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CHAPTER 1:
DECISION TIME


The January day in 2020 dawned hot as had the previous seven days. The drought was eight years old and Sydney, Australia was getting daytime temperatures of 45 to 46 degrees Celcius that baked the countryside and made the city a sweltering hotbox. In private homes air-conditioners were only permitted between 10pm and 6am and sealed commercial buildings were set at 24 degrees. Commercial buildings with windows which could be opened were allowed to have ceiling fans but no other means of cooling. Rapidly dwindling oil supplies meant petrol was severely rationed and food prices were continually rising. Because of the prolonged drought water was a very scarce commodity and could only be used for cooking, drinking and washing — showers only were permitted. Life was getting a bit unpleasant.


Despite public awareness of global warming since 2007 the move towards reducing deadly carbon dioxide emissions had been slow. Political wrangling and points scoring had prevented the unity so essential for tackling this immense problem. Although some progress had been made it had been largely negated by increased population and industrial growth. Electric and hybrid cars were coming onto the market but two factors limited their sale: electric cars had to be charged and this was not always easy; petrol driven cars had lost almost all their trade-in value and the new cars coming on the market were quite expensive. Fuel derived from grain had lost all its gloss as the searing drought drastically reduced harvests and what was left was sorely needed for food production. The production of fancy breads and cakes was prohibited. Life was pared back to the essentials and to make it worse the sea level was rising!


The oceans of the world had been rising for some years but the rise had been gradual and nobody but the scientists had worried about it. But now the ice sheets and polar caps of the Arctic and the Antarctic had started to melt at an alarming rate, releasing great quantities of water into the oceans. The rate of melting had accelerated far quicker than in previous scientific modelling and the polar ice which was up to 3 kilometres thick was disappearing at a terrifying speed. The wharves at Circular Quay went under water and the concourse was unusable; Darling Harbour had suffered the same fate and most ferry services had stopped. All the beach suburbs and other low-lying areas were being inundated, slowly but surely. Sydney was frying in the heat but at the same time being washed away by water and losing its business vitality.


◊ ◊ ◊


The Dean family lived at Drummoyne and the water was rising in front of them but would probably take some time to reach the lower level of their home. John Dean was a partner in a local law practice and had no problem getting to work by bus. Conveyancing was a big part of their practice but this had declined sharply — very few people, apart from the supreme optimists, were interested in Sydney real estate. John had not long had his fiftieth birthday. His wife, Melissa, was 48 and had been a stenographer before her marriage, but apart from helping out occasionally at the practice was a stay-at-home wife with a pretty busy social life. Their eldest son, Peter, had followed his father into law and at 25 was working in a large law practice in the city. Ruth, their daughter, was 18 and had just left high school. She completed the family apart from Oscar, a four-year-old kelpie-cross.


Life for the Deans had been good — they were a reasonably affluent family who lacked nothing and could take good holidays and eat out in good restaurants. They had a good circle of friends who would often gather at their home for a BBQ overlooking the Parramatta River. John tried not to be alarmist but felt he could see quite clearly that this good life would soon come to an end. Even the most ardent skeptics could not deny that global warming was an undeniable fact — that droughts were ravaging the land and that sea levels were rising. Scorching temperatures of 45 degrees and more were evidence enough of what lay ahead.


That evening, after a meal eaten in sweltering heat when the family was still at the table, John asked them to go outside on the back deck where they might get some breeze off the water. Three pairs of eyes fixed intently on him because formal conferences were virtually unheard of so he must have something quite important to say.


‘What I’m going to discuss with you I’ve been reading about and thinking about for quite some time, but the thinking is a lot easier than the doing and I want you all to help in reaching a decision as to what we should do. I believe that Sydney will, in the near future, cease to function as a viable city and you and I, Peter, will be out of work. Food is starting to get short and, as your mother knows, very dear, and that leads to all sorts of civil problems because a lot of people simply don’t have enough money to pay these higher prices. The sea levels will continue to rise and when you consider that the ice in the Antarctic covers a much greater area than in the Arctic and is some 3 kilometres thick you can see what we’re going to cop when that melts. Even if we could see a big reduction in carbon emissions now it would be too late to reverse the problem and to plan to get things in balance by 2050 is sheer fantasy. So what do you think we should do?’


There was a stunned silence and the three looked at each other to see who might speak first. Then Peter looked at his father. ‘Dad, I don’t doubt that what you’ve told us is right but I’m buggered if I know what we should do. Perhaps we could lay in enough non-perishable food to last us for quite a while and if you think the upper level of the house won’t go under water than try to sit it out. Perhaps Mum and Ruth might have some bright ideas.’


Melissa looked at her husband for some time. ‘John, you’re the one who has done all the thinking so I think it’s best if you tell us what you have in mind and then we’ll have something to discuss.’ John looked at all the troubled faces and thought that he was going to give them a lot more to worry about …


‘Pete, your idea just wouldn’t wash because if sea levels rise between six to eight metres, as some scientists believe they will, the house would be underwater and as things got worse we would find that our food would run out and we would have great difficulty getting more. In the Great Depression at the beginning of the last century those living in the cities were the worst off as they could do little to supplement their food — concrete jungles don’t grow food very well. Also as islands to the north and north-east of us are inundated there will be a mass migration of people who won’t be worrying about visas and will initially head for the cities — they’ll be competing for the ever decreasing food. So, I think we need to plan now for the time, in the near future, when we’ll have to leave this home, get out of Sydney and seek higher ground.’


Melissa gasped. ‘And leave our beautiful home! Wherever would we go?’


‘Well, firstly I think we could go to Mum’s. She’s been living in that big house at Blaxland, on her own, since Dad died and she’s got a large block with pretty good soil, which she’s now paying that young bloke to look after.’ ‘What’s the soil got to do with it?’


‘Ruthie, wherever we go we’ll have to grow as much of our food as we can so the soil is important; and, of course, Blaxland isn’t going to get flooded or if it does then we’ve all had it. We can stay there until we can see how this sorry business is going to pan out and then perhaps look for something of our own with more land so we can become more self-sufficient.’


Peter was thinking hard about Emma. Emma Waters had been his girlfriend since he left school and they were thinking about getting married, perhaps next year. ‘Dad, what about Emma? I can’t leave her.’


‘You’ll have to work that one out. I’m sure she’d be welcome to come with us but I suppose her parents might have something to say about that. If she’s going to come she can join in the planning. But it’s important for you and me and perhaps Emma to stay at work as long as we’ve got work to accumulate as much money as possible, even though I’m not sure how much value money might have in the future. The decisions we’ll have to make will be very tough and, at times, gut wrenching but I’m sure there is little alternative. I really wish there was! So if you all agree, I’ll knock up a list of those things we’ll need to do to be ready to move and I can assure you we’ll know when to move — things will happen which can’t be ignored. When the list is ready we’ll have a joint discussion to hear everyone’s point of view. All okay so far?’ They all nodded glumly.


The next day was Sunday and John worked all day on his list. The temperature was 46 degrees again — what further proof was needed? When finished it read:


1.  CARS. We’ll use the three cars we have as little as possible and use our petrol coupons to accumulate as much as we can and store it under the house where it will be secure and can be locked up. We’ll use Mum’s car when necessary because it uses the least petrol. She can go to the hardware or disposal store and buy up to a dozen jerry cans or similar to store the petrol. Peter is to have a towbar fitted to his car so that he can pull the trailer when the time comes.


2.  ACCOMMODATION. The caravan and annex will be our home, although if I know your grandma she’ll want us in the house. I’ll buy a tent and a small generator so that while we have petrol we’ll have power and we’ll be pretty well set up if we move from Blaxland.


3.  FOOD. Non-perishable food to be accumulated with due regard to the use-by dates — Mum and Ruth can be in charge of that department. We should be able to add to our stock at Blaxland before stocks run out in the shops. To provide for the future I’ll buy a quantity of vegetable seeds and hope that we can get some seed potatoes somewhat nearer to the time we need them. We’ll need fertiliser but should be able to pick that up at Penrith or somewhere in the mountains.


4.  FURNITURE. A minimum of our good furniture we’ll try to have transported and put into storage in Blaxland or nearby so when the time comes to set up a new home somewhere we can furnish the place. Any non-essential furniture we’ll leave behind. We have adequate casual stuff in the caravan for everyday use.


5.  CLOTHING. We’ll need a supply of hardwearing clothing including winter gear. All fashion wear, suits, shoes, etc. to go to the Salvation Army. Perhaps we can wear more fashionable gear when we first set off that will do us for any social gathering at Blaxland.


6.  FINANCE. Peter and I to convert any securities we have into cash and deposit into the bank where it can be withdrawn on demand. We’ll endeavour to cash in our superannuation. We’ll need to monitor the banking system and if it shows any sign of collapse then we’ll withdraw our cash. Carrying a lot of cash is always dangerous but there may be no alternative.


7.  COMMUNICATIONS. We’ll buy a more powerful radio with battery alternative power because that could well become our only source of information about what’s going on in the world. We’ll, of course, keep our mobile phones. Peter can look after the purchase of the radio and spare batteries of good quality for that and the phones.


8.  OUR HOME. If we can find someone reliable they can live in our home just to pay the outgoings until they decide to leave Sydney. Otherwise we’ll just lock it up and trust to luck.


9.  THE FUTURE. Short term it’s not hard to read but long term impossible. Perhaps this impending disaster may lead to the end of greenhouse pollution of the atmosphere as industry grinds to a halt and most cars go off the roads. If I’m wrong in all this, we can go back to our home, hope that it hasn’t been vandalised, and pick up life again.


◊ ◊ ◊


That night the list was distributed with John suggesting that everybody meet together the next night to discuss things. Peter said, ‘I met Emma at lunchtime and she said she’s coming with me irrespective of what her parents might say and she’s coming over tomorrow night anyway so she can join in the talk fest.’


John looked hard at his son. ‘Pete, if Emma wants to come over and join in that’s fine, but I’m going to have a talk with Bob Waters as soon as I can. I don’t want him to think that we’re luring his daughter away on some way-out adventure.’


‘Okay, Dad,’ said Peter. ‘If there is going to be a problem we’ll just get married and then he won’t be able to do anything about it, no matter if he does object. In any case I don’t think he will.’


The next evening there was a cool change — the maximum temperature had only been 41 degrees. The problem was that the southerly breeze that always dropped the temperature in Sydney did not work so well anymore. The breeze coming from the south hit a wall of scorching heat before it got to Sydney and quickly dissipated.


After their evening meal, eaten in uncomfortable heat, the family sought the slightly cooler verandah. Melissa spoke first.


‘John, how much longer do you think we’ll be here before we have to move’?


‘I really don’t know, Mel. Certainly I believe it won’t be more than a year. Based on that assumption we’re going to dig up most of the backyard, prepare some beds and grow some vegetables to cushion us a bit from scarcity and high prices. As this sorry business worsens we’re going to become almost vegetarian. Later on, if we move to a sizeable property, we should be able to get some livestock and some chooks. Anything else?’


‘Yes, Ruth and I’ll have to leave the buying of most non-perishable food for as late as possible otherwise the use-by dates will be too close. Of course, we’ll watch if supplies start to run out in the stores and, if so, dive in and buy up. We’ll also keep in touch with Mum at Blaxland and if things start to get short there she can buy for us and herself. Also, you talk about putting a minimum of good furniture into storage at Blaxland. Could we not send all our good furniture up? It will likely be trashed if we leave it down here and the extra wouldn’t cost that much more to store. And can we do the same with our good clothing? You never know; with luck we might be able to wear it again. That’s all.’


‘They’re good points, Melissa. If everybody agrees we’ll adopt them. Anybody against? No! Done. Now to you, Pete.’ ‘I don’t have anything specific about your list, Dad, but I have one thing I would like to raise and that’s water storage. If water restrictions get stricter we’re going to be battling to get enough to keep a vegetable garden going. Today I made enquiries at Penrith and we can get two 1000 gallon tanks (they still use old parlance) delivered up to Blaxland. We’ll have to get somebody to build stands and connect them up and then, if it ever rains again, we have extra water. All this, of course, with Grandma’s approval.


‘Excellent idea, Peter; please go ahead and do it. I’ll speak to Grandma about it but I know it will be okay.’


Ruth, as usual, was sitting with Oscar beside her and she was next. ‘As you know I start Pharmacy at uni this year and although I doubt that I’ll ever get the chance to graduate I would like to get as far as I can. In any case, whatever knowledge I pick up would be of some use to us. Perhaps I could stay in Sydney and continue the course as long as the place functions?’


‘Ruth,’ John said, ‘of course you can go to uni as long as we live here, but I’m afraid that staying down here after we have gone just won’t be on. Sydney will become a lawless city and a young girl on her own would be in quite some danger. Perhaps you may be able to go to Charles Sturt University at Bathurst instead where I think there are residential facilities. You could ask if they have a Pharmacy faculty.’


‘Emma, you’re last but certainly not least and welcome to our family conference. We’re delighted to have you with us in our venture into the brave new world; perhaps not brave but certainly new.’


‘Mr Dean, I want to thank you for including me and I assure you that I’ll be going even if I have to drag Peter screaming into marriage. However, I feel sure my parents will agree to me going. As you know I’m a pharmacy assistant and I suggest that I start assembling a substantial first aid kit. I’ll do a first aid course and that, with what Ruth learns at uni, should enable us to look after the basic family medical needs.’


‘Thank you, Emma, that’s a great contribution. Before we wrap things up I want to mention another thing. I’ll enquire about getting some firearms and ammunition legally or otherwise — to provide us with some rabbit stew and, although I hope not, protection against hungry, marauding gangs who will be quite ruthless in their search for food and other things. We’ll meet regularly to review things as they affect us and to take on board any new suggestions. There’s some bubbly in the fridge; let’s celebrate and not commiserate.’




CHAPTER 2:
THE FIRST MOVE


During 2020 cyclones had increased in frequency and ferocity, caused by the rising sea temperature in the Indian and Pacific oceans. Previously they had only affected the northern part of Australia and particularly the Queensland coast north of Brisbane. As late as May one hit the northern coast of New South Wales and caused extensive damage in Byron Bay and Ballina. In addition the latter town was badly affected by rising sea water and no longer functioned as a holiday resort. Severe storms were also hitting Sydney and a particularly savage one lifted some tiles off the roof of the Deans’ home and did other minor damage. The temperature was now regularly over 45 degrees and over the past year the sea level had risen by some 10 centimetres. Cyclonic rains had benefited the coast but inland the harsh drought still ravaged the land. Most vegetables were scarce and expensive, and John Dean’s vegetable garden had served them well.


Peter came home from the office one sweltering evening and went to see his father where he sat, sweating, in his study.


‘Dad, I’ve been retrenched and will be finishing up at the end of the month. Colin Watts, the senior partner, called me in and explained that there simply weren’t enough matters coming in to keep me and others on and that he could see no likelihood of things improving; in fact he thought that they would get much worse. So, as of the first of February I’ll be unemployed.’


‘That’s tough, Pete, but I don’t think I’ll be working much longer either. Our practice is rapidly disappearing and shortly we’ll only need one person to deal with matters in progress and I guess that will be Don Moore, as he is the senior partner. I think, Peter my boy, we’re getting close to hitting the road to our future life.’


‘Dad, people will still need medicines and what have you, so I think Emma will be able to work up to the last minute. I’ve made enquiries and I believe that I should be able to draw my super so I’ll get that going straightaway and I’ll get busy on those things I have to do for our move.’


Melissa put her head in the door and got all the news. ‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘I suppose I’d better get moving and do those things I hoped I might never have to do. When do you think we’ll be moving, John?’


‘I think we should all meet tomorrow night to thrash things out but I reckon it would be within the next three or four months. We’ll work that out tomorrow night. What’s for dinner?’


◊ ◊ ◊


The next night everybody was at dinner including Emma and as usual Oscar was at Ruth’s feet. There was very little conversation during the meal and John suggested that after washing up they would again move to the verandah to take advantage of any slight breeze off the water. Everybody, including Emma, was eager to find out when ‘D’ Day would be. John kicked things off.
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