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         Hannah drew the sheet around her face and nose so that it caught a pocket of her breath and warmed the air. She sank into the mattress, as if the bed were wrapped around her, around both of them. She felt Sean’s bulk beside her, impressing his shape down into the bed and up into the bedclothes. Cocooned together. Her dozy mind moved around the house, expanding the cocoon to encompass the boys as well. She tried to pull herself back into sleep, think herself deeper into the bed—but sleep slid away every time she got close.

         She leaned over Sean to look at the clock, making nothing more than a pretense of trying not to wake him.

         “It’s too late to go back to sleep, hon, too early to wake up.” He whispered but his voice was alert.

         “How long have you been awake?”

         “Not long. I didn’t want to disturb the boys. Don’t want them up any earlier than they have to be.”

         She felt the hyperawareness and nausea of overtiredness. Every time either of the boys went away, sleeplessness broke out. Ever since they were little. Even for a sleepover. She had woken up last night, she couldn’t remember how many times, with some specific dread in mind—a bus crash, a swimming accident, a teacher turning away for a second, Zac following instructions to some terrible conclusion that she just stopped herself from imagining in detail.

         Three hours’ drive was too far away.

         The teachers seemed competent but she didn’t know them. If there was a crisis, if hard decisions had to be made, Zac would be just another one of the kids.

         She ran through a list of warnings for Zac in her mind. About washing his hands and not kissing anyone (not that he showed any signs of being interested in kissing), not following along if his instinct tingled, the numbers to ring in an emergency. It was important he knew she trusted him, but what if the one thing she didn’t tell him was the one thing he needed to know?

         And then there were all the things she couldn’t influence, the people she couldn’t give a stern lecture to. The bus driver falling asleep, the air-conditioning in the hotel spreading germs, something Zac would have no control over, something she couldn’t prevent with cautionary words. The luck of where he sat determining how he fared.

         “He doesn’t have to go.” It slipped out, so softly she wasn’t sure Sean had heard.

         “He’ll be fine,” Sean whispered curtly back. “He’s not a little kid. He went last year, he was fine.”

         “The school should have postponed it.”

         There was silence for a moment from Sean, an impatient silence. “It’s not like he’s going to Bangkok. There isn’t a single case in Canberra. There isn’t really even a case here yet. Do you want him to be the only kid who doesn’t go?”

         “It’s not like this is important.”

         Sean’s whisper became sharp. “It is to him.”

         Why was it so hard to see the times she should have dug in her heels, except in hindsight? It was Pascal’s wager, the tiniest chance of danger to her kids weighing heavily against a very large chance of looking a bit foolish.

         From deep in the house she heard Zac’s bedroom door slam and the sluggish thump of his feet in the hall. Sean dug her in the ribs. “Time to get up.”

         
              

         

         As Hannah came down the hall, Zac was in the doorway of the kitchen, silhouetted by the weak rays of the not-quite-risen sun. His edge was clear and solid. Watching him, her eyes relaxed. Yet again he took her by surprise, his slender height filling the door, his arm up, hand lazily touching the lintel. Her round and squidgy boy had been pulled out to a long strand.

         Sean was a few paces into the room, his form dark in the shadows of the kitchen. He seemed solid compared to the slight, bright mirror of his son. They were saying the easy, normal, meaningless, repetitive things that had become habit. Words that started and ended everything. Zac’s clear young voice, so light it almost blew away before she could catch it, broke through Sean’s soft, low rumble. As she slid past, Zac pulled closer to the door frame to let her by. He loosely held a piece of toast.

         “That’s not all you’re having to eat?”

         “It’s too early for food.”

         The colors in the room shifted blue as she turned on the light. She made herself a cup of coffee to drink while she made Zac’s lunch, going back to the cupboard for extras—a muesli bar, some crackers, a bag of chips. Just in case. For whatever situation it was she couldn’t foresee. Zac wouldn’t eat any of them, and in five days’ time the lunch bag would come back with the extra food intact.

         She turned the radio down low so as not to wake Oscar. A case in Sydney would have been the lead story, but there wasn’t one. All she got was Newcastle and no change, more people sick but no confirmed cases since that lone woman last week. And Thailand and Britain. Actual cases but too far away to be the justification she needed to cancel Zac’s trip. Too far away, too hard to grasp, meaningless numbers. There would be nothing official from China, yet again.

         When Sean and Zac paused in their conversation, she found herself saying, “Do you have your phone?”

         “Yes, Mum.”

         “Is it on and charged?”

         “Yes, Mum.” A slightly impatient smile.

         “Okay then.” But she couldn’t just let him go. “Be careful.”

         “I always am.”

         “Do you have some money, just in case?”

         Sean, leaning against the wall, swiveled to her. “I gave him money. He’s fine.”

         “Don’t do anything you don’t feel comfortable with.”

         Zac turned back to face her, his smile wider now, and good-natured. “I’m not going to be running around in the middle of the night, Mum. I promise.”

         “Of course not. Just stay safe.” She watched him as he rifled through his bag, checking against a list from the school. His face was pinker now, so alive, as the sun took over from the cold fluorescent light. All she had to do to make this feeling disappear was tell him he couldn’t go.

         Sean watched Zac. “What’s the holdup? I thought I’d be rid of you by now.”

         “I haven’t got my MP3 player.”

         “I thought they said no electronics.”

         “Yeah, but they didn’t mean it. It’s not like it’s worth anything.” He rolled his eyes as he closed up the bag, then threw it over one shoulder and loped through the door to the hall.

         “Quietly,” Hannah whispered loudly to his back. “Oscar’s still asleep.”

         “He’s fine, you’re fine, we’re fine. So relax.” Sean leaned back against the door frame.

         “I know, but…”

         “No but.” He looked her in the eye. “If you hurry back we might even get in a cup of coffee before Oscar wakes up. A whole cup of coffee with no kids actually in the room.”

         She pushed past him and he followed her in silence until she paused at the front door, reluctant to let the day officially begin. “So, I should drive really fast.”

         “That’s right, safely and really fast.” He swung open the front door and stepped back to let Zac through.

         “And if I had a real phone I’d have music because Mum says I have to take my phone. So, you should write me a note, ’cause if I get in trouble it’s your fault.”

         “Not a hope. Behave yourself and do all the stuff your mum said.”

         Hannah gave Sean a quick kiss. As she got in the car, she turned for one more look, but the door was closed.

         
              

         

         They drove to the school in comfortable silence. Zac was absorbed in his inner world. Just a couple of years ago it was hard to get a word in edgewise, but now he kept his thoughts to himself until they were well-ordered. He’d done his own packing and she was tempted to check whether he’d had the foresight to take a fleece. It had been on the list and he knew it was a few degrees colder in Canberra. It would be a learning experience—no one ever died of getting a bit chilly, although, at the moment…no, they really didn’t.

         She couldn’t help herself. Some things were too important. “Don’t forget the hand goo.”

         “I won’t.”

         “Use it a lot.”

         “I will.” He wasn’t really paying attention, but she’d said it.

         The streets were still empty. It felt odd to pull into a parking space straight in front of the school, as if she were taking something not rightfully hers. Two hours from now the buildings would look the way she was used to, hidden behind double-parked cars as kids jumped out and ran for the gate.

         Zac pulled his backpack out of the car as he stood up. He waited for her to come around to the curb, and they walked together into the asphalt yard and stood side by side. A knot of kids congregated in front of the waiting bus, their high, chirrupy teenage voices drowning out the muted murmur coming from the small clusters of parents. She looked around for a friendly face, but if she was being honest with herself, she didn’t really know any of Zac’s friends’ parents.

         Zac stood facing no particular direction, as if he didn’t know whether to join the clump of kids or be with her. The two of them were matched in their awkwardness. She wanted to push him towards the group, but he had his own pace. His body had started to mature, but every emotion was still expressed, unfiltered, on his face and in the way he stood.

         As she stared into the distance, the figure of a woman walking towards her impinged on her thoughts. Someone familiar, someone she had met before, although she couldn’t quite place where or who. Possibly Daniel’s mother, she thought. She hoped. They had definitely met more times than could justify Hannah’s not remembering her name. The woman came to a stop next to her, and side by side, in the moment before either felt compelled to say something, they looked at the kids. Hannah leaned slightly back, trying to retrieve an air gap between them.

         “Is Zac as disorganized as Daniel?”

         One right at least. “If there are undies in his bag, it’ll be pure chance.”

         “This is embarrassing, but I’ve forgotten your name.”

         Thank Christ. “Hannah.”

         “Susan.” Saved.

         Hannah stared at the gaggle. Zac had moved to the outskirts, watching. She could see him unconsciously matching his body language to the other kids’, laughing at something as the others laughed. The group had widened, fanned out just enough to include him, and while he relaxed a little, he stayed listening, head to one side. Her heart jumped and she realized she was smiling, almost like she was in love.

         Susan’s hand bumped the back of hers. Cold fingers. The touch was so light that normally it wouldn’t register at all. Susan was clearly unaware she’d done it. “Isn’t it terrible, the news from overseas?”

         “Oh, yes, horrible.” Hannah tried to think of something more salient to say, but she couldn’t get her mind off the spot on her hand, the spot that had been touched. It could be the cold morning, but she felt a lingering sensation of damp. A wet touch would transfer germs better than a dry one. She had to fight the urge to rub the cold away with her other hand. Even if it didn’t look strange, it would do nothing but spread the germs.

         She edged slightly away. On the Internet it said that she should keep a meter between herself and anyone else. Surely that wasn’t enough. Surely a cough or a sneeze could travel farther, but it might at least reduce the accidental bumps and incidental spit.

         “What about Thailand? We were there at Christmas. Graeme got sick—Bali belly, and then he was dehydrated—but the hospital was terrific. Last night, there it was on the news. You could barely recognize it, there were people dying in the corridors. And it was so clean and normal when we were there. We were right there.”

         Now Hannah’s hand was hanging. She fixated on it, couldn’t take her thoughts from it long enough for it to move freely. There was a wipe in her bag, but pulling it out to clean her hand now would seem rude.

         Zac had broken away from the larger group. He was chatting and laughing easily with two other boys, then stopped to look around. His eyes landed on her, looking for her. He walked over self-consciously and stood slightly too far away.

         “Well, bye, Mum.” He generously allowed her to hug him.

         “Be good, enjoy yourself, try to learn something.”

         “’Kay.”

         Everyone else was lining up in front of the bus doors. If he didn’t hurry, he would be last and end up next to some kid he didn’t really know for the next three hours.

         
              

         

         His back was pressed against the glass of the bus window. The boy on the other half of his seat was almost touching him. Another two on the seat in front and two behind. At least five kids within a meter of Zac. He leaned closer to the boy in front to say something, breathing the same air. She had forgotten to tell him about the one-meter rule, and even if she had, there wasn’t enough room on the bus to keep his distance.

         He looked so capable, suddenly so much his own person. She had made him and now there he was—complete, whole, independent.

         The bus lurched forward. The kids, some despite themselves, looked out the windows to their parents. Some waved, some just looked. Zac was still talking to his friends and didn’t look back, only raising a hand slightly and giving her his confident smile once the bus had almost pulled away. She stood and watched until they were out of sight.

         The narrow school gate was clogged with leaving parents who had stopped in groups to talk. She had to weave through, trying not to be touched and not to breathe too hard.

         She skirted a toddler hanging on to the tether of his mother with one hand and smearing his snotty nose with the other. Her pulse skipped again. But it was a cold morning—that made noses run. She looked for anything else that might be a symptom, even the memory of a cough or a sneeze. There was no way she would have missed it if someone coughed. The chance that she was looking at the first case in Sydney was minuscule.

         Not every sneeze was Manba, that was what she had to keep telling herself. But not everyone who had Manba had symptoms. Any of these healthy-looking people could be in the early stages—or be an asymptomatic carrier—and you wouldn’t know.

         This was how bad things happened—by ignoring her instincts. If something went wrong, she would always know she’d had a choice to stop him from going. She had to hold herself back from running after the bus.

         Every kid did this. All the kids went, the teachers would look after them, Zac was safe. She knew that. She told herself that. But still Hannah felt she had failed him.

         It was too late now. It was done.

         
              

         

         The cold nip of the car door handle took her by surprise. She glanced at the clock—seven thirty, even though the bus was supposed to leave by seven. Still enough time to get home and get Oscar ready. As much out of habit as anything, she turned on the radio for the news. She felt jumpy, maybe just eager to get home.

         There was more traffic on the road now. As she passed Oscar’s school, kids were already arriving. A harried-looking father dropped two small girls at the gate of the before-school care center.

         The voice from the radio pushed itself to the front of her attention. “…organizers believe they have now identified all attendees. However, a small number have still not been located. The World Health Organization has offered assistance to any government whose citizens attended the conference…”

         The wind had picked up a little, and the kids looked like small blue-and-white bundles with their arms wrapped around themselves.

         “…on farms all over Britain, thousands of animals have already been put down. Protesters gathered in London are claiming that the cull will do nothing to reduce the spread of Manba without a significant drive to identify wild animal vectors. Wide-scale testing of nondomestic animals in the Manchester area has begun…”

         Gwen had asked her yesterday if their cat caught birds. She’d explained that Mr. Moon certainly recognized birds as a source of food, but if it didn’t come out of a can, it wasn’t worth his effort. Gwen had looked unconvinced. Hannah hadn’t bothered to point out that Manba wasn’t bird flu and she should worry instead about whether Mr. Moon caught bats.

         “…reports that airport employees are refusing to unload passengers from a plane originating in Bangkok. A short time ago, the minister for immigration said a decision would be made soon on whether the passengers will be allowed to enter the country. In the meantime, the plane is being supplied with food and water…”

         She thought of all those people returning from holidays. So close to being home after such a long flight, but still stuck in a metal tube. Imagine being sent back to a forced vacation in a disease zone. Well, at least it wasn’t summer, so the plane wouldn’t heat up too fast as it sat.

         “…is advising anyone planning overseas travel to postpone their journey. People who must travel are advised to stay away from areas where large groups congregate, including tourist attractions and conferences…”

         No one she knew would get sick, she had to believe that. The outbreaks overseas would die out. And everyone would complain about panicky scientists, who would insist that we still needed to be prepared for next time. And that would be it.

         Or it wouldn’t.

         And she was prepared. Except that in three hours Zac would be three hours away and she had no control over Newcastle Hospital, airport security, government policy, or viruses.

         The news continued—a story about a film star, sports, and weather. She switched it off.

         As the car turned onto the driveway, she noticed again the way the facade spanned the property, presenting a united front with Gwen’s half of the semidetached house. Its thick front door deadened the sound from the street. Even the side passage between their house and Natalie and Stuart’s was barred by a tall wooden gate. An unbroken barrier to keep out noise, dust, draft, people, and germs.

         The solidarity was broken only by the paint. Heritage hues of Brunswick green and Indian red on their side abruptly changed to a particularly powdery shade of lavender on Gwen’s. Otherwise, they were mirrors.

         As she walked through the front door, she could hear the happiness in Oscar’s high voice, carried all the way from the back. Sunlight through the kitchen window washed the room in a golden glow. At the stove, Sean leaned over a sandwich toasting in the frying pan.

         “You call that breakfast?”

         “I see four food groups here, if you count fat.” He lifted the corner of the sandwich with a spatula and a trickle of melted cheese oozed out. “I’ll make you one if you’re nice to me.”

         She planted a swift kiss on his cheek. “Will that do?”

         “Payment in full.”

         The top half of the room was warm and humid, filled with steam from the kettle, but air from outside still crept in under the back door. Oscar sat at the table in his frog-covered flannel pajamas, one size too big. Unlike Zac at the same age, for Oscar five was still young enough not to think they were uncool. He had rosy spots on his cheeks, but his naked feet were pinched with cold.

         “Did you see him leave? We wouldn’t want him to sneak back.” Sean winked at Oscar, who giggled.

         “He was fine. The bus was late but they eventually left.”

         “And no one was panicking. They breathed in, they breathed out, the world is the same as it was yesterday, isn’t it?” She chose to ignore him. “Isn’t it? Oscar, ask Mummy if the world has changed.”

         “Mummy, has the world…”

         “No, it hasn’t, the world hasn’t changed.” She begrudged him a smile. “No disaster struck, the bus left, everything is the same. Today. But tomorrow…”

         “Tomorrow is tomorrow. Today, nothing has changed.” He slid her toasted sandwich onto a plate and held it out to her. “Breathe. You’re the only one panicking. He’s fine.” He stopped with the spatula hovering over his sandwich. “What date is it?”

         “The fifth.”

         “Are you sure? Crap, I missed my sister’s birthday.”

         “It’s still yesterday there.”

         “I’ll ring her from work. What’s the time difference?”

         “I don’t know. Day is night, use the Internet.”

         
              

         

         She got to the hospital just before her appointment time. The main building was new—all glass and exposed concrete. Wide public spaces that meant you might be on time when you arrived on the grounds but were late by the time you walked through the front door.

         Her doctor was housed in a side wing, an old building that had somehow escaped being knocked down. Its entrance was homier, less grand than the main entrance, but today it was covered by a large red X of electrical tape, holding in place a sign that read CLINIC OPEN. USE MAIN ENTRANCE.

         The main entrance was impersonal and, regardless of the weather or the signs forbidding smoking within ten meters of the doors, there was always a knot of gowned patients, cigarettes in hand, just to one side. As she reached the edifice, she noticed that the contingent was larger than usual and all gathered around one door, the only door that wasn’t covered with more red tape. Thicker smoke to walk through.

         The crowd jostled for position in front of a harried individual wearing a hi-vis yellow vest. A disgruntled woman walking past Hannah said, “They tell me I can’t see my brand-new grandchild. What a lot of nonsense over nothing.”

         It became clear as Hannah waded into the crowd that it formed a kind of disordered line. The man in the vest held up his hand to the person in front, who seemed to be berating him, and called out, “Anyone with an appointment?” Hannah put up her hand tentatively. “Fill in the form, then go to one of the desks inside.” He went back to his argument.

         The form consisted of a plain A4 page printed in black. “Do you have an appointment today? Have you returned from overseas in the last two months? Have you developed a cough in the last week? Have you had a fever in the last week?” She ticked them off.

         Inside, the normally spacious foyer was cut in half by a dotted barrier of white desks. They demarcated the normal soup of life and germs she had left outside from an unaccustomedly empty and sterile world of illness. She handed her filled-in form to the woman at the nearest desk. The woman addressed herself to the form, as if Hannah were a bystander. “Have you been away in the last few weeks?”

         “No.”

         “Have you been unwell in any way this week?”

         “No.”

         “Is this your signature?”

         “Yes.”

         The woman gestured to a pump bottle of hand sanitizer on the desk. “You have to clean your hands before you go through.”

         Hannah hesitated. “Has something happened at the hospital? Is that why all the extra fuss?”

         The woman looked up. “We should be doing this all the time, if you ask me, not just when there’s some crisis overseas.”

         Past the desks, it was suddenly quiet. In the long corridor through the main building to the clinic wing, she passed only purposeful staff and others like her, late for appointments.

         The waiting room was as full as always but eerily silent. Even in normal times, she had noticed, people spoke to each other in whispers. Most came with a companion but they rarely chatted, as if they couldn’t find words up to the task of conveying any more than what had to be said. The dominant sounds were usually the crash of trolleys and nurses calling or laughing, but today even those were muted.

         The volunteer was missing from the hot drinks trolley. In her place was a piece of printer paper with a handwritten sign reading HELP YOURSELF. Hannah never felt comfortable accepting a drink, especially in recent years. She thought the other patients looked at her, with her head of hair and the spring in her step, questioning whether she qualified for the club. She’d spent so much time waiting in this room that she was no longer a guest—she could make her own coffee. The doctors here gave people great chunks of life that were tithed back in many small appointments.

         The woman sitting opposite wore a bright scarf elegantly. Her fingers were thin, the skin dry. The man next to her held her hand gently. He looked worried. She just looked tired. Hannah hoped they got called before she did.

         The scarf was vibrant, the way Hannah noticed cancer patients’ scarves often were. A small act of defiance, a stoic badge of bravery that said, “I may look like I’m suffering, but inside I celebrate life.” That was not for her—she hadn’t wanted to wear her illness with pride. She had hidden from it instead, trying to pass as one of the ordinary. She hadn’t known what to do with strangers’ looks of sympathy.

         “Hannah?” A mix of question and exclamation. The doctor was looking around myopically, as they often do if they don’t know you.

         As she stood, he half stuck out his hand. She looked at it for a second, confused, considering the relay of germs, one handshake to another. What about his patients on chemo, did he shake their hands? Did he shake hands with other doctors, and did they shake hands with their patients? He morphed it into a gesture for her to go ahead.

         A new doctor always meant having to recount every detail of her diagnosis and treatment, almost justify her presence. The first time, she felt like a friend had stood her up for coffee, that her disease was no longer important. It was at least reassuring that she was routine enough to be handed off to the trainees. She knew nothing good came from that kind of importance.

         He browsed her notes while she looked around. The same combination of people—patient and doctor—sat in rooms with exactly the same furniture up and down the corridor, and in other hospitals, and in other countries. Her extraordinary experience was common.

         “So, is this a regular checkup, or is there something specific bothering you?”

         She pushed aside the mortifying thought that she was almost certainly wasting his time. “I was supposed to come in a month, but I moved it.”

         “I’m surprised you could get in—we’ve been flat out. Everyone thinks they’ll miss their appointment if the hospital closes. At worst you’d be postponed a couple of weeks.” He looked back down at her file. “How long since your diagnosis?”

         “Eight years.” Hadn’t he just read the file?

         “I wouldn’t miss one completely, but you don’t have to worry about a bit of slippage.” Reassuring smile.

         “I found a lump in my armpit. It’s probably nothing, I mean, it was sore one day and then the next it wasn’t, so it’s probably nothing.”

         “When was this?”

         “Last Wednesday. I had a bit of a headache last week. I’m sure it’s only a raised gland.”

         She sat on the long high bed while he prodded gently under her arm with his fingertips.

         “I don’t feel anything.”

         She had to rub around the spot for a few seconds before she located it. “Here.”

         “Has it changed in size at all?”

         “No.” Now that she was in front of a doctor, the lump was the same size but felt much smaller.

         “Have you had a cough?”

         “No.”

         “A fever?”

         “No.”

         “Been in contact with anyone who’s had a cough or a fever?”

         “They wouldn’t have let me in the front door if I had.”

         He looked directly and deliberately at her for the first time. “Well, they would have, but you wouldn’t be sitting in front of me.” He pulled off the examination gloves and washed his hands efficiently in the small sink. “I think we can be fairly confident that you don’t have Manba.”

         She opened her mouth to object, but he continued along the well-worn groove of his speech. “There are plenty of minor germs around and they don’t take a break because a big one comes along. If it would help you sleep we can do a blood test, but it’s extremely unlikely that you have anything. It’s quite normal for someone with your history to feel anxious at a time like this, especially given the constant media barrage. The important thing is not to worry too much. It would be a good idea not to listen to the radio or watch too much television news. And don’t go home and hit the Internet. I can give you a list of reputable websites for virus information.” He reached the pause for patient reaction.

         “I know I don’t have Manba. I just want to be sure it’s not a return of the cancer.”

         He looked surprised. “Cancer? No, I don’t see anything to be concerned about. You’re”—he looked down at the sheet—“eight years and, ah, three months since diagnosis. And while you can never say never, I think you can be very pleased with how well you’ve done.”

         She realized he’d closed her file. There were more important cases, even for him. He had dismissed her.

         
              

         

         She threw her keys on the hall table and watched them land on a pile of briefing documents, as if to remind her that they were waiting to be read before she could start on the manual. Soon, if she wanted to be paid for it this month. What the hell, Kate wasn’t expecting anything out of her today.

         The house could do with a clean and she had to get something for dinner, but right now she needed coffee. She still had an overtired buzz and a slight headache, but she was home.

         They should be here. Not only Zac—all of them. The house was empty.

         All the years they had saved to renovate. When she got sick, having the money didn’t seem so important anymore. And then she realized it couldn’t wait. For some people it was a long-deferred overseas adventure, others rang everyone they loved but had never told. For her, it was creating this home that would keep her family if she couldn’t.

         When she chose the paint color or the size of the pantry, she saw them. The light from the garden fell mottled on the benches and the wall, and the color was happiness. Everything was as it should be. She could hear the echoes of the boys laughing at the table. Here, she saw them making dinners, sitting around for Sunday breakfasts. Sometimes it was the boys and their friends at the kitchen table, sometimes just Sean. She built it for them, and where were they? Not here. No one was here.

         With a plunger full of coffee in one hand and a mug in the other, she let herself out the back door and headed to the office in the garage. Like all the houses in this row, theirs backed onto the tiny laneway.

         She heard a car pull into the neighbor’s garage and, after a pause, the garden-side door open. Hannah considered whether to pretend that the fence provided privacy, but it was Natalie, not Stuart. “Hi, how’s things?” She raised herself on her toes to smile over the fence.

         “Oh, extra busy. Everyone thinks they have Manba.”

         “Give it time, they probably will.”

         “That would be easier, I could send them to hospital. Now all I’m doing is ordering tests and trying to talk them down. Oh, wasn’t today the big day? Did Zac get off all right? They didn’t cancel it, did they?”

         “They got off fine.”

         “They are so grown-up at fourteen. I can’t imagine I’ll ever think Ella is old enough for a school camp. Stuart says he’s not letting her out of his sight till she’s thirty-five. When he’s not saying she has to leave on the day of her eighteenth birthday.” Natalie paused for a moment. “I guess that’s only a few years off for Zac.” She reached her back door but hesitated with her hand on the lever. “Many of the people overseas, the ones who’ve died, have had preexisting conditions.”

         “I guess that makes sense. It’s a relief that we’re healthy.”

         “So what I’m saying is, you should take care.”

         
              

         

         Even though she hadn’t achieved anything, by the time Hannah arrived to pick up Oscar, the bell had gone and a fan of kids streamed out the school doors.

         Hannah spotted Oscar on the far side of the playground with his friend Dylan, chasing each other like pint-sized satellites around Dylan’s mum. She smiled at Hannah as she made her way across the yard. They had almost covered the distance between them before Oscar caught sight of Hannah and broke off his circling to run straight at her, his sprint ending as he slammed into her with a hug that nearly knocked her over. She murmured, “Careful, Oscar.”

         “Sorry, Mum. Can Dylan come over today? His mum says he can, but she says you have to say so.”

         Dylan’s mum gave Hannah a shrug.

         “Please, Mum.”

         Oscar had spent the day in a classroom of kids doing she knew not what, but even so, Dylan was a potential reservoir of germs.

         “I don’t know, Oscar.”

         Oscar drew out every word. “Oh no. You never let me have anyone over.”

         “That’s not true, Oscar. Dylan came over last week.”

         “But that was last week.”

         Dylan’s mum broke in. “You know, Oscar, today isn’t a good day. Maybe we can do it a different day.”

         “But you said—”

         “Oscar,” Hannah cut him off, “a different day.”

         By the time they reached the gate, Oscar’s dark mood had evaporated. He doubled his journey each time he skipped forward and ran back to her. “Can I have a chocolate?”

         “Sure.”

         He ran the length of each block, stopping at the corners for Hannah to catch up. The unalloyed joy he could get from the promise of a chocolate bar made her smile.

         The small knot of shops that they passed through on the way home from school would once have been all the necessities—a butcher, a greengrocer, a bank—concentrated around the intersection. Now they were the new necessities—a café, a Thai takeaway, a liquor store. Only the pharmacy and Lily’s corner store ignored the changes in fashion.

         On the other side of the crossing, a tall, thin woman in a long, straight shift dress meandered in their direction. Hannah frequently saw her around the area, spewing forth obscenities. The woman took an erratic course along the path, peering around as if looking for someone. As they crossed the road, Hannah took Oscar’s hand and maneuvered him so as to keep herself between him and the woman. She walked a little faster, tugging gently on Oscar’s hand. Her arm jerked back, and she looked to see him picking up something shiny from the ground.

         “Come on, Oscar, we don’t have time.”

         “Why?”

         “Don’t touch that, it’s dirty.”

         “It’s a bead, it’s pretty.”

         “Now your hands are dirty.”

         Oscar dropped the bead surreptitiously into his pocket and looked at his hands in distress.

         “Don’t pick things up from the ground. You don’t know what’s touched them.”

         “Can I still eat the chocolate?”

         Dirty hands. If she said no, he’d have a meltdown, and the woman was heading straight for them. “We’ll take it home, you can wash your hands before you eat it.” She cursed herself inwardly—this was the kind of situation she should be prepared for.

         The woman’s hair was cropped so closely that her scalp showed through. Hannah considered covering Oscar’s ears, although that would only make it more of an incident for him. If they could get past quickly, if the woman wasn’t too loud, he might not even register her. Hannah braced for the tirade.

         The woman’s voice was high-pitched, piercing, and strangled. “Are you Jesus today? I am, I’m Jesus today.” She reached a hand out to Oscar, and Hannah realized, with guilty relief, that he wasn’t looking. Hannah had never noticed how thin her arms were and wondered if someone looked after her. Her hands were clean enough, but her fingernails were crusted with dirt.

         Hannah softly jerked Oscar back out of reach. “Not today.” She smiled at the woman, trying to divert her attention from Oscar.

         “I am. I’m Jesus today.” She seemed satisfied with Hannah’s answer. Something on the other side of the road captivated her and she wandered onto the crossing, oblivious of them and the cars. Hannah loosed her grip on Oscar and he shot into the corner store.

         By the time she caught up with him, he was picking up and putting down the different bars in turn, slowly reading the words he knew to work out what each was. His hands transferred the germs from the bead onto every wrapper, which in turn would be transferred to the hands of the people who bought them. “Mouse, look with your eyes and not with your hands.” Since when had she become a compendium of parental platitudes?

         Lily leaned over the counter. “He’s fine. It’s hard to choose.”

         Hannah restrained herself from hurrying his decision-making. That way led only to buyer’s regret, tears, and, sometimes, another chocolate bar. Oscar walked all the way along the shelf and back again before he hesitantly stopped in front of a particular box and picked one out. He took it to the counter and put it down in front of Lily.

         “He’s a good boy,” Lily said to Oscar with a smile.

         Normally Hannah would give the money to Oscar to give to Lily, but today she handed Lily the coins herself. She flinched when Lily picked up the chocolate and pressed it into Oscar’s hand, embracing it with her own.

         “A good boy.” Lily opened a jar of jelly babies, pulled one out with her fingers, and put it in Oscar’s other hand, cupping it with hers. Oscar had popped the jelly baby in his mouth before Hannah got a word out.

         Lily’s hand had held the coins that Hannah had given her, that Hannah had received from who knows where, that had been held by who knows who, like all the other coins and notes Lily had handled today. And the jelly babies. She didn’t want to think how many children’s hands had gone into the jelly babies jar even in the last few hours.

         Lily watched her looking at Oscar. “Every day more cases. You make sure you look after this boy.”

         Hannah walked the rest of the block and around the corner as if the disease were on her heels. Oscar ran ahead, pulled by the chocolate he couldn’t quite have. It was safely unobtainable, in her pocket. He’d never been so eager to wash his hands.

         As they came through the front door, Oscar suddenly said, “Why is she Jesus?”

         “I don’t know. I guess she thinks she is.” Oscar seemed satisfied and ran to the bathroom, leaving his backpack, his hat, and his fleece dotted down the hall. Hannah let the front door fall back behind her. It closed with a reassuring click.

         Oscar came rocketing back up the hall, his hands held out. “They’re clean.”

         She looked at the water dripping off them. “You have to dry them—germs like water. You gave them a big pool to swim in.”

         “Okay.” He was already halfway back down the hall.

         “And pick up your stuff and put it in your room.” Oscar was gone. “After you eat the chocolate.”

         He was back again, hands wiped but still damp. Holding the bar at the bottom, with the other hand she carefully peeled it like a banana so that the wrapper never touched the chocolate.

         Oscar grabbed it and ran off again, “Thanks, Mum” hanging in the air behind him.

         She heard sounds from the living room. The world she had just shut out with the door was leaking in through the airways. “Television off until you’ve done your homework.” She picked up the bag, hat, and fleece and tossed them into the bedroom as she passed. When she got to the living room, Oscar was on the floor in front of the blank television, holding the remote.

         
              

         

         As a treat, Oscar was allowed to stay up. When Hannah suggested it, Sean raised his eyebrow, said, “Really?” but didn’t take it any further. He was the one who liked to bend the rules. She drew the line closer, so the laxness surprised him more than the bedtime. Calling it a “treat” allowed her to gloss over the fact that she’d lost track of time on the computer and had completely forgotten to run Oscar’s bath.

         Oscar came bouncing into the kitchen. “Can we eat outside, like a picnic?”

         Sean frowned. “It’s dark outside, buddy, and your dinner will get cold.”

         They ate at the table over Oscar’s groans, but he quickly lost himself in retelling his day to Sean. He kept up a stream, Sean only having to throw in “Oh, really?” and “What happened then?” occasionally to keep him going. Hannah had already heard these stories this afternoon, which left her mind free to roam. She tripped upon the realization that there hadn’t been a single moment in the day when all four of them were together.

         The absence of Zac was so strong, it felt like a presence. Watching Oscar now, she found it hard to superimpose Zac’s looks and personality on a body that small. But he had been that little once and they had eaten in this kitchen before Oscar was born, three around the table. Two grown-ups and a five-year-old. Then it had just been normal, now it could only be strange. In four years, Zac would be an adult. By the time Oscar was Zac’s age, they would be three around the dinner table again.

         Before the renovation, where this table stood had been a laundry. Then, the washing machine looked out on the garden. The kitchen had taken up the other half of this room, and its only view was of the side fence. The ghosts of the old Zac, Sean, and Hannah sat at the ghost of the old kitchen table, and the ghosts of the walls she had pulled down cut the room in half.

         
              

         

         Sean sat in the dark on the edge of one of the garden beds, backlit by the string of colored fairy lights on the fence. Next to him were two glasses of wine. He held one out to her. “Here, I thought you might need this. To recover from your big day.” She sat down on the cold brick and let the tension dissipate as she leaned into him. He was warm, even through their clothes.

         Light spilled from Natalie’s side of the fence, escaping through the glass doors that spanned the back of her house. Hannah could hear voices—they had friends over, again. The sounds were reassuring, other lives going on, completely independently of her own. She couldn’t make out words but the voices rose and fell, sometimes interrupted by an outbreak of laughter, maybe four people in all. From time to time she heard Ella squeal. Hannah was happier to sit in the quiet of her own garden listening to the sounds of Natalie’s dinner party than to be at it. It seemed odd that a doctor would have people over now, with the case in Newcastle and everything happening overseas.

         A thought drifted across her mind. “How was your sister?”

         “My sister? Oh, I couldn’t get on to her.”

         Hannah sat up. “Did you try?”

         “It was late there when I got to work, so I missed their day. I tried just now when you were reading, but no answer. I’ll try her again before bed.”

         “Did you ring work and home? She’ll be at work by now.”

         Sean shrugged. “I checked the time. I rang work—she wasn’t there so I rang home.”

         “Why wouldn’t she be there?”

         “Because she’s on her way to work? Because she didn’t go home? Because she drank too much last night and slept through the phone? I don’t know.”

         “It doesn’t bother you?”

         “No, it doesn’t bother me. She’s hundreds of miles from Manchester. Her biggest risk is being scared to death by fear-mongering tabloids. She’s in no more danger than us.” He rubbed the back of her hand. “Which is none, right? Which is as much danger as Zac is in.”

         “You and the doctor. You should get together and take turns telling me I’m imagining things.”

         “Doctor? Did you have an appointment I forgot? You didn’t say anything this morning.”

         “You don’t need to know about every appointment.”

         “Everything all right?”

         “Fine. Some young doctor who knows everything. He thinks I’m a hypochondriac.”

         “You’re paranoid. That’s very different from hypochondria.”

         “You’re funny.”

         “I know”—he gave her a goofy grin—“it’s my only skill.”
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         The noise was muffled, irritating, persistent. She tried not to think about it, tried to go back to sleep.

         It was still there. But it wasn’t in the room and it wasn’t coming from the street. She turned over and hoped it would wake Sean. He could deal with whatever it was.

         He didn’t.

         It invaded her sleep, some kind of an alarm. It wasn’t her phone, or a car, or even a burglar alarm. She pulled the pillow around her ears, waiting for it to stop by itself. Hoping. But if anything, it was getting louder. There was no possibility of sleep for her and no chance that Sean would wake. She got out of bed, wrapped her dressing gown tight, and followed the noise.

         To Zac’s room. And his clock, still set in the absence of its owner.

         She whacked it on the top to make it go away. It took a moment for the numbers to make sense. She rubbed her face. Six o’clock. His alarm from yesterday, set early to get to the bus. Why couldn’t he have turned it off before he left?

         
              

         

         Sean bustled into the kitchen an hour and a half later, well rested. “Oscar not up yet?”

         “You should ring your sister.”

         “And good morning to you.”

         “Ring her now. It will be getting late there.”

         “I have, in fact, already rung her. I’m surprised you didn’t hear me. I’m surprised Oscar slept through. We had a terrible line. I had to yell.”

         “So why didn’t she answer yesterday?”

         “She overindulged at her birthday celebrations and turned off the phone. Then forgot she turned it off.”

         “And the epidemic?”

         “Is literally hundreds of miles from her. Did you make enough coffee for me?”

         “I drank it. I’ve been up for ages.”

         “You shouldn’t get up so early.”

         “Did you tell her to be careful?”

         “I told her not to drink so much. London to Manchester’s the same distance as Sydney to Canberra. She’s fine, she’s safe.” Sean contemplated her. “Zac’s safe in Canberra.”

         “Says you.”

         “My sister and Zac are a long way from anybody who is sick. As are we. Breathe.”

         “It will come here. It will get to London, probably before it comes here. In fact, it’s almost certainly already in London.”

         “There’ll be warnings, first cases and second cases, and we’ll do all the sensible things when the time comes. If you go on like this, you’ll be a mess before anything even happens.”

         “It will come…”

         “Yes, it might, and we’ll be ready. But that’s not yet. I’m not saying ignore it, but you only need to be ready.” He put his arm around her shoulder and rested his head on her hair. “You taking Oscar to school today or is it my turn?”

         “I’ll take him. I’m working from home.”

         He straightened and threw his hand up in exasperation. “You didn’t go in yesterday. This is what I mean…”

         “It’s Tuesday. I work from home on Tuesdays. I didn’t go in yesterday because I had an appointment. It doesn’t mean I have to go in today. I’ll go in tomorrow.”

         “Then I’ll do the school run tomorrow.”

         
              

         

         They got to Oscar’s school seconds before the bell. The footpath was crowded with children in white polo shirts and blue track pants drifting randomly like atoms in a gas. She wove her way between them to the gate, Oscar clutching the tow rope of her sleeve.

         The bell rang and the atoms ricocheted around, more vigorous but no more purposeful than before. Oscar hugged her around her middle, and she kissed him on the head.

         “Bye, Mum,” and he was off. She watched him run into the crowd surging towards the school doors until she couldn’t tell which blue-and-white back was his.

         
              

         

         Hannah turned on the computer with every intention of reading emails, easing herself into work. It wouldn’t hurt to have a quick look at the Herald and the Times, maybe the World Health Organization and Centers for Disease Control websites. And the weather in Canberra. Fifteen degrees Celsius maximum, four degrees minimum. She thought about checking if his fleece was still in his room, but it wasn’t as if she could take it to him. She opened her email and looked for something from Zac. Nothing but work.

         Mr. Moon jumped onto the keyboard and rubbed himself along the monitor. He registered a nonviolent protest by going limp in her hands as she dropped him on the floor, and used the momentum of his fall to spring back up. “Go and bug someone else.” Half an hour gone and the most riveting information she’d found was that parliament was recalled for an emergency sitting to pass legislation allowing quarantining of individuals. One of the minor parties was calling for a proper debate.

         She typed in “Manba” and scanned down the page of results. The little snippets didn’t tell her anything she didn’t know.

         
            Manba Respiratory Distress Syndrome—Wiki…

            www.medical.wiki…/Manba

            Manba Respiratory Distress Syndrome (also known as MRDS or Manba) is a recently identified disease…

         

         
            Manba Symptoms and Treatment

            www.info.medical.manba…gov/Symptoms_and_treatment

            The first symptoms of Manba appear within two days and include coughing, fever, headaches, and diarrhea, progressing to…

         

         
            Is Manba God’s Wrath?

            www.trueanswers…org/lessons_from_manba

            Is Manba a punishment from God? All around us we see an increase in crime, lawlessness, and immorality brought about by…

         

         
            Wow! Grandmother discovers this weird cure for…

            naturalhealth.simple…/blog/medicine/manba_cure

            Doctors won’t tell you this simple cure for Manba. They make their money from selling you cures invented by Big Pharma for…

         

         She’d read all of these. Somewhere, if she searched hard enough, there had to be something else, some new information, something to tell her what was happening right now.

         She clicked on a blog at the end of the first page—An Aussie in Paradise. The last entry was yesterday.

         
            Just back from helping at the hospital. Taking two minutes to let you guys know I am still hanging in there. Sleep, eat, and back again as soon as I can. Two of my students are helping out. I told them helping the sick was more important than classes. They told me they could do both. So now they know how to say I would like a cup of coffee and This patient has a purpuric rash and must be isolated. I’ll post again when I can, don’t worry about me.

         

         Hannah looked back through the previous entries. One was on the right way to haggle in the local market, another about the students laughing at her attempts to speak Thai, and a lighthearted complaint about the traffic in Bangkok.

         She had to stop, clear this from her mind, think about something else. Time to work. As she clicked the little red plus sign on each tab, she tried not to look at the page that appeared below, but as one disappeared, its screaming headline caught her eye. “First Local Cases—Family Quarantined.” Her fingers fumbled on the keys to reopen it, and there was the headline, stamped across the top of her screen. She skimmed the article for what she really needed to know—where.

         The North Shore. So much closer than Newcastle but still with a harbor between them. A harbor and three hundred kilometers between the disease and Zac. And there at the bottom, another reason she should put this out of her mind—they were as yet unconfirmed.

         She read the article again, more carefully. Under the headline was a photo of a couple and two boys, a posed family shot in a leafy backyard. Eight and ten, it said. No travel overseas, no contact with any known cases. The parents were sick and the boys had been placed in isolation, just in case.

         All those details couldn’t calm her. It could be Manba or it could be the flu. It might be a one-off case, but they don’t come from nowhere. These people had to have caught it from someone, someone who wasn’t currently in hospital, someone who was wandering around coughing, touching door handles and coins and other people’s hands. And the people that person had touched in the last few days were touching their children, their children were going to school. Germs have a chain of custody, however invisible it might be. They don’t appear spontaneously.

         She sat, not reading, not thinking, waiting for something to happen. All she found was a small flame of fear for her family and sadness for the one on the screen. But the first was real, and the second was like the image of sadness. It had the same reality as celebrities on the news. Somehow the screen turned them into fiction. Her legs twitched. She had to stand up, to just move.

         
              

         

         She was in front of the pantry, although she didn’t remember deciding to walk there. The shelves were loaded with cans and vacuum-sealed bags, but it didn’t feel like enough, not enough to keep them safe.

         Kate had turned up on her doorstep the day after Hannah told her she had cancer, thrusting a grocery bag at her. “It’s not the most exciting present you’re going to get, but it’s, you know, to get by. So you don’t have to worry about the family not getting dinner or breakfast. I mean, some days you might not even feel like walking around the corner for takeaway. And Sean can’t be here all the time. I know it’s not gold-standard parenting, but it’s just to make it easier sometimes.” Tins of baked beans, a couple of packs of pasta, some jars of pasta sauce. “I should have brought a scarf.” Hannah had tried inconspicuously to head off the tear by rubbing her eye like it had something in it.

         Down at the bottom of the pantry, pushed between some tins of fruit, was a pamphlet she had downloaded from a government website. She hadn’t gone out of her way to hide it, but she didn’t mind that it wasn’t visible. Sean already thought she was obsessed, but it was more like having insurance. The pamphlet said so. The whole back page was a table to calculate how much food, how many toiletries and other groceries they would need for two weeks. Two weeks—a number picked out of the air, good for run-of-the-mill natural disasters like floods or bushfires. A virus didn’t simply disappear because some government department had set an arbitrary deadline. When she searched the Internet for “how long does an epidemic last,” it returned the duration of individual plagues in the Middle Ages or the 1918 flu, but Manba was an unknown, and aircraft brought far-flung cities within the radius of local outbreaks. Besides, it never hurt to have an extra tin of tomatoes or packet of rice in the house, although if she looked hard she already had ten tins of tomatoes and five kilos of rice. Just to be safe. Only two weeks’ worth would be skimping. Extra food meant extra time.

         On the shelves, she saw only what was missing from the nonperishables mandated by the pamphlet. Making the pantry complete might only be a ritual, but it was better than waiting and doing nothing. There had to be food less utilitarian and more fun than tinned tuna and beans. It would be like the big shopping trip before going on holiday, as if whatever small town they were staying in wouldn’t have city conveniences like bread.

         
              

         

         The pharmacist was losing patience with the woman in front of Hannah. “If you buy something else to take the total over ten dollars, then you can use your card.”

         “But I don’t want anything else.”

         “Well, do you have exact change?”

         “I’m not quite sure, I didn’t bring my glasses. Could you add it up for me, dear?” She held out a handful of coins, but the pharmacist kept her hands by her side.

         “We’re not touching the money, Mrs. Mac. You drop it in the disinfectant.” She gestured to a large fishbowl. At the bottom, a layer of assorted coins stood in place of the sand, and halfway up, the notes hung suspended like lazy tropical fish, their colors tinted blue by the antiseptic.

         Mrs. Mac looked at the collection of coins. “Well, I’m not sure…”

         “Hold out your hand.” The pharmacist peered, keeping her distance. “You’ve got enough change there. Why don’t you drop the coins in one by one, and I’ll tell you when to stop. Start with the gold ones.” They counted out six dollars, each one making a small splash and falling surprisingly slowly through the liquid. “There you go, now you need fifteen cents.”

         “I’ve only got a twenty-cent piece.”

         “Well, take the change from the bowl.”

         Mrs. Mac dropped the coin in and looked doubtfully at the liquid. “I think I’ll leave it. I don’t want my hands smelling like that all day.”

         “Best thing for them just now, Mrs. Mac.”

         Hannah hesitated to hand over the prescription she held in her bare fingers. “I don’t know how you’re going to disinfect this.” But the pharmacist reached out a gloved hand for it.

         “You have no idea how many hands money passes through. I imagine this script has only been touched by two people, at least one of whom should know something about asepsis. They say you can find cocaine on almost every note. Imagine what else gets on them. Not touching the money today.”

         The pharmacist came back with Hannah’s pills. “Do you need any hand sanitizer? For regulars I’ve still got a few bottles. Only two per person though. When they’re gone, I’m out and I can’t order any more. My supplier says the hospitals are taking everything they can make. So if you want some…”

         The pharmacist pushed the card machine at her, careful to touch only the back of the machine and with only the back of her gloved hand. Almost every person who’d been in here today must have touched that keypad, and sick people went to pharmacies. Hannah knew she looked ridiculous, but the pharmacist was wearing gloves and there was no one else in the store to see her. She pulled a wipe out from her bag and cleaned the machine.

         The pharmacist rang up the script on the cash register. “Do you want cash out? I’m only giving what’s in the jar.”

         “I’m fine.” As Hannah picked up the plastic bag with the pill bottle inside, she couldn’t help but feel a vague contamination. “I need to fill another script in a couple of weeks. Will you still be getting things in?”

         “So long as it’s not antivirals or vitamin C, you should be fine. Oh, and the hand wash is only for regulars. Don’t tell people.”

         As she left the pharmacy, she briefly considered going back for the hand wash. There was some in the pantry, as specified by the list, but she had no idea how much they might use. Either it would sit there taking up space or they wouldn’t have enough.

         A car honked its horn and she looked up. It swerved around two people walking down the middle of the road. A man and a woman, maybe late fifties. They were involved in their conversation, just as if they were walking on the footpath. When they came to the intersection, a mother and her two small children were on the pedestrian crossing. The couple waited a few meters back until the family was on the other side. They carefully looked both ways before crossing directly through the middle of the roundabout.

         
              

         

         She picked up Oscar from school, rushing him into the car. Her instinct was to get back online and check what had changed in the last couple of hours, but she had to resist that ever-present obsession. She ferried her bags of groceries from the car to the kitchen.

         As she unpacked them, she made two piles, one for the kitchen cupboards and one to go back up the hall to the pantry. A cornucopia. Eggs, dried chorizos, some salami-like things that had been hanging at the deli and looked like they would keep well. Fresh meat, fresh fruit, fresh vegetables. She could throw into a shopping trolley a better life than almost anybody who had ever lived. Even a king might well have ruled all he saw, but without greenhouses or airfreight it wouldn’t have done any good to demand out-of-season fruit.

         The big block of cheddar would make sandwiches, but she’d also bought fancy cheese, something they would relish. She imagined sitting around the kitchen table with Sean, Zac, Oscar, a glass of wine, and some Brie and crackers. That’s what she wanted, for her kids to say to her years later, “Remember that time we shut the front door, and didn’t go out for weeks, and we had cheese and crackers and played cards all day.”

         With all this food, the only thing she hadn’t thought about was tonight’s dinner. It hurt to think of using any of the bounty in front of her. All this was for storing, not eating. She would rather make a meal of leftovers than start depleting their stock. In the freezer, she found a plastic bag of excess mince. A tin of tomatoes would make a Bolognese sauce, but that meant using a tin. Only one tin, but the pasta as well.

         Oscar was watching her from the doorway where Zac had been standing yesterday. He took up so much less space. Where Zac’s body stretched tall, Oscar still had a solidness and stood firmly in contact with the ground. Zac’s movements were awkward but leisurely. When Oscar ran, each foot hit the floor with a thud that reverberated along the floorboards throughout the house and under the party wall to Gwen’s. Just as well she was a bit deaf.

         “Can we play a game? Can we play cheat?”

         “You can see I’m putting away the shopping. Maybe we could do something when I’m done.”

         “I don’t have anything to do.”

         “You’ve got a roomful of stuff. Look on your shelves, there must be something there.” Oscar stomped away, joists shaking. “Try not to disturb Gwen.”

         She put all the packets and tins back in the green shopping bag and carried it to her pantry. It took up one side of the small vestibule in front of the bathroom, presumably intended as a linen closet before she co-opted it. The rows were soothingly neat. She took her time lining up the new tins, making sure the flour and sugar and oats were in one area, the different kinds of tinned vegetables in another. On a whim, she moved the packets of lentils and kidney beans from next to the dried fruit and put them next to the tinned beans. Satisfying, as if each tin were another brick in their defenses.

         There was an unusual lack of noise from Oscar while she finished. That often meant trouble, but if she checked up on him, he’d instantly lose interest in whatever he was doing. Better to trust he was occupying himself well.

         When she looked at the pantry, she saw meals. Large bags of rice and pasta, calculated out to be so many dinner, lunch, and breakfast servings. She had allowed extra flour for making treats like biscuits or scones, to go with the jars of jam stashed away. She had jars of anchovies, olives, little things that could be added to the basics. Cubes of vacuum-packed coffee and long-life milk calculated out at so many cups a day. With all these she had made her preparations, but she couldn’t be sure that they were enough. There had to be flaws in her plans, if only she knew what they were. She needed confirmation, more information, another checklist. She needed to look online for new websites on emergency pantries, to find the thing she had missed.

         But not yet.

         On the way up the hall, she could hear Oscar talking to himself in two voices. She paused just outside his open door. In the middle of his floor was a big pile of playing cards. On one side, a neat hand of cards lay facedown, on the other sat Oscar, holding his. He announced to the room in a high voice, “Two kings,” and placed two cards on top of the discard pile. He lay his hand facedown and moved around to pick up the other hand. In a deep voice he said, “Three aces,” and put three cards on the pile.

         “What are you playing, Mouse?”

         “I’m playing cheat.”

         “How can you play cheat by yourself?”

         “I play both sides.”

         “But you know if you put down kings or not.”

         Oscar looked outraged. “But I can’t say ‘cheat’ just ’cause I know. That would be cheating.”

         “Maybe I could play?”

         “Okay.”

         She allowed herself to become engrossed in trying to cheat obviously enough to get caught but not obviously enough that he knew she wanted to be caught. It was harder still to pretend not to notice the grin on Oscar’s face every time he sneaked six cards onto the pile saying it was three. Or when he put down his eighth queen. He didn’t cheat by halves.

         Oscar threw his last cards triumphantly on the pile. “Two sixes!” A third card peeked cheekily from the two he had fanned out. She was holding three sixes in her hand. He’d thrown them into the discard pile just before she picked up, saying they were tens.

         “You win.”

         “Can I watch TV?”

         “Sure.”

         The instant he was out of the room she knew she needed something to distract her from the subliminal craving to get back to the computer. Too early to start dinner, too late for another coffee. All the shopping packed away. She stared out the kitchen window at the office, and found herself walking across the yard.

         The home page of the newspaper had changed again, two new Manba stories. Several schools shut awaiting test results, and the government asking promoters of concerts and sporting events to consider postponing “until the situation was clearer.”

         She searched for Manba again. The same list of results, even down to the Aussie in Paradise blog. She made it through to the third page before she found something new—the website of a math student who had created a program to trawl Facebook, Twitter, and blogs for instances of Manba-related words.

         Two months ago, cough and fever were all a flat line. Then seven weeks ago, “cough” and “fever” rose, slowly at first and, close on their heels, “diarrhea.” Around three weeks ago, the curve rose sharply. The word “rash” followed the same curve, but smaller and lagging by about four days. “Manba” came from nothing two weeks ago, but quickly caught up. The student noted that the uptick in blogged symptoms predated the first medical report by about a month. Hannah clicked on the “separate by country” button. China was responsible for most of the early curve, but the word “Manba” itself barely registered.

         She checked the weather in Canberra. Fourteen and overcast.

         There was only one new email. The same form letter the school had sent every day this week giving hygiene advice and its exclusion policy for kids who had traveled recently. She wondered if the school was excluding kids who had traveled across the bridge. If Zac were here, she’d close the door behind him. She’d keep them home from school, and work from home. If only Zac were here.

         
              

         

         Hannah was partway through reading Oscar his bedtime story when the phone rang. She listened out for Sean to answer it.

         “You missed a bit.” Oscar looked at her darkly.

         “Oh, did I? What did I miss?”

         “You missed that bit there.” He pointed to a paragraph she had indeed missed.

         “I think you can read. If you can read, why am I reading this to you?” She was trying to catch the tone of Sean’s voice even though she couldn’t make out words, to get a sense of who was on the other end.

         “No, I can’t.” Oscar smiled mischievously. “I can’t read.”

         “Except when you see ice cream. I think you can read the words ‘ice cream.’”

         Oscar pushed his hands over his mouth, trying to hide his smirk. She could hear Sean’s steps in the hall. And Gwen probably could too, the way he was thumping.

         Sean’s head appeared around the door. “It’s for you.”

         “Is it…” Hannah made a little Zorro “z” in the air with her finger.

         “It’s Kate. I’ll finish the book.”

         It was never going to be Zac. He’d been gone less than two days. It wouldn’t occur to him to ring, and neither should it.

         “Hi, Kate.”

         “Hi, stranger—we missed you at work on Monday.”

         “I had some errands and Zac had a thing.”

         “And I had to have lunch by myself. So you can make it up to me tomorrow and take me out. We’ll call it a business meeting and you can charge it to the company.”

         “Tempting as that is, I was planning to work from home tomorrow.”

         “Seriously?” Kate sounded a little annoyed. “We’ve got stuff we have to go over. I’ve got a technical document covered in notes to give you.” Her voice changed again. “You had an appointment, didn’t you? I forgot, a doctor’s appointment. Is anything wrong?”

         “Fine, no problems, I’m fine. I’m just keeping Oscar home from school.” Better get it out of the way now. “Probably for a few days. Maybe you could post it. No don’t post it”—fingers on paper, someone licking the envelope—“scan it. When you’ve got time, there’s no hurry. I’ve got plenty to be getting on with.”

         “Have you taken him to the doctor?”

         “No, he’s fine. Just, you know, a kid thing.”

         “You have to take him to the doctor. If he’s sick, you absolutely have to take him to the doctor.”

         “He’s not sick.”

         “Then why would you keep him home? Hell on wheels. Send him to school, come in to work tomorrow. Whatever it is, he can tough it out.” Not even Kate got it. “Hannah, we’ve got work to do, we’ve got deadlines. If he’s sick take him to a doctor, if he’s not send him to school. Or bring him in if you must.”

         “Don’t give me a hard time. It’s what I have to do. There’s nothing wrong with him, I just have to keep him home. The work will get done.”

         “You’re insane.”

         “I’ll meet the deadline, which is an age off, and I’ll be in in a few days.” Liar, liar, pants on fire. “I get more done from here anyway. I’m not distracted by long lunches.” As she hung up the phone, Hannah felt like the naughty girl caught skipping school.

         
              

         

         The living room was dark but for the light from the television flitting across Sean’s face. He had the sound turned down so as not to disrupt the delicate ritual of Oscar falling asleep. The silence made the images seem abstract, a random collection of pixels. Two boys, one bigger than the other, sitting on a hospital bed behind a set of glass doors. A nurse swathed in disposable paper clothing carrying a tray with sandwiches, sealed pots of juice. The boys from a different angle, sprawled out on the floor, surrounded by Lego pieces, for all the world like a pair of brothers playing. Quarantined from the fuss they were creating.

         Hannah watched from the door frame, still holding the phone handset. “Can you stay home?”

         “Tomorrow?”

         “For a while, a few days.”

         “Is there a reason?”

         “It’s just time. Two cases in Sydney. Four, really.”

         Sean didn’t take his eyes from the screen for a second. “Literally less than one in a million. Suspected cases. Who are in hospital.”

         “And four million, nine hundred thousand, nine hundred and ninety-six people who haven’t been tested. The North Shore is only a bridge away. The teacher of those two kids might shop at our supermarket. The children of their doctors or nurses could go to Oscar’s school.”

         “Two suspected cases that might turn out to be nothing.”

         “It’s here. Manchester was out of control in less than a week.”

         “We’re a much bigger city. Your chance of crossing paths with even one person who met somebody who met them is tiny.”

         “Someone has to be unlucky. I’m keeping Oscar home until this is over.”

         “Fine.” He pulled his eyes away from the television. “He can watch TV and kick a ball around the park, if that’s what makes you happy.”

         “He’s not going to the park. He’s not leaving the house. They’re shutting up kids in hospital.”

         “To stop it spreading, and it worked, it hasn’t spread.”

         “That we know of.” She put the phone back on the cradle. “At least there haven’t been any cases in Canberra.”

         “Well, why would your foreigners want to bring their smelly germs to Canberra when they can see the glorious sights of Sydney Harbor. Very discerning, your foreign germs.” Sean waited for a laugh or at least a smile, but Hannah was distracted by the TV and a photograph of a confident middle-aged man with a reassuring face, a neatly trimmed beard, and glasses, posed as if for a pass card or an annual report.

         “Turn up the sound. Turn it up.”

         He fumbled with the remote.

         “…was one of the team who treated the initial patient and was the first to recognize her symptoms. Until becoming ill, Dr. Gilchrist was closely involved in her treatment and that of several patients at Newcastle Hospital suspected of having Manba. Hopes were high last night that he had turned the corner, but his condition deteriorated suddenly this afternoon…”

         Sean turned the sound down.

         “Hey, why? Turn it back up.”

         “He’s one guy in one hospital that’s two hours away.” The images changed again. Grainy cell phone footage. The backs of people running, somewhere in Asia, a knot of police in riot gear taken from a low angle, one of the police lifting his visor, a paper mask underneath. “I don’t think it helps to watch this.”

         Hannah shook her head. “You think pretending it’s not happening gives you some sort of magical protection?”

         “I think it’s happening whether I know about it or not. It’s just not happening right here.” He looked at her with gentle puzzlement, as if he was unsure how to explain. “You have to live the bit that’s right in front of you. When it’s time for this”—he gestured at the TV screen, and the image of soldiers patrolling a suburban street, maybe Manchester—“we will do what we have to.” She crossed her arms, didn’t say anything. “They think they might have isolated the virus. That was on before. Someone in Melbourne.”

         “So they can look at the little bugger under an electron microscope.”

         “And work out ways to treat it. You said we have to hang on for a vaccine. So they make a vaccine and we’ll be fine.”

         “What about the people in Thailand, England, Newcastle? Those people on the North Shore? A vaccine won’t help them.”

         “They’re not us. You can’t save everyone.”

         She stared past him, at nothing. “Is Zac safe?”

         “He’s safe.”

         “He should be here.”

         “And he will be, Friday. Come on, let’s leave this, do something else.” He tried to pull out her crossed arms.

         “I’ll”—she pulled away from him—“I’ll check on Oscar.”

         “He’s fine. He’s sleeping in his own bed and he’s fine.”
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