber and try to manage her breathing. She was not equipped to deal with a sick child. People. Even if the woman was who she said, even if the baby was sick, she couldn’t have them in her space. ‘I just can’t. I’m sorry.’


‘Please. There’s no one else. They’re all gone.’


‘What do you mean, gone?’


‘Dead.’ The woman shook her head. ‘Haven’t you seen the news?’


‘No.’ Rachel had shut off ‘news’, social media, the outside world, a long time ago.


‘It started in the cities: Sydney, Melbourne, Canberra. And now it’s here. In town.’


‘How?’


‘They don’t know. But everyone is dead.’


Except these two. It made no sense. The woman reached into her pocket, pulled out her phone and touched its screen, cool blue in the almost dark. Her hands were unlined, pink with cold, nails bitten down. The bright foreign object was as unwelcome as they were.


The woman brought up a picture and held it to the peephole. Rachel squinted. There were bodies in a street, in huddles, and ones and twos. Dead dogs. It did look a bit like Church Street, but she couldn’t see very well. The woman’s hands were shaking – it could have been from a film, photoshopped or anything.


The screen went dark. The woman swore. ‘Please. Just let me charge my phone. I’ll show you.’


She bent to the peephole again. The woman’s face was wracked with something – something real. And there was the sensation Rachel had picked up on during the afternoon.


Rachel stood up straight, filled her lungs with air and released it. Something had happened, and there were two people outside who needed her help.


She fought to control her hands. Just her hands. Forced herself to slide back the bolt and turn the deadlock. Its click made her sick to the stomach. She leaned on the wall a moment, took a deep breath, and opened the door.
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Her house was so much smaller with them in it. The baby was coughing and crying, and the woman had traipsed in a trail of muddy sand. She was at least now slipping off the flimsy sneakers she had chosen to flee disaster in, exposing wet pink feet. The papoose arrangement strapped to the front of her body unfolded to reveal all manner of plastic items, which she placed on the floor, and finally the baby itself. It couldn’t be more than three months old, face red and swollen. He was sick, that much was true.


‘What’s wrong with him?’


‘I don’t know. He has a fever and a cough.’


‘Is it contagious?’


The woman shook her head. ‘People weren’t sick. It’s … not like that.’


‘What is it like?’


The woman’s face twisted. ‘Horrific.’ She turned away to plug her white charger into the wall and her phone into the charger. Cords, mess, microwaves, devices – connection with the outside. It was all so intrusive.


‘Do you have a landline?’ The woman’s movements were erratic, clumsy.


Rachel shook her head.


‘But you still have power.’


‘I’m on solar,’ she said. ‘And I don’t have a phone. The grid’s down?’


‘What about a laptop – internet, email?’


‘I don’t have any of that,’ she said. Rachel stood back, tried to breathe more space into the room. ‘I’m Rachel.’


The woman was peering around the cottage. ‘What about your husband?’


‘There’s no husband.’


‘But the boots. Out front?’


Rachel raised one of her enormous, socked feet. ‘Mine, I’m afraid.’


The corner of the woman’s mouth turned down, her face softening. She moved towards the fire, picking up the baby, trying to stop him crying.


Rachel folded her arms, tried to steady herself against the noise. ‘Can you just start from the beginning?’


‘Isaiah was a bit off-colour the day before. But during the night he got worse. Wouldn’t stop crying. I called Mum first thing, but she wasn’t answering. So I made a doctor’s appointment online. The system seemed to work, there was no sign that anything was wrong. But outside, there were cars and people everywhere. And when I got to the medical centre it was chaos. The waiting room was packed. Doctors hadn’t shown up, were refusing to see people, hiding in their rooms. Already dead, maybe. It was all over the news, up on the TV screens. Everyone was on their phones, trying to contact people, online, reading all about it – panicking.’


If there was one thing connectivity was good for, it was spreading panic. ‘But … what is it? Another pandemic?’


The woman closed her eyes. ‘I know it sounds crazy but it’s nothing you can see. No blood, or any warning. People seem to suddenly experience something terrifying. And then kind of … empty out. They were dying right in front of us. Everyone.’


It did sound crazy. ‘Except you?’


The woman shrugged. ‘All I can tell you is what I saw. I was focused on Isaiah. But then the power went out, people were screaming. I had to get out of there. On the street, cars were crashing into each other, trying to get out of town. There were bodies on the footpath. I just ran, I tell you. And it felt like something … like they were coming after me.’


Rachel had a vision of the confusion: people’s contorted faces, a lurching view of the pavement, screaming, metal crashing into metal. The woman’s fear. Then the baby started crying again, the sound filling the room, Rachel’s senses. She tried to breathe through it. There was no blocking it out, or stopping it, it seemed.


Keep it together, Ray.


‘Let’s see how bad that fever is.’


She went to the laundry for the first aid kit and a facecloth. In the kitchen she filled a bowl with cold water, simplifying her movements, making them precise, keeping her breathing slow and regular.


She set the things out on the hearth and kneeled on the floor. Waited for the woman to sit down.


‘Then what did you do?’ Rachel said.


‘I went to Mum’s,’ she said. ‘But she was gone.’


‘Not there?’


‘Dead,’ she said. ‘Like the others. Her face …’


Rachel glanced at the woman. Surely she wouldn’t make something like that up? She opened the first aid kit and pulled the thermometer from its velvet case. She shook it, warmed it in her hand, and gave it to the woman.


The woman unbuttoned the baby’s jumpsuit and tucked the thermometer under his arm, wiping away tears with her sleeve. ‘It was hard to leave there. To just leave her. She has a car. I thought about taking that, but cars seemed like the worst place to be. So I went down to the marina, where my brother moors his boat. I took it and headed upriver. Away from the town.’


It was just what Rachel would have done.


‘I could still feel them on my back, but it was fading. Then the boat ran out of fuel. So typical of my brother, leaving it empty. I had to row. It was getting dark. One of the news reports said that it happens at night. Whole cities wiped out by morning. I was really starting to panic. And then I saw your jetty, the smoke, lights.’


‘How did you get over my wall?’


‘What?’


‘The wall around my house.’


‘There’s a tree hanging over. I climbed along the branch. And lowered myself onto the wall,’ she said. ‘Then onto the ground. It wasn’t easy, I can tell you. Especially with him.’


‘It’s not meant to be.’ It wasn’t meant to be possible. She would have to chainsaw that branch off in the morning.


The woman held up the thermometer, read the gauge.


‘What’s it say?’


‘Thirty-nine.’


‘Okay, that’s high.’


She watched the woman sponging her son’s pudgy limbs, blowing on his pale damp skin. He whimpered when his jumpsuit came off and cried louder with every touch of the facecloth. His nostrils flared when he breathed, his ribs sucking in, as if it was hard work. With that cough it probably was. It was awful to watch, wracking his whole body.


‘He probably feels cold. Even though he’s hot.’


The woman nodded.


Rachel got to her feet and went to the kitchen. She braced her hands on the bench and breathed, trying to inhabit all of her body, the empty space in the familiar room around her, everything in its place – the distance between her and the crying. The trees, the forest. A slight breeze shifting leaves against one another, the larger world she was part of. There was a pause in the baby’s wailing. Rachel ground up half a Panadol and mixed it with warm water in the bottom of a glass. Even if the woman was mad, the baby had a fever. That much was true.


She counted the ten strides back to the fire. ‘See if he’ll take some of this.’ She rummaged in the kit for an eye-dropper, broke it free of its packaging. ‘You need to bring his temperature down.’


‘Are you a nurse?’


Rachel shook her head. ‘My sister is a doctor. And I’ve done some first aid training.’ It had been a prerequisite in the hot shop, when she was teaching. In case of burns, cuts, fire.


The child’s mouth, probably knowing only its mother’s breast, rejected the eye-dropper. The woman had to force it in, prompting more screams. Rachel wanted to scream herself. Walk out the door and leave them behind. She tried to block it out, reasoning that it was only a child. A sick child. He couldn’t help it.


The woman’s hands were raw around the thumb and forefinger, from rowing. One of the blisters had already burst, the skin beneath red and weeping. Rachel handed her two waterproof bandaids.


‘For your blisters,’ she said.


‘Thanks.’


Rachel backed out of the room, in part to escape the noise, clear her head. There was a medical book in the library. It might have something useful in it. The volume was on a high shelf, its spine barely broken. A gift from her sister, to reassure herself that Rachel would – could – look after herself. Monique’s phone number was still written on a sticky note inside the front cover. She pulled the book down, switched on the desk lamp. The section on babies was long and confusing; a temperature and difficulty breathing could mean multiple things. Most likely it was pneumonia, and he probably needed antibiotics. Unless it was a virus. She could never have been a doctor: too many decisions. So much riding on every one of them.


Back in Nimmitabel, her sister was town doctor and vet. And still she did more, taking in refugees, lobbying their local member on no end of issues. Absorbing the trauma of so many. She was all the things that Rachel wasn’t.


She leaned in the doorway of the lounge. The woman was fanning the baby with an old GlassWorld magazine, trying to calm him with a finger in his mouth. He was sick. And she was upset and scared. That much was clear. But surely it couldn’t be as bad as the woman said. She could ring her sister, ask what to do.


‘Are his fingernails blue?’


The woman examined his hands. ‘A bit.’


‘Do you have any signal on that phone?’


The woman went to the phone, touched its screen. It lit her anxious face with cold blue light. ‘Nothing,’ she said.


‘What time was it when the power went out?’


‘Mid-morning.’


‘The mobile towers only have enough backup power for eight hours.’


The woman turned, phone still in hand. ‘That’s all?’


Rachel shrugged. ‘That’s what happened during the fires. No one could get in to replace the batteries.’ It had been months until normal service was restored. ‘You said you had more pictures?’


‘The ones I sent Kyle should still be here.’ The woman swiped her screen. ‘If you don’t believe me.’


There were images from around the country, the world. Cities, towns, in chaos. Bodies, cars piled up. Reporters’ faces grim, as if knowing it would be their last broadcast. The bright colours swirled and came together, liquid as glass. Rachel handed back the phone. She already had that particular headache she used to get from scanning information online, staring at a screen. Could it be true?


Was this why Mia hadn’t come? She had never been late before – not even when her mother died or when she broke her arm.
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They sat in the darkening room, the fire warm on their backs. The baby had finally stopped crying. There was too much to take in. Rachel wished she could wind back the clock, throw these people out and have a normal night at home. A simple meal and a cup of tea, an early night. So she could get up early and go back to work in the studio as if nothing had happened.


She frowned at the child, its face an ugly red. Saviour. Wasn’t that what the name meant? And here they were, appearing on her doorstep, with an elaborate story about being the only ones left alive.


‘Why is he called Isaiah?’


The woman touched the child’s cheek. ‘My partner, Kyle, chose it. It was his grandfather’s name.’


‘You’re religious?’


‘Kyle was raised in a faith. But we’re not part of any church.’


It wasn’t a no. The religious right had a lot to answer for, derailing the country, dragging it backwards. ‘And where is Kyle?’


The woman’s eyes filled with tears. If she was acting, she was good. ‘He was working in Canberra. I tried calling him this morning but …’


Rachel reached forwards to open the fireplace door and threw on another piece of wood. The bread had risen above the edges of the tin; it needed knocking back. ‘You mentioned a brother? Is he in town?’


‘He’s working up north,’ she said. ‘No answer this morning.’


The baby started crying again.


‘I have to feed him,’ the woman said. ‘He hasn’t been taking much but I’d better try.’ She started unbuttoning her top.


Rachel blushed. It was all too much, too personal. But the child was probably the only thing keeping the woman together.


‘How long since you’ve eaten?’


‘Not since breakfast.’


‘Why don’t I make us something? While you figure out what to do.’


In the quiet of the kitchen, Rachel kneaded the dough first, using her palms, working her forearms, until the mixture was springy and elastic. Motion, familiar movements, making – it soothed her. She rubbed oil over the top of the loaf, covered the tin and returned it to the shelf above the fireplace for its final rise, careful to keep her eyes averted from the woman breastfeeding her child.


Rachel counted her steps back to the kitchen and stared out into the dark. None of this would be happening if it wasn’t real. A woman wouldn’t have rowed all the way from town to turn up at her door with a sick baby.


She boiled water for the pasta, fried off onion, garlic and fresh chilli. The smells and sounds reminded her that she had been hungry. She wilted the rocket, zested the lemon, then added the juice, ground pepper, drained the pasta and stirred it through. She spooned it into deep earthenware bowls and grated the last of the parmesan over the top.


The woman put the baby down in his papoose, which, when turned inside out, was fleece-lined, like a nest.


‘He might sleep a little now, at least.’ She took the bowl Rachel offered. ‘Thanks.’


They forked food into their mouths. A piece of wood in the fireplace collapsed into red coals. The baby was quiet. If he got better, they could go away in the morning. Leave her in peace.


The woman seemed calmer. Rachel’s own mind was starting to function, questions forming. ‘Do you know Mia, in town?’


‘From the co-op?’


Rachel nodded. ‘Did you see her?’


The woman kept her eyes on the fire. ‘Only her van.’


‘Crashed?’


‘Up against the wall of the post office,’ she said.


Not Mia. She had spent more time with her than her sister, these last years.


The woman stretched her bare feet towards the heat. ‘How do you know her?’


‘She brings … my supplies. But she’s been there my whole life.’


‘How long have you lived out here?’


‘A while now.’


‘Five years? Ten?’


Rachel nodded. She was too tired to count. Mia couldn’t be gone. And what about Monique? For a moment, all her fears were close to the surface, the woman’s, too. Crowding the room. The baby woke, started crying again. As if he felt it.


Rachel sighed. There was no throwing them out now. They would have to stay the night. The woman lifted the child to her chest, tried to soothe him.


‘I’ll clean up,’ Rachel said. ‘See that tin? Could you put it in the oven underneath the fire? The handle lifts up.’


She made up the spare bedroom downstairs. The sheets could be fresher, but it would have to do. Monique came down to visit once or twice a year – always with plenty of notice – but no one else. Until now. Rachel was longing for her own bed. For quiet. Space to think. It was more people contact, more information, than she’d had for years.


‘I don’t have a cot or anything.’


‘He can sleep with me.’ The woman set the baby up in the papoose-nest on the bed.


Rachel touched the outside of her little finger against his head, the way Monique would. ‘He’s still very hot.’


The woman unbuttoned his jumpsuit, blew on him.


‘This thing. You’re sure it’s not a virus?’


‘If it is, there are no symptoms,’ the woman said.


‘I’ll get more water.’ Rachel refilled the bowl from the jug in the fridge, crushed another chunk of Panadol in the bottom of a glass and dissolved it in warm water. She rinsed out the eye-dropper and facecloth and took it all into the bedroom.


‘Give this to him during the night,’ she said. ‘And try to keep him quiet. I’m tired.’


The woman sponged his wrists and hands, throat and chest, legs and feet. ‘What are we going to do?’ she said.


We? ‘Rest, for now. Hopefully he’ll be better in the morning.’


She sat staring at the fire until the bread was done. The woman was singing. Not a lullaby, but something familiar. Her quavering voice might soothe the child, but in the flickering light it only added to Rachel’s unease.


Rachel slipped her hands into the hot mitts to remove the bread from the oven and set it on the hob to cool. The yeasty smells filling the house were real, normal.


When Rachel climbed the steps to her loft, her legs were heavy, as if she had been walking all day. She lit a candle, cleaned her teeth and stripped off her clothes. Under the shower, she let the water pummel her, gazing up at the trees and stars through the glass. She dried herself with the towel and lay on the bed, windows wide open, with just a sheet. The forest was still out there, still the same: crickets, frogs, gliders, bats, a boobook owl in the distance. It calmed her, but she could not sleep. There was a strange woman and her baby downstairs. In her house. She could hear and feel them.


Rachel placed some calming drops under her tongue – one of Monique’s concoctions – and went through her breathing routine. Twice. Easy now, Ray. It was her sister’s voice she heard in her head. When Rachel had tried to leave the world, Monique had taught her meditation and breathing techniques, fed her, washed her clothes, as if she were a child again. Sheltering her from television, radio, papers, internet, social media – people. Monique had created a bubble in which Rachel could come back to life.


But now, on her platform beneath the forest canopy, there was nothing that could settle her. If something had happened to her sister, wouldn’t she know?









six


She sat on the end of the jetty as the sun came up over the treeline, the same as ever. The forest was quiet, just the subdued murmurings of birds. She couldn’t pick out a single man-made sound. No distant engine or voice. On top of what the woman had told her, it was eerie. Only the river was the same.


The last time Monique had visited, they had taken the kayaks out. Downriver, that day – with the tide. To land on the heart-shaped island and swim in deep water. They had set out a picnic in the shade, eaten too much of Monique’s fig and goat’s cheese tart, and lain back against the bank, their wine bottle cooling in the river.


Monique had asked, as she always did, how Rachel was. And she never meant about the glass, her work, although she always took an interest. She had been careful, too, not to mention any news or developments, any further decline. They talked instead about art and books and birds and trees, and the other people in Monique’s life. The town where they had grown up.


She hadn’t seen it clearly at the time, but something had been different that day. Monique was unable to hide the wear and tear of caring for people, whatever was worrying her. Even after two glasses of wine, by the water. ‘I hope it stays like this for you here, Ray. For ever,’ she’d said.


Rachel rubbed her face. The baby was crying again, the sound carrying through the forest over the water. A sound she couldn’t ignore.


She let the chickens out on her way back, collected the four eggs they had left. ‘We’ll be okay, girls,’ she said.


The baby’s temperature had gone up, not down: thirty-nine-and-a-half degrees. The woman didn’t appear to have slept. None of them had, with him crying through the night, the sound echoing around the house. Rachel had heard the woman crying, too. The sort of crying you couldn’t fake. She had lost her mother, seen horrible things, her partner and brother were uncontactable, probably dead, and her baby was sick.


The woman was pacing around the kitchen table, trying to settle him. ‘We need to get help,’ she said.


‘Who from? If everyone is dead, as you say.’


‘There has to be someone.’


‘Well, I can’t leave here,’ Rachel said.


‘Why not?’


‘I just can’t.’ Her hands were gripping the kitchen bench, the timber warm and solid. ‘I’m not going out there.’


‘Well, you can’t stay here, either. Not on your own.’


‘I can.’ But she couldn’t feed two people for long. She tried to slow her thoughts, clear her head. ‘If it’s pneumonia, then he probably needs antibiotics.’


‘Do you have any?’


Rachel shook her head. ‘I would usually, but I had an ear infection in the winter.’ She had swum in the river after rain, though she knew she shouldn’t.


‘Then we have to find a doctor.’


It wasn’t clear if we meant her and the child, or now included Rachel. ‘What about the other medical centre, in town? Are you sure everybody died?’


The woman closed her eyes. ‘I might’ve seen one other person, a single mum I went to prenatal with.’


‘Might’ve?’


‘I was running. It was just a glimpse of her carrying her baby, near the boat ramp.’


So they mightn’t be the only survivors. Everything needn’t be up to her.


But the woman wouldn’t give up. ‘What about your sister?’


‘She’s in Nimmitabel, up in the high country.’


‘That’s tiny, right? Maybe …’


Rachel shook her head.


‘Don’t you want to know if she’s okay?’


Rachel glared. They had already interrupted her life, upset all her routines, her work. ‘Of course I do. But I’m not leaving here.’


‘Well, I have to do something.’


‘That’s not my problem,’ Rachel said. ‘I don’t even have a vehicle.’


‘You live out here on your own, cut off from the outside world, and don’t drive?’


Rachel shrugged. ‘No need.’


‘Well, maybe it’s for the best. The roads, cars, other people – it’s dangerous.’


That had always been the case, for Rachel.


‘What about your boat? I have fuel in the shed.’


‘And go where?’


‘Upriver. You motor as far as you can, and then there’s a path, right up to the top of the mountains, through the bush.’


‘How long would that take?’


Rachel appraised the body before her. Early twenties, slight but wiry, carrying a child. Having recently given birth. Having to stop and feed him, change him, rest. Losing her way. Thin-soled shoes, ankle socks. ‘Two, three days.’


‘We don’t have that long.’


The woman insisted on speaking as if it was Rachel’s responsibility. She should never have opened the damn door. Then she wouldn’t know and wouldn’t care. She would be in the studio working the glass, with the trees and birds.


‘It’s the most direct route, as the crow flies,’ Rachel said. The roads, in either direction, had to tack right around the mountains, covering twice the ground.


‘We’re not crows.’


‘Well, what do you want to do?’ It was what her sister always asked when Rachel was having a meltdown.


The woman shut her eyes. ‘I don’t know! It’s impossible. I need to do everything I can to care for him. But we can’t go back to the town. That’s more dangerous. If something happens to me, he has no chance.’


It was hard not to take on the woman’s desperation, to feel it. Rachel tried to focus on the green of the vegetable beds. The haze from the day before was back, diffusing the light.


‘Why don’t you see if he improves? If you can get the fever down. That way you’re not putting him through a whole lot of travel unnecessarily. If it’s as dangerous as you say out there …’


‘Rachel, please.’


‘I need to start work.’


Rachel carried her breakfast and sketchbook into the studio and closed the door. She powered up the glory hole, and sat on the bench nursing her coffee. The smooth green glaze of her favourite mug, from the potter in the next valley, was a comfort. She had commissioned a dinner set in the same colours, only months before his studio and workshop were lost in the fires. The whole village had gone up – its historic main street, weatherboard shops and homes. The heart of the valley with it.


The light streamed in as usual, everything in its place, the forest still breathing outside. Trees didn’t have to remember to harness light to process sugars, exchange carbon dioxide for oxygen. They breathed for her. Pencil on paper was another type of breathing, releasing what was inside. She’d had an idea, for a new piece, earlier in the week, but now it was blocked, behind a logjam. She sketched an outline, a more detailed panel, made some notes, before the shape slipped away. She placed her plate and cup in the tub and laid out her tools. Even through the studio’s soundproofing, going through her routine, she couldn’t forget the woman and her screaming baby. Or the scenes she had described.


Rachel gathered molten glass from the furnace, doused the pipe with water, cooling it enough to hold in her bare hands. Then, three steady strides to the stainless-steel bench – the maver – where the colours were laid out. She rolled the glass, flattening and shaping it into a workable wedge.


More heat, and then back to the bench, dipping the tip into the crushed glass: blue first for this batch. It took her full arm-span to hold the pipe vertical, one of the advantages of her height. She was almost out of blue; purple, too.


Mia.


Outside thoughts, again. Rachel wiped her face on her shirt sleeve. Trust your process, and it will come. Hans had drummed that into them from day one of unit one, right up until his Champagne-fuelled launch speech for their graduating exhibition.


She returned the glass to the glory hole, watching the colour fizz and sparkle in the heat. More mavering to get that perfect shape, then breath – the all-important starting bubble. She was dropping it out, twirling the pipe like a fire dancer, moving with the glass, taking pleasure in her power. As she stood and turned, the outer edge of the vessel touched the arm of the chair – and shattered.
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