
		
			
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		

	

RED QUEEN


Honey Brown lives in country Victoria with her husband and two children, and together they run a small flock of sheep. Red Queen is her first novel.
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THE NOTE






1

I HAD COME to know every line in my brother’s face. I didn’t want to know another man’s face in such detail – even my brother’s – but months alone with him and I knew how his hair would fall if he turned his head a certain way, the muscles that would draw up with a smile, the lashes that would come together if he fixed me with a stare, and the arrogant tug that lived in the corner of his mouth. I knew his face better that I knew my own. He was all I had to look at.

You would think then that in a game of cards I would be able to call his bluff.

I couldn’t.

We were sitting in front of the open fire in the lounge room, each in our high-back armchairs with a small card table between us. The stone walls and timber beams of the cabin were illuminated by the firelight. During the day the room was dust-choked and unused, at night it came alive with flame and shadow.

‘What you thinkin, Pup?’

I straightened in the chair and took a final quick look at my cards. ‘Nothing. Here – you win.’

The scattered low clubs and diamonds settled across the table. Rohan bent over my cards, frowning in the dim light to see them. ‘Will you look at that,’ he murmured.

I leant closer. ‘What?’

‘You really were thinking nothing.’

He got to his feet, ignoring my dark look up at him. Beside the glass of water on the table was his neatly stacked hand. I gathered the cards together, my fingers edging towards the stack.

‘I wouldn’t look if I were you,’ he said with his back to me. ‘Throw in the towel like that and you don’t deserve to know.’

I took his cards, tapping them into the pack without looking at them. The Browning shotgun was leaning against Rohan’s chair, shining henna in the light. The connection I felt to it was surprising – the weight of it, every smooth line, the hard metallic smell under a buffer of well-oiled warmth. Rohan picked it up and passed it to me. I glanced into his eyes – saw that the knowing glint was back. It was near impossible to hold Rohan’s gaze in these instances – as if he could see right into you, isolate raw qualities you yourself didn’t like to spotlight.

‘Be on your toes tonight. Full moons are always trouble. Don’t play that bloody guitar, and keep a proper lookout. And don’t go near the fridge.’

I laid the gun across my lap. ‘Jesus, I can’t believe you’re still going on about that.’

‘Don’t go near the fridge.’

‘But I’m telling you – I’ve told you, I didn’t take the meat. Why can’t you believe me? Why would I lie?’

‘I don’t know why you’d lie. That’s the stupidity of it – if you’re gunna lie, at least do it with some brains and balls.’

‘I could say you took it.’

He turned away.

‘Well it’s the same thing as what you’re doing to me. Listen – I did not touch the meat. It was in the fridge when I put the fruit away and that’s all I know. I walked through the kitchen once during my whole watch and I didn’t even open the fridge.’

‘So how exactly do you explain it disappearing then? Possums got some sort of dexterity I’ve not wised up to?’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps you did it in your sleep.’

‘No – you’re the dopey sleepwalker.’

‘Sometimes things happen that can’t be explained – that doesn’t mean you just point the finger at me.’

‘That’s interesting, coming from you.’

I pushed to my feet and walked towards the French doors. The barrel of the gun butted insistent against my hip and the thick leather strap creaked near my ear. ‘I didn’t take the fucking meat,’ I said, and shut the door behind me.

[image: image]

Moonlight illuminated the sheep between the trees and the nervy mob of roos that came through every night. Koalas growled and snorted like feral pigs in an echoing ogre anthem. I could feel Rohan’s wakefulness, could picture him curled on his side, fully clothed, maybe with boots on, staring into the shadowy corners, his head full of pessimism. Still, it was hard to begrudge him it – you had to fill your head with something.

Picking out Ry Cooder’s ‘13 Question method’ on the acoustic and croaking a baleful attempt at the lyrics, I filled my head with the steely notes. I didn’t consider myself any less aware even though I curved my back around the guitar and looked down to watch my fingering.

The brazen weight of a mouse on the toe of my boot shifted my concentration; my fingers stopped on the strings. The mouse moved away, across the boards and over the edge of the veranda.

I shivered.

Cold.

With a fortifying breath I stood and sat the guitar in the wicker chair beside me. Inside, I pulled back the curtains and left the door open – the cabin could do with some fresh air. It also made the decision to leave the gun against the stonework seem less reckless.

I walked into the kitchen. It smelt of cold fat and charred meat. The benches were timber with a glossy coating of lacquer. While other rooms in the cabin had their modern touches, the kitchen remained rustic right to its back teeth; Dad’s logic had been to keep the vital parts of the cabin rudimentary and technology free. Even the sink was old-world and enamel.

Spread respectfully from one end of the bench to the other was the gleaming oiled sides and black handles of a full set of knives and sharpening steels. It was odd that Rohan hadn’t put them away. I took the towel from the end of the bench and laid it flat; I set each knife out on the material.

On the floor at my feet was the canvas bag the knives were kept in. I frowned down at it. Normally it would be folded on the bench.

I slid the knives into the bag and put them in the cupboard.

The fridge was the one exception amongst the provincial surrounds; it hummed with the constant trickle of power from the water wheel at the bottom of the bluff. Something made me check inside it. The interior globe was blown and I had to peer to see the shelves. I lifted the top plate covering that night’s leftovers. One chop was missing, and maybe a pear from the metal colander below. The fruit was not as prized as the meat. I knew the specific chop that was gone.

It was while shutting the fridge door that I heard it – a noise from the lounge room. For a frozen moment I bent my head and tried to categorise it. The cabin was always uttering its midnight sounds: possums in the roof, the beams and gables expanding and contracting, but this one sounded like … a stifled sneeze. Yet the silence that followed it left me sure all I’d heard was an ember popping in the fireplace.

Rohan slept in the main bedroom, down the hall, opposite the bathroom and toilet. The walls of the hall were mosaic with photo frames and their grinning images. The result of so much joyous memory tacked up at eye level was the tunnelling of vision, or bowed-head floorboard gazing, the latter of which I did now – not that I could see the photos in the dark, but it paid to keep things regimented.

Rohan’s bedroom door was ajar. It was lighter in his room, the curtains were half-drawn and a rectangle of light stretched across the bed. Rohan lay on his side, facing the door, eyes open, with the Sako rifle beside him.

‘What is it,’ he said without lifting his head from the pillow.

‘You took it.’

‘What?’

‘The meat. There’s another chop missing – you had it before you came to bed. And you left the knives all over the bench. It’s not even my bloody rule —’

Rohan sat up and swung his legs from the bed; he had his boots on. ‘I put the knives away. Where’s the shotgun?’

I looked down at my hands as if I might see it. ‘It’s out on the veranda. I was just coming in to get my coat.’

Rohan brought the rifle to his shoulder and aimed it at the black space of the hall behind me. His pose was so deliberate and combative I struggled with the moment.

‘Were there any knives missing?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know … I think … maybe the small one.’

‘You put them away?’

‘Yes.’

‘Stay behind me.’

With the gun hard to his shoulder, Rohan sidestepped into the darkness. I caught a glimpse of the wild-white of his eyes and was close enough to understand the depth of his anxiety. It was the isolation – just the two of us, no emergency number to call, no neighbour to hear, no community, no society, no law. Rohan pulled up the neck of his jumper to cover his nose and mouth; he nodded at me to do the same.

The necessity to get to the veranda and check to see if the shotgun was gone gave us some impetus. The expanse of outside was equivalent to a deep calming breath. And even as I saw the shotgun was gone I had a sense of undefinable release; maybe it was that the worst possible situation was realised. I’d failed my brother at such a fundamental, life-threatening level it was only up from here.

Rohan had pulled his jumper from his face and was looking at me with the question of where the gun had been clear in his tight black eyes. I let my jumper fall around my neck and looked pointedly at the empty patch of wall.

‘It’s gone,’ I whispered.

The words hung a moment before Rohan looked away, his face made soft with disappointment; it was more unnerving than his anger, and before the muscles firmed back into something more like Rohan Scott, they softened further into total slack-faced bewilderment. He may have even prayed, his face tipped to the grey light of the moon and the rifle pointing up beside him.

He turned to me. ‘We die,’ he hissed through clamped teeth. ‘We die because you couldn’t do the simplest thing.’

I crossed my arms and gripped each bicep hard enough for the pain to register. Rohan looked away again, as if the answers were out there drifting in and out between the trees.

The koalas had grown quiet. Only a distant and lonely hoot of an owl added to the gentle rustle of the bush above the bluff. Standing there, by the chair, with the huge moon mocking us, it became clear that Rohan intended to act, that he stood taking in air through his mouth and planned to go back inside.

But watching the side of Rohan’s face, I had the terrifying idea that he was not thinking rationally, or even radically, but that he had calmly decided to turn it into a literal life lesson; that the consequence of a foolish action should not be let slip away.

He lifted the rifle to his shoulder and stepped past me, towards the open door.

Returning to the stuffy darkness of the cabin was surreal enough to dull the fear.

This time we went through the lounge room, past the fire and the two armchairs. The rugs were thick underfoot. Rohan paused before turning left into the kitchen. I was thinking of the sneeze; it was dawning on me that the noise had struck me as small and unthreatening. I grappled with something about it, something that would be plain under any other circumstances, but which eluded me now. I looked over Rohan’s shoulder and saw the shotgun laid on the kitchen table. There was a sheet of notepad paper under the stock. Rohan swung the rifle towards the kitchen and stepped away. I watched the stiff back of my brother a moment, and then looked back to the note. The words left my mouth as they crystallised in my mind: ‘It’s a woman. She’s gone.’


2

SUNRISE CAME LATE to the cabin. The warbling and twittering of dawn began while the cabin stayed tucked under the night shadow of the bluff. Most mornings it complemented my sleeping hours, having crawled into bed at three a.m. or thereabouts, but this morning I sat opposite Rohan at the kitchen table. We both wore latex gloves and had white dust masks over our faces. We waited for some decent light to read the note again. The shotgun had been wiped with disinfectant and was over Rohan’s shoulder. I held the rifle across my lap.

Considering the events of the evening we had spoken very little. I didn’t know if this was because I was in disgrace for leaving the shotgun unattended or because Rohan was feeling as mystified as I was.

The first rays of sunlight sheared through the venetians. Rohan put his hands either side of the yellowed paper and read the note again. The writing, from what I’d seen, was standard female, with no particular style or excessive slant. The message was blunt: her name was Denny Cassidy, she was a woman, she’d been up here for three months and living at the farmhouse up the back of the bluff, she wanted to live with us. She was alone.

Rohan pulled the dust mask from his face and snapped each glove off. He tossed them in a pile with an annoyed flick of his wrist. I slid my mask down.

‘What?’ I asked.

‘We don’t need them, do we.’

‘She might be infected.’

‘That’s not the point. See what she’s done?’ He nodded towards the kitchen. ‘She’s touched everything – she’s done it deliberately. Taken the meat, touched the fridge, the doorknobs. It’s too late. If she is infected, the damage is already done. And she’s been at it for weeks – we’d be already showing symptoms.’

I took the mask off over my head. ‘But that’s good, right?’

‘She’s watched us. She knows our routines. While you were outside strumming that bloody guitar she was sneaking around the cabin.’

‘Why wouldn’t she just wave the white flag?’

‘You’d let her in? Well, you probably would. She knows anyone with half a brain wouldn’t.’

‘But the gun? Why frighten us like that?’

‘To tell us that she can; that she had the opportunity to hurt us and she didn’t. Of course she didn’t – we’re her bread and butter, her safety. This place is the Hilton in the bush, and she knows it. The idea was to prove her goodwill.’

‘She’s taken a knife though.’

‘The knives were to show she knows our system. She’s weaved herself in right under our noses. And it was a way for one of us to touch every knife she’d touched – oiled and susceptible for cross contamination. She’d be thinking to totally eliminate the idea that she’s contagious – or if she is, it’s too late. That was probably going to be this night’s calling card – but you left the shotgun, like an idiot, and the message could be rammed home. I think … I think she took the small knife because it’s foldaway and decent as a pocket knife – while she’s at it, take what she can. Bloody gall, I’ll give her that.’

Rohan passed over the note and I read it.

‘God,’ I murmured. ‘I can’t believe how … how brave she is, to do this. Come in here? Two men, with both of us armed.’

‘Desperate, more like it. And if she is alone wouldn’t you want to be with someone – anyone?’

‘I can’t imagine doing it alone. Although she says she’s only been up here three months, so perhaps she knows more than we do. She might know how bad it’s become, if it’s okay to go back. She’d have to know more than us. If we —’

‘Stop it. That’s what she wants, to get us curious, to have us drop our guard just long enough to let her in. You think about it – look at how cautious she’s been. I’d be more relaxed if she came wandering in with the expectation to be helped. All she’s done is highlight the desperation, the need to fox your way into any safe situation. It’ll be like I said out there. I’ve always said the virus was just the tipping point – with the climate and the economy, it was all ready to collapse.’

‘But we’re gunna let her stay?’

‘For what? She’d only use up our supplies. We don’t know how old she is, how fit. There’s no reason to trust her. Just because she’s done it like this doesn’t mean she’s still not a decoy for a larger group.’

‘We can’t just say no. And, anyway, isn’t she a bigger risk on the outside, with who she could tell? She probably knows about the bunker; she definitely knows we’ve got electricity. All we’d be doing is sending her off with information that could make us a target; what’s to stop her telling others about what we’ve got here? Or imagine if we send her away, never to see another person for years. We don’t know how bad it is.’

‘You can stop thinking we’re the only survivors. It’s thickheaded and stupid.’ The lines around his eyes deepened with thought. ‘It feels too soon to start making contact. I doubt the death toll has even settled.’

‘She’s already made contact.’

‘Yes … she has.’

‘You tell me we protect the cabin and ourselves – act against an immediate threat of danger and no more than that. Self-defence and only self-defence, that’s what you said. Well I don’t see her aiming a gun at us, and she had the chance.’

He tipped his head in regrettable agreement.

‘The way I see it,’ I said, ‘we have to let her stay. We have to do it for our safety and our peace of mind. Peace of mind on both counts: worrying about if she told anyone about us and wondering what it means to turn her away – to deny a person help when we’re so set up. If it’s only the three of us up here, why wouldn’t we pull together? Another person isn’t going to kill us.’

‘You don’t think so?’

‘I mean a third person isn’t going to put us out.’

I took off my gloves and picked up the note. Denny Cassidy. She’d listened to me play. Rohan lowered his head, deep in thought.

‘She’ll come back during daylight,’ he muttered, ‘so we’re not jumping at shadows. She left the note to lessen the shock and give us time. Easing in … I don’t know …’

‘How hard must it be to put your faith in two strangers,’ I said, ‘under the circumstances?’

He looked at me. ‘You keep assuming she’s somehow vulnerable – she’s a woman, not a child. And I think she’s weighed it up. She’s watched us for a while. The farm is a good ten Ks down the main track, but probably quite close if you cut through. The road swings round, if I remember right. I reckon she’s come straight through the thick of – perhaps if you follow the creek? So you think about it – if she’s come in over the top and found the bluff, think of the bird’s-eye view she’s got of us. We’re invisible from every other position, but come at us from the top … She’s been sitting up there checking us out and chewing on our bloody chops.’

I suppressed a smile.

‘She’d know all about the bunker,’ he went on, ‘would have seen us come out with food. On a still day she’d be able to hear us talking. If she’s got binoculars she would have been able to bloody-well count the grey hairs on our heads.’

‘Yours, maybe.’

My attempt at light-heartedness had Rohan levelling a cutting gaze. But his eyes grew trance-like and when he spoke his voice was toneless.

‘To find the old fire track down to the backyard she would have had to follow me … There have been times when I thought the baits were moved. On the creek in particular, I’ve felt I’ve been watched. I can’t believe she’s done it for so long.’ He focused back on me. ‘She thinks she knows us.’

‘She probably does. I think it’s good she feels she can trust us. You should too – you’re the one who worries about losing touch with your humanity. By all rights, this is your chance to do the humane thing.’

Rohan wasn’t listening, but his head was angled as if he were trying to hear something. One of his hands hovered just above the tabletop.

‘If you wanted to know,’ he said slowly, ‘what someone thought about you – what would you do?’

I frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘And to spark a conversation about yourself and a situation you want to gauge a reaction on – how would you do that?’

There was the faintest squeak from down the hall. I locked eyes with Rohan. He shook his head. ‘You’d leave a note and hang around to listen in on the conversation.’

‘She’s here,’ I whispered.

‘Right by the door there, I’d reckon.’

Rohan’s hand lifted to hold the shotgun. I swivelled in my seat and saw a woman standing in the hall doorway. She stepped forward and Rohan stood, taking the shotgun from his shoulder.

Her scruffiness hid her complexion and the thick bands of sunlight made it hard to see her as one complete person. Her eyes were on the shotgun, but her lids were heavy, as though it were a great strain to look at it. She was tall, with athletic limbs and shoulders. There was something in the way she stood, closed in and intensely tired, and yet ready to run, that confirmed she was alone.

From across the table I could feel Rohan’s suspicion, but felt none of it myself.

No-one spoke. I thought she might leave; it quickened my pulse and brought me to my feet. I put the gun down on the table and she lifted her face to me. Her hair was dusty brown, short and blunt-cut. She wore torn and grubby jeans and a dark, tight-fitting jumper that was flecked with burrs. On her back was a Slazenger sports bag, worn as a backpack. She could have been anywhere from mid-twenties to mid-thirties, and I wondered how old the two of us looked to her; I’d not looked in a mirror for weeks, but judging from Rohan’s weathered appearance, the way his clothes hung from his body, she might have put our ages well beyond what they were. God knows I felt older than twenty-three.

Rohan spoke and the dimensions of the room changed, shrinking in.

‘Take your bag and put it on the table,’ he said. ‘Then sit.’

He used the gun to point at the chair she was to sit in and I narrowed my eyes, disbelieving. ‘I don’t think —’

‘Shut up.’

Denny didn’t move. Rohan laughed low and bitterly.

‘Still deciding, Denny? If you do go, make sure you leave the knife.’

‘Jesus, Rohan …’

‘I said shut up.’

Rohan walked around the table towards her and she backed away at an equal pace.

‘If you can’t even sit when I tell you, we’re not off to a very good start.’

‘Rohan! For Christ’s sake!’

‘Take the bag off and put it where I told you, and then sit down that end of the table. I suggest you do, because I’m not quite sure what to do with you if you don’t.’

Denny backed into a low wooden chest and sat automatically. She turned her head away as Rohan approached her. He stood over her with the gun in both hands.

‘No, not here, over there,’ he said.

Denny’s torso rose with each breath; she kept her gaze lowered. The light was dimmer where she was, but unfiltered, which made it easier to see her face. It was still hard to say if the rounded and smoothed-over features were hers, or if fear and hunger had swollen her face somehow.

Rohan stepped aside to give her room and looked critically over her as she stood and slid off her bag. She held it out by the straps, in one hand, for Rohan to take.

The chance of skin touching skin sprang up electric in the air. The past year was suddenly huge in the room, a squall of everything inconceivable – TV images of speechless reporters, whole populations in panic, the rain falling on empty city streets; but still they were unreal. What was without question was the sovereignty of touch. We did not touch. It had become automatic the minute the virus had landed on Australian soil. It wasn’t a spoken rule; arms could brush, shoulders could bump, and incidental skin contact was repellent but forgiven, but conscious touch – fingertips, a warm hand, a face too close – it just went without saying. Personal space had shrivelled to a hard nut so far inside each body even your own hand on your skin could seem unwanted. So the sight of Denny’s hand, the long curve of her thumb, the dirty curl of her fingers, held out and inviting the chance of Rohan’s touch, became the centre of the room, and everything converged in on it.

Slowly, inevitably, it became a stand-off between them. She had no reservations; it was in her stance, in her expressionless face – as if she’d already touched Rohan. And perhaps she had? While we’d slept, had this woman touched our skin?

‘I said on the table,’ Rohan growled, and cracked the moment clean in half.

Once she sat, the tension eased. The sun was bright in the room. Rohan might have felt guilty for his aggression, as I thought he should, because her arms on the table were disturbingly thin. Her head dropped forward, as if too heavy for her neck. She might have once been beautiful, but what she’d been through looked to have permanently dulled her. For a while we just stood and looked at her. I silently willed her to speak; I thought her voice would be low, maybe raw with tiredness now, but ultimately soft and dulcet. It seemed important to hear her voice before fully letting go of whatever it was I was holding up inside me. I sat at the table and pushed the rifle as far as possible from us.

‘I’m Shannon,’ I said.

Rohan sat down too. ‘She knows that.’

He kept the shotgun on his knee, out of sight. ‘She knows what tree we like to take a leak under, don’t you? We’d be acting pretty much how you’d thought.’

Rohan pulled on a latex glove and dragged her bag towards him. He prodded the contents through the material.

‘Binoculars,’ he said. ‘Your mate’s got another pair? Planning on some signals, or have you already organised a day and are working to a time frame?’

He unzipped the bag and spread it wide. He took out his pocket knife and flicked through the scrappy mess with the blade. I didn’t see clearly what was in the bag, other than the binoculars that Rohan took out and set aside as if they were now his. Instead I looked between Denny and Rohan, at the bald face of change. Was this how it was now? Was this the new normality?

‘What I want to know,’ Rohan said, still looking through her things, ‘is exactly what you think you can offer us. How do you strengthen our position? Cos from where I’m sitting, you only look to weaken it.’

She drew in a breath, as if to speak, but didn’t. Rohan pushed the bag away and settled in for her answer.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked. ‘You know we have to be careful.’

While we waited for her voice, the final thing to make her real, she sunk down closer to the table, put her hands under her cheek, closed her eyes, and went to sleep.
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WE REMAINED SEATED at the table. Rohan kept moving suddenly in his chair, as if coming to a final conclusion, only to fall back into silent staring at Denny’s lowered head. I dozed with my head rested on the back of one arm. I was shaky with hunger, and wondering if Denny was deaf and mute – and thinking how unbelievably cruel it would be, for me, if she was.

‘It’s interesting, all right,’ Rohan said, as though resuming a conversation we’d let lapse. ‘Hasn’t said a word – sleeping. It’s an inspired way for us to get used to her without her stepping on any toes – she can hardly say the wrong thing if she doesn’t speak.’

I lifted my head. ‘She’s totally knackered. Can’t you see that? Imagine what she’s been through. She would have seen much worse than we have. I don’t know whether you’re more pissed-off that she followed you or that she could be some sort of threat?’

‘Don’t question me. And don’t ever do it in front of her. There’ll be no happy human reunions. We don’t welcome her into the fold. I don’t care if she tells us there’s a cure, and the planet’s miraculously righting itself and China and America have made friends and are partying together in the street. We don’t move until we absolutely have to.’

‘If you ask me, it feels right to band together – a more natural thing to do.’

‘Nice in theory, and maybe further down the track, but for now it’s a whole lot smarter to hedge our bets and sit tight. We can’t get in any trouble if no-one knows we’re here.’

‘She knows we’re here.’

‘And there’s the only reason why she’ll stay.’

We both looked at her. She breathed slow and steady. The bumps of her spine tapered away in perfect graduations down her back. Her skin was olive, darker than either of ours – even Rohan’s, who had an all-year leathery tan. I had the better view of her face, and it pleased me. I could see her sad mouth, the simple, straight line of her eyebrows, the puffiness of her eyelids.

‘She looks like she’d eat as much as a bloke,’ Rohan said. ‘I reckon she’s near six foot. Be too much to ask that she’d be cheap to feed.’

‘Those Christian values of yours are really admirable,’ I said.

‘Shut up, Pup. Go and get us something to eat. Get her something, too – not much, maybe a boiled egg and some fruit. I’ll have a couple of eggs. Who knows, the smell of food might get her up for the day.’

It wasn’t until we’d both finished eating that she woke; she drew her shoulderblades together and wiped the back of her hand over her mouth. My heartbeat increased with each new movement she made. I thought of how much she was, so many gestures and ticks, so much to look at, hard to take in all at once. She rested with her elbows on the table and her fingertips against her forehead. There was a part-healed cut from behind her ear and down her neck.

The food on the plate in front of her must have caught her eye, because she moved her hand to look at it properly.

‘Is that for me?’ she asked.

‘Ah, she speaks.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I put it there for you.’

She reached for the plate, but stopped as Rohan spoke.

‘You only eat when we’re together,’ he said. ‘No exceptions.’

‘Can I eat now?’

‘We’re together, aren’t we?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then you can eat.’

She leant back in the chair and tugged the stolen chop from the front pocket of her jeans. Her eyes flicked up to check our response, but the way she held the chop close to her body gave the impression she wouldn’t give it up even if we asked.

She ate haltingly and alternated between the meat and the pear, like she might need the fruit’s soft flesh to help her swallow.

I watched her and thought back to her voice, turned each inflection over in my mind. Smoky and husky is how I’d describe it, an unused voice. I knew it would take time for her to open up; it went without saying, but I worried Rohan wouldn’t understand.

She finished the pear and picked the last of the meat off the chop with her fingers, and then started on the egg I had peeled for her. I wouldn’t be able to eat something someone else had so obviously touched, and I knew Rohan was equally surprised by her apparent acceptance of our contact.

We might have not been sitting there, staring at her; the blankness in her I equated with being alone. It was quiet and we could hear her chewing. She occasionally sniffed. Sometimes she held my gaze, but only as though I were an inanimate object for her to study. She ate the last of the egg and a flicker of pain showed in her eyes. There was a glass of water on the table and she looked at Rohan for confirmation that she was allowed to drink. He nodded and she took a sip.

Her skin grew clammy and a light sweat shone on her brow.

‘If you’re gunna be sick,’ Rohan said, ‘do it outside.’

We followed her out the back door. It was a still day, kind and soft; it brought some charm to the cabin – which was testament to good lighting, because the surrounds were barren and scratched down to dirt by the chooks. The sheds, orchard and vegie patch were all up the other end of the cabin, leaving this end with an unobstructed view across the paddocks and into the backdrop of bush. The cabin had always been alternatively powered, so there were no power lines leading in, or a driveway. It was four-wheel drive access only, up a steep plantation track and then across a seasonal creek and into a blackberry-infested maze that served as a perfect deterrent. The cabin had been built as a hideaway, with just this type of holed-up scenario in mind; it’s just that no-one but my father had ever thought it would come to serve its purpose.

Denny stood down the end of the cabin with her hands on her knees and vomited in the dirt. I walked to the end of the veranda and stood beside Rohan; we looked down at her, guns across our bodies and legs parted, with matching deadpan expressions as she retched and spat. Rohan was probably thinking of the wasted food.

I hated moments like these, when the changes were caught in one shocking still frame, sickening and thrilling all at once. I realised that I’d become resigned to all the defective moments two brothers might create alone in a cabin in the bush, but now Denny had arrived she’d torn something open. And, like a boy, I ached in my chest for some kind of tenderness, words or a touch to tell me it would be all right; odd how I got the impression Denny didn’t need or want softness, yet I did.

Rohan called the chooks as she straightened; they came in a flapping rush, their feet thumping in the dust. She stepped back to give them room to fight over her vomit.
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‘You came over from the top, right?’

I’d given up my chair in front of the fire to Denny; she sat to one side of it, leaning away from us with one elbow on the armrest, her knees tight together and her hands clasped as if they were cold. Rohan stood beside me, in front of the fire, blocking most of the heat.

‘Yes,’ she said.

‘How did you know we were here?’

She looked confused.

‘How did you know the cabin was here?’

‘I saw you fishing along the river.’

‘You followed me.’

‘Yes.’

‘You were alone at the farmhouse?’

‘Yes.’

Rohan rubbed a hand under his chin. ‘This is gunna take a while if you’re stuck on these one-word responses. How about you talk, and I’ll tell you when to stop?’

She nodded, but vaguely. Rohan sat down opposite her and leaned forward on his knees. ‘How did you get up here? Where did you come from – did you come over Mount Tassie, or from the coast? Did you drive or walk?’

‘I did … um … both.’

‘What’s both?’

‘I drove until the fuel ran out, and then I walked.’

She put a hand to her throat and swallowed. She made a soft humming noise, or a sigh, and looked over Rohan with sudden interest, as if just noticing him. She studied his arms and his legs, down to his boots. After some time of this she turned her attention to me. I couldn’t look at her like Rohan had while she surveyed every bit of me. Rohan lifted his gaze impatiently to the ceiling, and we waited out her settling in, or reconnection, or whatever it was she was doing.

‘There are things I want to go and get,’ she said, and closed herself in again.

Rohan shook his head. ‘You don’t leave here now. The yard is as far as you go. I’m the only one who goes out, and I’m not going anywhere near the farmhouse.’

‘But I have shoes and clothes. I have to —’

‘No.’

Her eyes widened and her face changed – it opened up, and I saw that this was her. I could properly see her small nose and well-spaced dark-brown eyes, and that her skin was fine-pored but quite thick, smooth over her bones. Her teeth were wide and white. It was hard to say why the overall effect of her broad face and shoulders, strong limbs, and hacked-off hair should be strikingly feminine. But it was.

‘I have things I’ve got to get,’ she said.

‘No,’ Rohan said.

‘Things you could use —’

‘No.’

‘But I would just go once.’

‘You don’t leave. It’s a rule. Get used to them.’ Rohan stared at her. ‘What was happening when you left?’ he asked. ‘We’ve been here almost eight months. No radio. Nothing.’

‘You mean overseas?’

‘Local, anywhere; we left after the city lockdown.’

She frowned. ‘Well … everyone’s very scattered. Any large metropolitan area is deserted. I think it’s like that all over, it’s hard to say. From what I heard the worst of it is in the cities – not just because of the virus, but because of the lack of food and clean water. People were talking about the same problems overseas, but it was all word of mouth. There’s a lot of talk of nuclear war.’

‘Because of China?’ Rohan asked.

‘Their low infection rate.’

‘Is the virus still unchecked?’ I asked. ‘Is there still no cure?’

She looked up at me. ‘Not anything they’re telling the everyday people. If China does have a cure they’re keeping it to themselves, and the same with America. There’s meant to be a whole different range of strains now. They call them RQV1, 2, 3 and so on. I’ve heard they’re up to RQV10, but I don’t know.’

‘Red Queen Virus,’ I said. ‘It’ll keep adapting.’

Rohan scoffed. ‘I wonder if there’s any change to the survival rate – if we’re evolving yet. Perhaps we’ll sprout fins and crawl back into the sea.’

‘I don’t know about the survival rate,’ Denny said, ignoring his quips. ‘I don’t know if it’s any better. The talk was turning more to war, the breakdown of economies. There wasn’t as much panic, but in some ways the response was worse than the mayhem created by the virus: very segregated and ruthless.’ She thought a moment. ‘No love lost between the survivors.’

‘You tell anyone where you were heading?’ Rohan asked.

‘Did you?’ she challenged.

‘I would’ve told family,’ he said back at her.

‘I haven’t been able to contact my family. I come from Queensland.’

‘How’d you know about the farmhouse?’

‘My boyfriend’s parents had it as a weekend retreat. They didn’t die there; I don’t know what happened to them. Their car is gone.’

‘And your boyfriend?’

‘He was working in Melbourne when they locked it down. He couldn’t get out. He died. They read his name out over the radio.’

‘Where’d you leave the car?’

‘Near that little town with the tearooms.’

‘You see many people?’

‘None once I got into the bush. Most survivors are in small groups or families in the country areas and on farms. You can’t ask for help, or approach. Once you’re alone it’s hard to get back in. They call people on their own unknowns. Not even the army will come near you if you’re an unknown – I’ve seen them shoot unknowns who have tried to come too close. Very occasionally the army drives along the country roads delivering food to the farmhouses. They stand guard and keep any unknowns from the food while the ‘known’ family collects it. It’s unbelievable. Seeing it …’

I couldn’t keep the excitement from my voice: ‘There’s some order – and all those survivors?’

She looked at me. ‘So far … I guess.’

I sat on the arm of Rohan’s chair. ‘When you don’t hear anything you start to wonder. No news can have you imagining the very worst. I was starting to think the whole damn world had died on us.’

Denny held my gaze. ‘It hasn’t.’

‘Not yet,’ Rohan said.

We were silent. My head swam with possibilities and scenarios, the image of Australian army trucks rolling down country roads and families standing in driveways. It was something. More than I’d hoped. I wanted to ask more, but Rohan leant low over his knees and pushed himself up from the chair.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘You’ll sleep on the couch, Denny. We’ll talk and sort things out when you’ve rested.’ He paused before leaving. ‘You do know,’ he said, looking at both of us, ‘now that we’re here we stay right to the end. And I decide the end.’
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Coming in the back door with an armful of freshly picked pears I heard the shower running and knew it would be Denny.

Rohan was propped on a stool at the kitchen bench, with his legs crossed at the ankles and his arms folded over his chest.

‘How are the oranges?’ he asked.

‘Not ripe yet.’ I tilted my head towards the hallway. ‘She’s having a shower.’

‘I’ve given her a pair of your trousers and one of your shirts. Mum’s stuff was all too small.’

‘What’d she say?’

He shrugged.

‘You talked?’

‘Obviously.’

I passed him and opened the fridge to put the pears away. ‘So what did she say?’

‘I asked if she wanted a shower and she said yes.’

‘Did you look for the clothes together?’

Rohan arched a doubtful eyebrow.

‘I haven’t seen anyone for bloody months. I just wanna know what she talked about.’

The pipes hammered as she shut the taps off. They didn’t hammer if you turned the water off gently. I didn’t need to look at Rohan to know it irritated him. The shower door clunked open.

‘Does she reckon we can nick down the street and pick up new fittings and a shower door?’ he said.

‘Can’t we just do this nice? You know it’s hard enough.’

He shook his head. ‘No, probably not.’

I stared at him.

‘We’ll have stir-fried vegies for dinner. No meat. Not until we can be sure she won’t waste it on the chooks.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Go easy with fat.’

‘Yeah.’

We fell silent.

The taps in the bathroom ran briefly. I looked down the hall. There was the sound of something dropping in the bath. A quiet moment passed. Rohan was grinning at me.

‘What you thinking, Pup?’

‘Get stuffed.’

I turned away.

Denny opened the bathroom door and came out. She walked up the hall rubbing her index finger over her teeth, cleaning them.

‘Salt’s good for that,’ Rohan said. ‘Not that we’ve got a lot.’

The work pants Denny wore were too big around her waist; she’d tucked the shirt into them. ‘Would you have anything I could use for a belt?’ she asked Rohan.

‘Not really.’

I frowned at him.

‘There might be some offcuts of rope,’ he said after a moment.

‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome.’

‘You’ve got warm water,’ she said.

‘Yeah,’ I answered, butting in. ‘The hot-water system is set up through the combustion stove. We’re a bit spoilt. The stove’s almost out. You should try it when it’s fired-up.’

‘Or maybe not,’ Rohan said. ‘We’re not a health spa.’

Denny continued addressing him. ‘I left my clothes in the bath tub. Where should I wash them? In the laundry sink?’

‘You’d know your way around.’

‘I’m sorry I came into your house, Rohan, and for taking some of your food. I think you would have done the same in my situation. I don’t mean to make things harder, or weaken things in any way. I respect what you’ve got here.’

‘Right,’ he said.

‘You tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.’

I laughed. ‘I wouldn’t —’

‘Good,’ Rohan said. He got to his feet. ‘How old are you?’

‘Twenty-nine.’

‘How long have you been short on food?’

‘A couple of weeks. There wasn’t much at the farmhouse.’

I drew in a breath to speak, but Rohan came in over the top of me.

‘I’m not real sure how it is we’re meant to trust you, Denny. But … you’re here … and it would be better if Shannon could spend more time collecting wood and with the sheep. You could do the things around the house. Except the cooking – we’ll do that. But how do I know you won’t whistle in your mates when I’m in the bush and Shannon’s in the paddock?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Well that’s heartening.’

‘What can I say? There’s ID in my bag to prove I’m from Queensland. And I’d hoped what I’d done would prove that I’m alone. I’m the same as you – I want to survive this. And I agree; it’s safer to stay secluded. Too many people only pose a greater risk. What you’ve got here is amazing. You’ve got the ability to stay secluded and wait it out, and that’s got to be the best option. I agree with you.’

‘Well we’ll see, won’t we.’ Rohan looked at me. ‘You organise her bed. Then do dinner.’ He handed me the shotgun. ‘Don’t let her walk around alone.’
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‘You play well,’ she said.

I was bent over the blanket box.

‘Did you play in a band?’

‘Yes,’ I said straightening. ‘Just a uni thing; not serious. I’m not much of a singer – as you’ve probably heard.’

I lowered the lid of the box and looked at her. ‘How many times did you come inside?’

‘I liked listening to you play, Shannon. I’d sit up the top of the bluff at night and just listen to you. I don’t think I would have tried to approach if it hadn’t been for your guitar. It was something from before. So strange out there. You know?’

I did know. But I didn’t know about her angled head, her calm expression, the way she used our names. Had I forgotten how close people stood, or was she one step within the circle?

‘What do you think will happen?’ I asked.

She looked away, past my shoulder. ‘I think it won’t ever be the same. I’m afraid it won’t ever be the same.’

‘So am I.’
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While I made dinner she sat at the bench.

She followed my movements in the kitchen as if I was an impoverished Jamie Oliver and she was entitled to analyse my cooking methods.

‘How old is Rohan?’ she asked.

‘Um … thirty-eight.’

‘Did he lose children?’

‘He wasn’t married. We lost Mum and Dad though.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘They built this place,’ I said. ‘They should be here. Dad had a different end-of-the-world theory every week. I swear he was almost pleased at the first serious outbreak.’

‘They probably built it more for the both of you, for their children.’

‘Yeah.’

She grew quiet. I turned and looked at her.

‘Do you need to lie down?’ I asked.

‘No, I’m all right. Pretty hungry.’ She held up her hands to show how much they were shaking. ‘The smell doesn’t help.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘Food, hey.’

‘I know.’

‘It’s all you think about. I’ll never forget the smell of this place when I found it – cooked meat, like you’d had a BBQ. God.’

‘When was that?’

Her eyes moved past me and her answer petered off. ‘Just a few weeks …’

Rohan walked in from the lounge room.

‘Spent that time making sure we weren’t psychopaths?’ he demanded, ‘doing your own little character studies? Not the sort of people to follow you with guns and get you working in the yard. Refuse to let you leave? Not like that?’

I shot a dark look at Rohan.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘might as well be honest about the situation. It might be all smiles over the fried-up vegies but if you don’t understand the importance of the boundaries, it won’t be so friendly. In fact I’ll be perfectly clear, so no-one can use the excuse of ignorance. Denny,’ he said, looking at her. ‘If you leave and try to come back again, or put us under any risk whatsoever of contamination, I’ll shoot you.’

‘There’s no need to say that!’ I said.

‘I think there is.’

‘We all understand.’

‘Do we?’

‘Denny’s been out there – more than we have. She knows, for Christ’s sake.’

Rohan’s mouth curled. ‘You speak for her now? That was quick.’

I looked at Denny. Her gaze was fixed to one side, away from me. Rohan moved and I watched her eyes swing to follow him. I breathed and it wouldn’t fill me. But just as I gritted my teeth, seeing now how it would be, Denny lifted her gaze to me. With Rohan down the hall, away from us, she smiled.

And I settled with the sight of it – stupidly, like a pup, I softened in an instant because of the approval of her smile. She brought a finger to her lips.

While Rohan washed in the bathroom, Denny and I held eye contact. The message wasn’t clear, but when we heard Rohan coming, and broke our connected stare, I felt time had skipped forward and back for us, and we had instant history. Denny and I had fast-tracked to a place way beyond Rohan. And he’d never catch up. I was very confident of this.
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THE SUN WAS low and the three of us were standing on the veranda. I leant on the rail, my mind out there with the sheep while my body tuned unconsciously to Denny’s presence. She stood behind me.

I knew her smell; it had changed every room in the cabin, as though she’d pulled off invisible storage sheets covering the furniture and renounced all bad memories. Her sneakered feet on the boards reverberated in such a way that I doubted even Rohan couldn’t miss the soothing effect of them. I knew how she breathed, and how it became deeper and more spaced when Rohan was near, and how she sometimes put one foot directly in front of the other and slipped her heel out of the front shoe. I knew her smile came easy, but rarely reached her eyes.

She slept a lot and tired quickly, and Rohan hated it.

He was stir-crazy, pacing sometimes, as she curled in a chair on the veranda and nodded off. He would take me aside and point out the extra food we’d gone through and the socks and work boots we’d probably have to give to her. He’d look off to the bush, and I’d know he was impatient to get back out there, to fish along the creek.

I’d told him to go, and he was coming round. In the evenings in particular you could feel his acceptance of her.

Standing together like this, on the veranda, with the breeze moving through the bracken, and the eagles hanging like kites in the cool updrafts, was nice. I was thinking I might close my eyes and open myself to a decent dose of life force, to forget the state of the world and try for that second of bliss, when only life mattered. Then Denny spoke.

‘I can sing,’ she said.

And it was something in the way that both Rohan and I turned to look at her that set her off. For a while she moved her gaze between us. I don’t know what my expression was – I was full of food, the sunset was captivating, her sentence was too short and too sudden, and delivered almost impishly. All that combined, and I’d gotten bogged. Rohan must have been bogged too, because as she looked from one face to the other her mouth pulled into a half-smile and then tightened as she began to laugh.

She tipped her head back and really laughed. I was bewitched, and Rohan too – because I looked across at him and he was unrecognisable. She might have stopped laughing then, but the trouble seemed to be our combined bewildered response. She buckled and got a little hysterical. We looked at her bent position with no chance of pulling out of our zombie state. She sat down in the wicker chair.

‘Sorry,’ she gasped. She couldn’t look at us and waved her hand above her head as an indication of this. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just … I can sing.’

This set her off again.

I had never seen her laugh, and I had never seen her cry – until now. She brought one hand to cover her mouth and nose, her face suddenly crumpling into tight grief. ‘I can sing,’ she sobbed behind her hand.

Rohan took a long breath and turned away. I looked blindly at the hardwood boards at my feet and thought about touching her – we lived together, breathed the same air, ate from the same table, washed at the same sink – she was not contagious and neither was I. So why couldn’t I place a hand on her knee or an arm around her shoulder?

Rohan interrupted my thoughts and the pattern of her sobs with his voice. He had his back to us. ‘We can all sing, Denny. It’s how well you can sing that counts.’

She sniffed and wiped her nose with the heel of her palm. ‘I sing very well,’ she said.

‘Very well?’ he replied. ‘And how well do you play cards?’

She paused before speaking. ‘You’ll have to teach me.’

He looked over his shoulder. I noticed he’d trimmed his beard. His face stayed impassive as he stared at her. He turned back to the paddock.

‘Oh, I think you already play just fine.’
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She lost – we both lost – every game to Rohan. He didn’t necessarily enjoy winning (although he despised losing), and wasn’t the sort to rub your nose in it. If anything he gave the impression of being disappointed that he was rarely challenged. Denny must have felt this about him too, because after the final hand she settled back on the cushion on the floor and suggested a game of chess, because she was better at chess.

‘We haven’t got a chess board,’ Rohan said.

‘I’ll make one.’

‘There’s no chess set.’

‘I’ll improvise.’

‘So let me get this right – you feel up to making a chess board and getting together a homemade chess set, but not able to get off that couch and do something worthwhile round the place?’

‘I —’

He stopped her with a raised hand. ‘Yes, you’ve been weak and been through a lot, and I know it’s hard. But if you can sit there with enough rational thought to play a decent hand of poker then you can rabbit-proof the garden, fix some fences and slash some bracken.’

‘I was going to say that I do feel stronger.’

‘What, right this very minute?’

She smiled. ‘No.’

‘No. So starting tomorrow you get up early and do the chooks and check the orchard before any birds come through. You can leave the fruit for Shannon to wash once he’s up. I’ll be gone most of the day, and Shannon will be busy with the sheep. He’ll show you what to do … and you can also help him. You can crutch and ring the lambs, collect firewood – that sort of thing.’

She nodded.

‘Have you got any experience with animals?’

‘A bit.’

‘What did you do? What was your job?’

‘I was a PE teacher.’

‘Farmhand would have been better. I also want you to look after the clothes – and be careful with them; not too much washing, and fix a tear straight away. And I see big problems with shoes. I really wanna be able to save the spare boots and overalls, in case we have to leave.’

‘It won’t come to that,’ I said. ‘Industry will come back on line, and the economy. Just from what Denny has said I can’t see it going on forever. We’ve got heaps of everything to see us through.’

‘Well we must have been listening to two different stories then, because nothing I’ve heard gives me that sort of pie-in-sky enthusiasm. You know what, Pup, you’d just wanna wake up to yourself. You do yourself no bloody favours, let me tell you.’

I might have bitten back, but I saw he was readying to go to bed and I didn’t want to stop him. Denny sat bright-eyed on the floor near the table, and I had the impression she might not go to bed yet. I wanted her to come and sit with me on the veranda.

Rohan put a log on the fire. I was almost too scared to move. I hoped she didn’t move either; it seemed that if we both sat perfectly still he wouldn’t comprehend that we were about to be left up together, like we were two children whose mother had forgotten bedtime.

Rohan left without saying goodnight.

Denny hugged her knees and stared over the card table and into the fire.

My chest filled with words, my tongue felt heavy with them, and yet instead of asking if she wanted to come and sit outside with me, I took the shotgun and stayed silent as I walked towards the French doors.

I sat down in the wicker chair. I had no idea why it was like this. Why the three of us were slow circling lions, eyeing one another and relying on the subtlest body language to communicate. The need to speak openly with her was as insistent as hunger.

I looked at the guitar beside me; I hadn’t played in the few days since she’d arrived. But even now it was the wrong time to play, with Rohan not yet asleep and liable to shout his disapproval from the bedroom.

She was moving in the lounge, by the fire. I heard her put the fire screen in place. I swore under my breath. I was still staring down at my feet when she quietly opened the door and came outside.

She had her blanket around her shoulders and peered at me in the dark. I took the guitar from the other chair.

‘I’m a night-time person,’ she said, padding past me in bare feet. ‘How about you?’

‘That’s why I got this shift; Rohan’s a morning guy.’

She folded herself into the chair; her feet were pale and wide.

‘I’m going to start saving my shoes and socks,’ she said. ‘If I’m only around the cabin there’s really no need for me to wear them. And they’re all I’ve got. Apart from those I left at the farmhouse.’

‘Rohan was thinking about giving you some boots.’

‘Really?’

‘What size are you?’

‘Eleven.’

‘Jeez.’

‘I know. Tell me about it.’

‘I was thinking the spares would be too big for you, but maybe not. I spose you played basketball.’

She nodded.

‘Did you teach primary school or high school?’

‘My last job was primary, but I preferred the older kids. They’re good fun if you get off on the right foot.’

‘And you sing.’

She laughed softly. ‘Yes.’

‘You’re a singing sports teacher.’

She fell quiet, and when I glanced up I saw her gaze was on me.

‘You remind me of before,’ she said in a husky voice. ‘I thought it was because you got out so early and didn’t see how bad it got – but I don’t think so. It might be the cabin too; there are times here when I forget. Like just now – normal talk, not about food, not about the environment or the virus. It’s so different when there’s food in your stomach and a safe place to sleep.’ She paused and looked down. ‘Yes,’ she said softly, ‘I’m a singing sports teacher. Or that was me. Now I’m not so sure.’

‘You look as though you could sing.’

‘You’d be surprised at how many people say that,’ she said. ‘I think it’s my big mouth, all teeth. You look like a muso – strumming around a campfire, on the beach. I was going to say in a Nimbin hippy scene, but I think we’re all starting to look pretty Nimbin.’

‘I can handle that.’

‘Mmm, me too in my day but now I think I’d only be happy about getting back to nature if it was on the way to a huge shopping centre, every supermarket and fast-food outlet known to man.’

‘Yeah, but what got us here in the first place?’

She nodded. We fell silent. The crickets were loud. We listened a moment together.

‘It’s strange the way you’re so social and moral,’ she said, ‘and Rohan’s … old school … dogmatic, but the one who’s instinctive and close to nature.’

‘A couple of schizo bastards, you mean.’

She laughed. ‘No.’

‘Rohan’s definitely dogmatic – it comes with religion; blinkered enough not to see your own faults or who you truly are.’

She pulled the blanket tighter around her. ‘Is Rohan very religious, then?’

‘As part of a family feud,’ I answered. ‘Dad would quote from the Bible, mumbling about the serpent rising in the east, and storing the ammo like a redneck from way back. While Mum wore her atheism like a badge and devoured New Scientist like it was the New Testament. Some families are split down the middle by footy teams; ours was along the parting sea line.’

‘I’ll sit firmly on the fence then,’ Denny said. ‘Which is pretty much where I’d be anyway. I will say though, there was a hell of a lot of ‘finding God’ going on out there before I got out. Some survivors prattled on about being the chosen ones, how they’d been exposed and didn’t catch the virus, and that those who survived only did because we were hand-picked by God. Can you believe that? These people were more than a little deranged from hunger and stress though.’

‘They didn’t understand the naming of the virus then – the Red Queen hypothesis.’

‘Well no, but neither do I really.’

‘The arms race principle.’

‘Yes … but doesn’t that mean we started the war with the virus?’

‘That’s right. When we changed from treating the symptoms of illnesses and began fighting the causes of them, we in effect took up arms against biology and went into battle.’

‘Didn’t we have to? Wouldn’t we still be dying of the plague and consumption if we didn’t?’

‘It would have kept our numbers down. And it looks like we’ll be dying of them again anyway. Not only has fighting disease proved to be counterproductive, it’s been our downfall – because all we’ve done is train the enemy to become a strategist. The unavoidable consequence of going to war with something is that the opponent will strive to survive, and more than that, it will learn from you. The irony being that the prey ultimately ends up smarter than the predator, and wins the battle.’

‘The virus knows all our tricks.’

‘More than that – it knows to change its spots and keep evolving. By fighting disease so aggressively we’ve effectively programmed it into a continuous cycle of mutation. It’s a vicious circle though – in the sense that the losers who do survive will then adapt and come back stronger.’

‘Running around and around, chasing tails.’

‘The circle of life, they say. Better than running frantically to a standstill.’

‘The hippies were right all along then – give peace a chance, even in the most fundamental sense.’

‘And we picked a fight with biology, the biggest guy on the block.’

Denny shifted in the seat, bringing her knees up.

‘The further we get into this,’ she said, ‘the more I realise my mother was right. She always shook her head at the new ways, even at education to a point. She’d say we try to learn too much. We want too much. She’d make me kneel in the dirt, the sun would be beating down and the flies thick in the air, nothing beautiful around us – dried grass and weeds, beer cans and rubbish – but she’d put her fingers to her heart and then to her ear, and then to her eye. I was meant to hear the birds and feel the sun on my skin and the warm dirt under my knees. I was meant to see the Australian sky. She’d nod as if that’s all I needed, nothing more.’

Denny sighed. ‘And I took no notice of her, of course. I thought she was stuck in the past. Holding me back.’

‘I wouldn’t be too hard on yourself; if this is any indication of the past, well it’s easy to see why we’d want to get out of it.’

‘Not everyone wanted to get out of it.’

For a while we didn’t speak. My throat was dry and my head full of thoughts.

‘Rohan’s snoring,’ Denny said, ‘– you can play now.’

For a moment we were both still, making sure he was asleep. I had the feeling Denny knew his patterns as well as I did. The way he dropped quickly into a deep sleep, and then after an hour or two he stopped snoring and was more likely to wake. She knew this was the time to play.

Having an audience made my fingers thick and clumsy; more so because it was Denny. She closed her eyes and leant back as I checked the guitar was in tune and fiddled around with some notes and chords.

‘What do you feel like?’ I asked.

‘Whatever you play well,’ she murmured.

‘Great, no pressure or anything.’

I played some modern stuff, mainly because I thought back and realised she would have only heard me pick out depressing old tunes. I wanted to show her I could play contemporary music – even though I took out most of the emphasis and slowed the tempo. It flowed though, and more than anything that’s what I wanted, to ease out the rhythm and go with some runs and have her lost in the undertow of it. I wanted to impress. Her approval came in the way she breathed.

Too often I botched a note because I lifted my gaze and fixed for too long on the dark shadows of her face.

As it does though, the music soon had me, and I didn’t plan the next song or have reasons. I played whatever came to my fingers and let the lyrics rasp from me. Time slowed and nothing mattered and the steeliness thrummed through me.

I felt her voice before I heard it: it travelled electric up my spine and lifted every hair on my body. She lifted her head and opened her eyes. Her voice was tentative, but undeniably good – a little bluesy, as I’d expected it would be. It didn’t benefit from the muted volume we had to maintain and I resented Rohan for every rule he imposed and most of all this one; if I wanted to play I should be able to, and if Denny wanted to sing, well for God’s sake, let her sing. Let her belt it out.

The volume crept up with the tempo. I watched her and played just for her, and ached for her to really sing. You could hear the loosening of her vocal chords, the smooth quality working into every note. She had the sort of voice to shimmer under your skin, awe you.

I flipped through my mental playlist for songs that would suit her voice and songs that she might know. If she was unsure of the lyrics she improvised.

And now she looked at me, smiling if we nailed it, her voice natural and strong; she lightly rocked her upper body and I tapped my foot as we formed a connection and began to pre-empt one another. I had the far-off thought that we were loud, that my fingers moved too easily and the music was too sheer in me and that Denny’s bare feet were on the boards and the blanket was forgotten, that she may have moved closer to me, so that we faced each other and held the music between us as we mixed it before letting it go. I thought we might have touched knees, and that she might have brushed my thigh. I could taste what we had and wanted it deeper, knew her voice still had range and strove for it – not ready to stop until I’d pushed her and made her strain. She saw this in me and grinned, teasing me with the ease with which she could hit the notes. There was more than a sniff of playful challenge and the tension was so close to sexual I couldn’t hold her gaze.

Something heralded the end, I don’t know what.

She collapsed back and I rested on the guitar; we grinned like fools, high. She licked her teeth.

‘You think we left our run a bit late for a record deal?’ she asked.

‘Probably wouldn’t sound so good behind the gas masks, anyway.’

‘Oh, I don’t know – worked all right for Michael Jackson.’

A shadow at the corner of the cabin moved. My insides shrunk.

Denny saw my face and turned to look over her shoulder. Rohan didn’t step from the dark, but stayed a broad-shouldered shape leant against the stonework.

‘Am I the only one taking the situation seriously?’ he asked.

Denny’s chair scraped on the boards as she manoeuvred it back into place.

‘Have you any idea how far that’d carry? Why don’t you just plug in the electric, fire up the amps, and have a real go? I’m sure they could hear you in town if you made the effort. Not even mentioning how many could be moving in while you two play Sonny and Cher.’

‘Yeah, righto —’

‘No. Don’t even talk, Shannon, I don’t wanna hear it. I knew you played instead of watching this place, and I let it go. And now we’ve got a freeloading lodger, good for bugger all except, it turns out, singing. It’s a bloody joke, and at a time when absolutely nothing is funny.’

He shifted from the wall and Denny pressed back in her chair.

‘I’m not gunna say it, Pup, because you know – you know what I’ll do if it happens again.’

He turned and was gone.

We listened to his heavy steps as he walked the front veranda and went inside. Denny breathed out.

‘I better go to bed,’ she said.

I could just make out her screwed-up face, the regret in her eyes. She met my gaze. We smiled tentatively.

‘Goodnight, Sonny,’ she whispered.

On the way past she gathered up the blanket from around her and draped it over my shoulders. The backs of her fingers brushed below my ear, her other hand cupped my shoulder. This alone was enough to freeze me, but when she dipped a hand under the long hair at the back of my neck and flipped it out from under the blanket, I shivered with the shock.

It wasn’t until she was inside that I realised it was her only blanket and that at some stage I had to go in and put it over her.
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‘HE’S ALREADY LEFT.’

‘But I wasn’t up,’ I said.

Denny pulled a face. ‘I think he trusts me.’

I frowned sleepily at this.

It shouldn’t have seemed sudden – we’d been slotting into a routine for two weeks. Rohan fished and hunted, I clipped my way through the wool-blind sheep and collected wood, and Denny padded barefoot around the yard and had the cabin swept and dusted into a breezy new home.

Rohan included her in conversations regarding the food or changes around the cabin. We all played cards each night. Denny joined me on the veranda once Rohan was in bed, and we talked quietly, or didn’t talk. I didn’t play the guitar. But regardless of the routine, Rohan’s trust seemed sudden.

I didn’t know if I liked Rohan trusting Denny.

She was tall and informal before me. The weight she’d put on showed more in her arms than anywhere else. It was obvious now that she was going to fill out into something impressive. Rohan was more content with her restored strength, and even, to a point, her initiative around the cabin and in the yard – although he’d drawn the line at her taking down the photos in the hallway, and had made her put them back up.

Now, with one foot propped on top of the other, she had a bubbling excitement about her. I thought she might swing around in a circle or bounce on her filthy feet, but she looked to rein it in.

‘That’s good,’ I muttered.

The back door was wedged open and the windows let in broad bands of sun. A cool flowthrough swirled around me. Denny kept what my mother would have called a fresh home. Rain, hail or shine the windows and doors were open.

Clutter also bugged Denny. Slowly but surely she was stowing ornaments and clearing surfaces of lace doilies.

I opened the fridge, then spun quickly to look at the sink. ‘Hey? Have you two eaten?’

On the draining-board were a dirty frying pan and two plates.

Denny rubbed behind her ear.

‘I don’t believe it,’ I said. ‘What did you have?’

‘Bubble and squeak.’

‘What?’

‘There’s some in the oven for you.’

‘You ate without me? Did you sit and have breakfast with Rohan?’

‘Yes.’

‘And not get me? What happened to the eating all together rule?’

‘He—’

‘This is so typical of him. I just love the way the rules are final, until he chooses to change them. What if it had been me – imagine the shit I’d cop if I decided one morning to fry up a heap of leftovers and sit down to a huge breakfast?’

‘I think he wanted you to get some sleep. You’ve been working really hard, and I think —’

‘He could have said something last night. God, he was fanatical about meal times. You weren’t here for the lecture I got on the importance of equally sharing the food, no-one eating behind the other’s back. Shit! Did he say anything about it this morning?’

‘Only to tell you that yours was in the oven.’

I walked to the sink and stood staring at the dirty plates. ‘He cooked?’

Denny paused. ‘No.’

I spun around.

‘He let you cook? And he ate it – what you cooked?’

‘I’m sorry if this has upset you. I really don’t think it was meant that way at all. I got the impression that he wanted you to sleep – that he’s been proud of what you’ve been doing, and that you deserved it.’

‘I doubt it. If he was so bloody thoughtful why didn’t he wait an hour or so before going off to play Huckleberry Finn in the bush? We could have eaten together … I would have liked that, for you to cook …’

‘I’m sorry. Sit down and I’ll get it for you. Come on, I’ll spoil you.’

I stayed at the sink, breathing hard, not the least bit hungry.

‘Fuck! If he wants respect for his high and mighty commands he should at least stick to them.’

‘Come on.’ She came close to me. ‘I’ll squeeze you an orange juice.’

‘Did you two have that?’

I scanned the sink for any sign that they had.

‘No,’ she said laughing. ‘But we’ve got enough oranges to cure the world of scurvy – and that might not be an exaggeration. I don’t think he’s going to mind if I make you a glass of juice.’

‘What did you talk about with him?’

‘It was Rohan, and with a plate of food in front of him – we didn’t talk.’

This relaxed me. I stood there a moment, composing, and slowly coming around to the fact that Denny was right inside my personal space and not budging.

‘You’re sunburnt,’ she said, and moved her gaze over my face. ‘You look better though.’ She put a hand to my chest. ‘And you sound better, too. You notice that? You breathe easier. With all that dust gone.’

My heartbeat was too loud for any thought and my throat too closed for speech. There was no reason for her to stay so near to me. My hands had started to sweat and I was sure that she knew how her proximity was affecting me.

‘It’s a sunny day,’ she said. ‘I was wondering if you’d let me wash your bedding. I’d get it dry today.’

‘Sure,’ I managed.

‘Shannon?’

I dragged my gaze round to meet hers.

‘You can touch me you know. You don’t have to be frightened of me.’

‘I’m not.’

‘I think it’s more normal if we occasionally touch. I don’t want to be like this. Cringing.’

‘I don’t cringe.’

‘Yes you do. Look at you. You’re about to eat the food I cooked but you won’t even stand near me. I’m not contagious. I’ve never had anything more than the common cold.’

‘The virus could well be a variation of the common cold.’

She stepped back, shaking her head. ‘Okay.’

‘Rohan doesn’t touch you.’

Denny took my breakfast from the oven, flipping the tea towel over her wrist.

‘Does he?’

‘I just thought we were more alike,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to be closed off. I understand how some people only need themselves, but not me. I know you’re the same, and I think our type should stick together.’

‘We are. Sticking together.’

She held the warm plate and looked over at the table. My height and size were more apparent to me as I walked and she followed. She was right: I was healthier, my breathing was clearer. Days of physical work in the sun sapped me at night, but had the cumulative effect of restoring me.

‘I could cut your hair,’ she said, and put the plate down in front of me. ‘I could massage your sore shoulder after a day of doing the sheep. I don’t think those things should be off limits and weird.’

‘Rohan wouldn’t like it.’

My hunger sprung up with the smell of the food. She went for a knife and fork.

‘You’re just saying that,’ she said, ‘because you’re scared of me touching you.’

‘I’m not scared.’

‘All right, so you’ll let me rub your shoulder tonight, on the veranda.’

‘Sure.’

She leant in to put the knife and fork down and bumped me with her hip.

‘Nervous already, aren’t you? Girl germs.’

‘All germs.’

‘But don’t you feel you’re conceding somehow if we all start jumping at human touch?’

‘No shame in surrendering to nature.’

‘What if it’s not nature, what if the virus was engineered, a population pill?’

‘Mmm, that’s what Rohan thinks.’

‘It would be interesting, don’t you think, to see what influential people survived. I can’t help thinking the Royal Family is off somewhere frolicking happily with the corgis, and Camp David is wall to wall with ex-presidents. If you can’t swell the world to fit the people, the only logical thing, really, is to shrink the people to fit the world. It’s all just a matter of justification – and tell me humans aren’t the masters of that. There are worse ways to die than in a delirium of fever and with lungs full of fluid.’

‘I heard the symptoms were worse than that.’

‘Did you see much of your parents’ symptoms? Oh … well, I guess not – you’re alive.’

‘I’ve only heard it starts out like the flu. I hope it was quick for Mum and Dad.’

‘Did they die in town?’

‘We were already out here and they had to go back into town to try to get more of my father’s medication – he was diabetic. I had a feeling they knew they wouldn’t return, and that’s why they went together. We’d agreed that they would quarantine themselves for two weeks, the extra week to be sure, before they returned. They set up a camp in the bush near the Mount Tassie transmission tower; you can see the tower from up the bluff. If they came down with symptoms they planned to tie a kite they’d taken around the frame, as high up as they could. So we could see it.’

After a moment, I said, ‘Some of the kite’s still there.’

‘I’m really sorry, Shannon.’

‘It’s kinda nice to have something. The kite, I mean – I think it would be so much harder not to know for sure.’

‘It is.’

We slipped into our own thoughts. Birdsong filtered in. I ate my breakfast and Denny stood at the bench and squeezed oranges.
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From across the paddock I could see her walk to the corner of the veranda and sit on the edge with her legs swinging and her face lifted to the sun.

I saw her arms were bare, and the shape of her upper body more defined in a tight top. She leant back on her elbows. I was standing in the shade of the gums and knew she couldn’t see me.

As tired as I was, the sight of her lifted me. I cleared my throat and a couple of nearby sheep swung their heads up to look at me. They were a sorry-looking bunch, with hacked coats and red nicks around their faces and on their legs. I was hardly trying for show-quality fleece, but I could probably attempt a more even job. Still, better than wool-blind and overheated.

The shotgun was against the peeling bark of the tree beside me; I picked it up. Grey wool lay scattered in the grass. My shoulder ached and the muscles down either side of my neck were hot. The nylon bag I’d brought hung from a branch a few trees down; I made my way towards it.

I hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast, which made the walk towards the cabin disconnected and vacuous.

‘You’ve split the wood for tonight,’ I said, nodding at the neat stack.

Denny stopped swinging her legs to look behind her.

‘Pretty impressive, hey.’

‘If you’ve got dinner on the go I’ll be near redundant.’

‘Rohan didn’t say, so I thought I better not.’

I slid the gun and bag in beside her on the veranda, then squatted to wash my hands and face under the tap.

From down in the dirt I could still feel the effect of her bare arms and tight T-shirt. The skin on her arms was a dark honey colour, without freckles and with a glow that promised a deep summer tan. She stuck her head through the railing and watched me.

‘Hot today,’ she said.

‘Yeah.’

‘I did your bed.’

The tap water was from a spring at the top of the bluff; it was cold and with good pressure behind it. I stuck my head under the hard stream and thought of her in my bedroom, over my bed.

‘… you won’t know yourself,’ she was saying, as I turned off the tap. ‘I couldn’t help it – I had to tidy up.’

I flicked the water from my face and my fingers.

‘You don’t mind?’ she asked.

‘I haven’t seen it yet.’

Her chin was resting on the back of her hands and the sun in her eyes; she seemed to be re-assessing me. I wiped my face with the sleeve of my shirt.

‘What?’

‘You look like Rohan.’

‘No I don’t.’

‘Yes you do.’

I waved her comment away and reached up to pull myself onto the veranda. As I climbed over the rail she repositioned herself, expecting me to sit down beside her. I did.

‘I look like Mum,’ I said. ‘Rohan looks like Dad.’

‘You’ve got the same build – Rohan’s just older, filled out. Those photos of him in the canoe, up in the hall, I had to look to see which one of you it was. And that’d be him about your age. You’ve got his mouth.’

‘No way.’

‘Why does it bother you so much?’

‘We’re nothing alike. I’m blond, he’s dark. I’m young, he’s prehistoric. I’m normal, he’s abnormal.’

‘You shouldn’t be so defensive – it’s not such a bad thing to take after your father. He was a pretty good sort from the photos I’ve seen.’

‘Dad? You’ve got to be joking. He was a Neanderthal.’

‘I think under the bikie beard was a very handsome man.’

I snorted.

‘How’s your shoulder?’ she asked.

‘Not too bad, really.’

‘You’re just trying to weasel out of my back rub.’

The mention of my shoulder had me prodding at the muscles. It gave me the excuse to turn my face away.

When I looked back to her, she was peering up at the top of the bluff.

‘So what does Rohan do up there, in the bush?’ she asked. ‘I’d like to know what the hell he does all day, while we work.’

‘Well you know, you followed him.’

‘Not really.’

‘Well you did, didn’t you?’

She wrinkled her nose. ‘Yeah.’

‘So you fair dinkum tracked him through the bush?’

‘I didn’t track him. I’m hardly an outback expert. I saw bones along the riverbed. They looked pretty recent and I waited in the scrub for someone to come. I guessed they were bits of carcasses used for bait. I didn’t imagine that sort of wilderness was stock country, and figured someone was bringing them in. It’s pretty rough through that whole range, really dense undergrowth.’

‘I know. Dad took me shooting up there a couple of times.’

‘So I sat and waited. Nearly died when Rohan came through the bush; he was so close. He uses different approaches, I worked out later. He’s very careful. I was up this rocky bank, squatting in amongst the ferns, with the binoculars on the river, and suddenly he’s right on top of me. I couldn’t believe I was alone in the wilderness, dirty, hungry, starving, watching this rough-neck bloke with a gun on his back dropping a severed sheep head in the water …’

She eyed me knowingly. ‘You can imagine; Rohan is fairly daunting out there, not exactly neighbourly. Seeing him, I knew I couldn’t approach. I figured I should just stand up and let this guy shoot me, put me out of my misery. It doesn’t take long to realise death by starvation is the worst barrel to be looking down. Then while I’m watching he pulls the sheep head back out, and there’s three crays on it, three. It’s like a revelation to me: so easy if you know how. He threw one cray back and I almost screamed with the waste of it. If he’d thrown it at me I would have eaten it raw.’

‘And you followed him back here?’ I said.

‘Not at first. I went back to the farmhouse. But then I worried I’d never see him again. I realised I’d have to follow him. And the next day I was more used to him. The grizzly look had softened to half-tame brown bear. And then I saw this place … and smelt it.’

‘Bit of a misconception, though? Here.’

‘Oh no. I’ve got no complaints. I was in a pretty bad place.’

‘So what does he do up there? What did you see him do?’

‘Oh …’ she shrugged. ‘He laid baits for crays and fished with line. He checked the rabbit traps and I suppose he hunts with the rifle.’

‘And he kicks back in the sun and has a rest.’

‘There’s not a lot of sun. You have to move to stay warm. I hate it up there. He loves it. You can tell.’

I looked at her. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You know … you just see it in him.’

‘See what?’

‘The way he moves, his connection with it all. He belongs.’

My voice grew hard. ‘So what made you think it would be okay to trust him? To risk your life and come down into the cabin?’

‘You’ve got to understand, I was desperate. I might have walked into a concentration camp if it meant a bowl of food. And like I said, your late-night playing helped.’

‘But still – Rohan; you must have worked out he wasn’t interested in visitors.’

‘Have you ever watched someone when they thought they were alone?’

‘No … not really. Not for any length of time.’

‘Well you can tell things; what they do, their respect for things around them.’

‘Tell what? That he’d let you stay?’

‘No. But after a while … I just knew he wouldn’t …’

‘Wouldn’t what?’

‘He wouldn’t …’

‘Hurt you?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Rape you.’

‘Yeah.’

A noise had us both lifting our heads. Rohan stood within twenty feet. He had a hessian sack over his shoulder. He’d been there for a while.

‘So this is what you two do all day,’ he said.

Denny sprang to her feet. Rohan looked slowly over her.

‘I’m guessing dinner isn’t on the table.’

I stood up. ‘We’ve been busy all day, Rohan. Denny’s done the wood, changed my bed, cleaned up and everything.’

‘And everything?’

‘Well almost. Anyway I wanted to wait and see if you had any fish, I though we’d have fish tonight. Which reminds me – what about this morning? What’s with that? We always eat together except, that is, when you decide not to?’

‘That’s right.’ He started towards the door. ‘That’s exactly right.’

I picked up the gun and bag while Denny went down to the wood pile and stacked some wood against her chest.

We came together at the back door. I heard Rohan dump the bag in the sink and walk down to the bathroom.

‘He’s back,’ I softly sang.

She smiled, tight-lipped.

The wood looked to be getting heavy in her arms; I took the top pieces for her. When I looked up her gaze was soft and lingering on my face.

‘Sorry that I mentioned you’d changed my bed,’ I said. ‘You’ll probably have to do his now.’

Her face fell a little. ‘Oh … I already have.’

‘What?’

‘I did Rohan’s the other day.’

‘You’ve already changed his bed?’

‘I’ve been cleaning the whole house.’

I looked off towards the bluff.

‘Right.’

‘Shannon.’

‘I don’t know what I was thinking – his would be done first.’

‘I live with both of you.’

‘It’s just I thought … When did you talk about it? Did he ask you?’

‘Don’t do this,’ she murmured.

‘So you do talk to him in the mornings.’

She shuffled as though the wood was growing heavy in her arms. I was in her way, but didn’t let her pass; I wanted details, I wanted a transcript of every conversation they’d ever had. And as much as I wanted those things, I didn’t want the image of her over Rohan’s bed, tucking in his sheets, maybe kneeling on his mattress.

‘It’s unfair to make me take sides,’ she said.

‘I know,’ I said, then added, ‘I can’t help it.’

A look of concern passed over her features.

‘It’s just I don’t see …’ I said. ‘He makes it this way with his rules and the way we have to act around him. If he relaxed a bit. It hardly makes a difference if I play a bit of music or we get to have some time to occasionally try to forget.’

She didn’t reply, but her eyes were back on my face, telling me I was important, more important, that we had something. We stood close, and if I didn’t have both hands full I might have brushed the hair from her eyes. I like to think if she was able to she might have touched my face.

‘Denny,’ I slowly ventured.

‘Yes, this wood is getting heavy – so get a move on.’
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I SAT TENSE, preparing for some sort of extreme sexual thrall I would have to disguise.

The wind was welcome because it blustered around me and mixed my feelings.

She came up behind me.

‘It’s cold,’ she said. ‘It’s a shame we can’t do it inside. You won’t be able to relax.’

I jerked as she ran a flat hand along the side of my neck. She took no notice and brought her hand up to hold the other side of my neck. Her hands were cool against my skin. She straightened my head with her fingers and began to massage with her thumbs.

‘Do you like how I cleaned your room?’ she asked. ‘It’s the old study, isn’t it? But I couldn’t find a single novel.’

She spread her fingers and pushed her hands under the collar of my shirt.

‘All the books are manuals,’ she said, ‘science-related, and magazines. Did no-one in your family read fiction?’

As she spoke she reached around to the front of my shirt and unbuttoned it further; she pushed the material aside and concentrated on the one shoulder. She put some of her weight though her palms and it seemed to push right inside me.

I took an open mouth breath; it shuddered on the intake.

She leant in. ‘It’s okay.’

I reached up to push her hands away and at the same time lowered my chest to my knees. The wind was colder where her hands had been and printed an icy tattoo on my skin. She spread her hands over my shoulder blades. I tried to shrug her off, but she pressed with her palms, working quickly to cover wide areas of my back, as if to desensitise me.

I clenched my teeth and furiously held in my hot grief while she rubbed with hands so heavy with compassion I hated them.

‘Stop,’ I muttered.

‘No,’ she replied. ‘Sit up.’

As I did, she came around in front of me. I let her see my face, the tears in my eyes, the heavy pull in my mouth, and the inconsolable ache behind it all. Her hand came up and she touched my face, feeling over my skin, tracing a kind line that was unmistakably platonic.

‘I know how you feel,’ she said. ‘It’s like you’re so far inside yourself your skin is not a part of your body, and it’s not your body anyway, because this isn’t you. This life isn’t yours. I know, Shannon. I feel it too. You’re not alone.’

As full as I felt, hurting with backlog, with words I wanted to say, I knew I wouldn’t speak. The same went for my tears and the steamy pain in my throat – I wouldn’t let it out; I couldn’t.

She took my hands in hers, and lifted them and had me press my palm to the side of her face. Her skin was soft, and my fingers so roughened I couldn’t feel the true softness of it. I felt with my fingers along her jaw and she closed her eyes.

‘There’s no freedom,’ I said, ‘in anything.’

Her head dipped as I pushed my hand into her hair. She came closer, between my knees. I lowered my head to rest on the top of hers. Her head was near my chest and I was sure she could hear the thud of my heart.

My breathing began to deepen with her nearness, the slow heat of arousal travelled through my limbs, but also, I was able to feel the slight stiffening in her as she sensed the shift in my emotions.

I reached for her hand and squeezed it tighter than I should; she went to stand and I clamped it possessively to my leg.

‘I want to finish,’ she said.

I took some breaths while she came around behind me.

Her hands were more real to me this time and I felt able to cope better with the reminders they sent smarting through me. My chin eventually dropped to my chest and my breathing became relaxed. It felt good. Her hands slowed to lazy and unconscious and her body pressed into the back of the chair.

‘We dance around the ring and suppose,’ she said, ‘but the secret sits in the middle and knows. Do you know that poem?’

I shook my head.

‘Robert Frost. I can’t remember any more of it. I only ever remember good lines … bits and pieces …’ She thought a moment. ‘What about this one,’ she said.



‘ “Is there anybody there?” said the Traveller,

Knocking on the moonlit door;

And his horse in the silence champed the grasses

Of the forest’s ferny floor.’



‘I like that,’ I said.

She began to drag her nails lightly up the back of my neck. My eyes involuntarily closed. ‘And that,’ I murmured.

Some purpose returned to her hands, and for awhile I drifted, close to sleep.

‘God I miss books,’ she said. ‘I miss everything about them: the smell, the print, the pages. Please tell me there’s a novel somewhere in this cabin.’

‘Apart from the Bible, it’s all factual I’m afraid.’

‘The Bible’s not a bad read. I could read it to you.’

‘Not the Bible – no way.’

She rested her chin on the top of my head and sighed, her hands on my shoulders. ‘My heart aches, and drowsy numbness pains … on beechen green … full-throated ease … something, something … quite forgot.’

I smiled softly. ‘You can just recite me poetry.’

‘But I can’t remember any of it – only fragments. Tell me some you know.’

‘I don’t know any. I think I did English Lit at some stage; I just never turned up to be sure.’

‘You must have read some books – what are your favourites?’

‘Telling Lies for God, Reason Versus Creationism. The Origin and The Origin of the Species.’

‘Really escapist stuff then.’

The wind swirled around us and we felt its chill at the same moment.

She came and sat in the chair next to me.

‘I feel like I want to sit on your knee,’ she said, ‘curl up and never get off.’

‘You can if you want.’

‘I do want to read to you, Shannon. It would be so nice to get lost in a book. And if you haven’t read many novels … there’s some I know you would love.’

‘Apart from the fact we’ve got none, what would you read by? We’d be waiting for full moons just so we could see the words.’

‘We could have an hour or something in the afternoons.’

‘You mean before Rohan gets back.’

She shrugged.

‘But isn’t the point that we’ve got nothing to read?’

‘There are books at the farmhouse.’

I nodded. ‘Oh … I see …’

‘No, don’t look at me like that. I mean it. And there are not just some, there are hundreds – it’s amazing. You wouldn’t believe it; it’s like a library. All the good authors, all the good books.’

‘And you’d pick up your clothes and things while you were there.’

‘Think of any novel you’ve wanted to read. It’ll be there.’

‘It’s not me, anyway. I understand why you’d want to get your things. It’s Rohan.’

‘But truly, it’s not just that. Don’t you see how good it would be? We could sit in the sun and forget for a while and go somewhere else, go home. I need it. And, Shannon, there are all the poets too – some that would just blow you away. Some that I know you’d relate to.’

‘It’s not me you’ve got to convince.’

‘He won’t let me go.’

‘You’ve asked him?’

‘No.’

‘Because I was going to say there’s no chance he’ll let you. On principle now – he’ll never let you. He’s pig-headed that way.’

She pulled back from me.

‘It’s because he’s so cautious,’ I said. ‘I think a lot of it is wrapped up with Dad. He carries the same guilt over being here without Mum and Dad as I do – but for him it’s … something to make right. If he survives, if he gets us through, then he gets back his peace. Atonement, or something. That really drives him. He’s so like Dad – there has to be a critical point to reach, a way that’ll make him a better person, but only to himself and in his own eyes. It’s so internal with them. Odd that they do believe in a god, cos from every angle it looks like they are their own gods. No-one to answer to but themselves.’

Denny reached for the guitar. She began to quietly strum.

‘You don’t talk about him much,’ I said. ‘Are you frightened of him?’

‘Are you?’

‘He’s my brother.’

‘Were you frightened of your father?’

‘No. I was … ready around him; prepared for lessons and to be proved wrong. Conversations, every little thing, had to be right. He hated stupidity. No, not stupidity – he hated complacency.’

‘And he thought you were complacent?’

‘He gave that impression.’

She tried a chord. ‘Is that right?’

‘Mmm, sort of.’

‘Show me.’

Once I had the guitar I couldn’t help but drift into a song. She brought her feet up and crossed them on my knee.

‘Lyrics are poetry,’ she said. ‘But once they’re put to music and you’ve heard it, they always need the music to make them sound right.’

I thought about what she said and played softly. She waited for a song she knew and softly sang.

And with her legs resting on mine, her voice in the wind around me, it felt as near as anything to right.


4

ROHAN LOOKED DOWN at my cards and made a sucking noise between his teeth and I knew I had won.

Denny tossed in her hand and bounced her legs excitedly.

‘Shannon, you legend,’ she said.

‘I don’t know.’ I looked up at Rohan. ‘I don’t buy it.’

And I was right: he wasn’t concentrating, even now. Denny gathered the cards and I watched my brother’s face. Tonight the lines were deeper, and every so often he wet his lips, only to dry them again with the back of his hand. He got up suddenly.

‘We’re not having another game?’ I asked.

‘You two play.’

Denny and I watched him leave.

As soon as he was the right distance away Denny jumped up and into his chair. She brought her knees up under her chin.

‘Don’t you just fantasise about food?’ she asked.

I smiled. ‘Yes.’

‘Pizza and ice cream and whole blocks of cheese.’

‘I think about the staple things. Pasta and cereal and bread – bread, big time. Oh, and tea and coffee. Milo.’

‘You’d have that, though? Wouldn’t you? Out in the bunker, I mean.’

‘Not pasta. But yeah – there’s flour, tea and coffee. Big tins of Milo.’

She leant forward, her teeth biting into her bottom lip. ‘Is there chocolate?’

I strung her along, pretending to think. She extended a leg and kicked me.

‘Tell me.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

She fell back in the chair. ‘That’s cruel.’

‘See, you’re better off not knowing.’

‘What else? Tell me every single thing. Walk me through the shelves.’

The shower started up and we both looked quizzically in that direction.

She reached up, her elbows above her head, to grip the back of the chair, and shut her eyes.

‘Right, I’m ready. Hit me with it.’

I peered to be sure her eyes were closed, and then let my eyes drop down and over her body. The nights were warmer; she wore a grubby T-shirt and a pair of black leggings that came halfway up her calves. I’d never known before how much weight loss affected breasts; naively, I guess, I thought they were somehow impervious. I was wrong. Denny was still slim, all three of us had the hard, lean look of boxers before a fight, but her body fat was defiantly up, it was apparent in her breasts. They completed her now, and fit with the rest of her, proportioned with the curve of her hips. Other things also told of her health: the clear white of her eyes, the unbroken texture of her lips, the restless energy in her limbs.

My silence had her opening her eyes. ‘Food,’ she said. ‘Details.’

‘It’s not a supermarket. It’s only small. One of those ship containers.’

‘But it’s in the bluff?’

‘If you look, it’s in front of the bluff – angled and covered with top soil and rock. It’s well hidden, that’s all.’

‘And you must keep it locked?’

‘Oh, God yeah. Rohan’s got it done up like Fort Knox.’

‘He carries the keys, doesn’t he – or you could sneak me in for a look.’

‘It’s worse knowing what is out there.’

‘There must be a spare.’

‘Denny.’

‘Just tell me what’s out there then. It’ll be like pigging out.’

‘I haven’t got every item memorised.’

She smiled. ‘Yes you have.’

I shook my head. ‘I can’t.’

‘All right,’ she conceded, ‘don’t tell me any more tonight. I’ve got chocolate. That’s plenty to go on.’ She sunk down in the chair. ‘Tell me it’s Cadbury and I reckon I’ll come.’

‘Denny.’

She closed her eyes again and breathed out. ‘Come on,’ she murmured, ‘what sort of chocolate?’

I watched her. The fire crackled beside me. More and more she did this, pushed the envelope, but never far enough so that I knew. Strangely, it was when she did touch me that the nature of our relationship was most innocent. When she came up behind me and pushed the shirt from my shoulder I only felt the care in her hands and the will to take out the tightness. But then there were times like this, when no physical contact occurred and yet her verbal foreplay had me weak and heavy; she might as well have reached over and stroked a knowing line up the left side of my lap.

I turned and stared hard at the fire and let the heat eat at my eyes.

The shower still ran – a long time for Rohan. I knew by now she would be watching me, her gaze unreadable. She must have seen my anger.

‘I thought of another poem,’ she said. ‘Do you want to hear it?’

‘No.’



‘I felt a Cleaving in my mind –

As if my Brain had split –

I tried to match it – Seam by Seam –

But could not make them fit.’



I looked over at her.

‘Emily Dickinson,’ she said, ‘my favourite poet.’ Her voice was flat.

The quiet dark of her face drew me in; I manoeuvred around the table between us and knelt in front of her.

‘Tell me what you mean,’ I said.

Her voice stayed even. ‘It’s a poem – you read into it what you want.’

‘Tell me what you’re thinking.’

‘You said you hated it when Rohan asked you that.’

‘Because he asks for the wrong reasons.’

‘You might not like what I’m thinking. I probably can’t even put it into words …’

‘Tell me what’s unclear then.’

‘I like women poets – there’s not the need to make sense of everything, they don’t presume to know the answers.’

‘I don’t have to be crystal clear on everything, Denny, but I think it helps if the most basic things are defined. The relationships in this house are about as clear as mud.’

‘Relationships aren’t easily defined.’

‘You know what, I just wish you’d give me one word on how you feel about me and one word on how you feel about Rohan.’

‘One word each?’

‘Yes.’

Her face softened. ‘But what if you don’t like them?’

‘Just tell me.’

She reached up to hold my head, and slipped her hands over my ears as she spoke. I couldn’t hear and pulled her hands away.

‘What?’

She lightly shook her head, her eyes glowing.

‘Denny, don’t play with me.’

‘I’m not,’ she replied. ‘I don’t play games.’

‘Then tell me what you said.’

‘Rohan’s finished in the shower.’

‘Tell me.’

She put pressure on my shoulder, easing me away. I stayed, taking the resistance, holding her gaze.

‘So what if he sees me like this?’ I asked.

‘I’m in his chair. Let me out.’

‘Is that really what’s bothering you, or is it me, like this? Why can’t he see the way we really are together?’

She turned her head towards the bathroom. I heard the bathroom door open and watched the changes in her face.

‘Denny.’

‘This is not the way we are together.’

‘No. This is usually you.’ I held her thighs and rubbed my hands up and down. ‘Why don’t I ever massage your back?’

‘He’s coming, let me up.’

I held out longer, aroused by my hands on her legs and the confusion in her face. She tried to stand, to climb out over the arm rest, or maybe even clamour over the back. I stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.

Rohan was in the kitchen, opening a cupboard.

‘Please,’ she whispered.

I pushed back from the chair. ‘Bloody hell.’

‘Shh …’ She got up and came low and quick to me. ‘Don’t be angry.’

I held her hand by my side, forcing her to stand near me. Rohan came into the room. It meant a lot that Denny didn’t immediately drop my hand, that she held it tighter for a second and trailed her fingers in my palm as she withdrew it.

Rohan had three bowls and spoons and a can of something, but more shocking than that was that he was clean; you could smell it. He came forward and into the light.

His clothes were the same ones he’d had on before the shower, his face was still rough with a short beard and the same deep shadows, but the mingling of soap and shampoo, his slick, combed hair, the sense of warmth from his skin, and a handsomeness I’d not seen in him before, had his presence amplified so that I could not look away.

‘We’re using the soap and shampoo,’ I said.

He ignored me and came to the table. The collar of his shirt was wet where his black hair curled against it. I looked at Denny; she was watching Rohan. His head tilted, only marginally, but I knew he was looking back at her. My eyes moved quickly between them.

‘Want some Rice Cream?’ he said to her.

‘God, yeah.’

Rohan punctured the top of the can with the can opener. Denny and I stepped forward to stand either side of him. A wet clump of his hair swung down in front of his face.

‘You had this before?’ he asked Denny.

Denny sat on the arm of his chair. ‘Only once or twice. It’s sweet, right?’

Rohan opened the can. I noticed the lid had small spots of rust.

‘Sure is,’ he said. ‘To us, it’s going to be almost painful.’

The three bowls were arranged and Rohan began to dole out the contents. He scraped the tin as clean as humanly possible and then sat it aside purposely, as if not done with it yet. The portions looked fair, but Rohan still spent some time checking they were equal. I didn’t mind the protracted build-up – it seemed only right.

He passed mine over first, and gave Denny her bowl where she sat, on the side of his chair. I waited for her to get up and take it around to the cushion she usually sat on, but, confusingly, she brought a leg up and balanced with the bowl rested on her knee.

I settled in my chair and waited to see what Rohan would do. Denny avoided looking at me.

When Rohan sat down beside her I began to understand.

When he shuffled forward and acted as if she wasn’t there, my understanding deepened. The bowl was forgotten on my lap as I darted my eyes over the new picture before me. Denny had her spoon upside down in her mouth and her eyes downcast; her foot was now on the chair cushion, in the dark, somewhere close to Rohan’s leg. Rohan had his head over his bowl but his eyes were lifted to me. The untouched food was telling on my knee; I didn’t care.

‘How is it, Den?’ Rohan said with eyes fixed on mine.

She moaned. ‘It’s a head rush.’

Rohan smirked.

When the door opened I thought it would be Denny. I took the shotgun from my knee, and ran a shaky hand over the top of my hair; but it was Rohan who came out and leant on the railing.

He looked up at the night sky. ‘Shannon,’ he said.

‘Fuck off.’

‘Don’t be a fool.’

‘Fuck off.’

‘Say it again and I’ll throw you over the bloody railing.’

‘Where is she?’

‘She’s having a shower.’

I nodded slowly.

We were silent. The night was like a held breath; I thought how it might never exhale. Rohan was uncomfortable, or impatient – who could tell.

‘She was always going to sleep with one of us,’ he said, ‘and it was never going to be you.’

I stood up and walked to the corner of the veranda. I projected all my energy out, into the night. Rohan came down to me, clearing his throat as he did.

He tried to talk but I cut him off. ‘She doesn’t have to sleep with anyone,’ I snarled. ‘You’re unbelievable. Although I shouldn’t be surprised – this is just the oppressor shit you bastards thrive on. When was it you decided you’d sleep with her? Was it when you stood over her with the gun? Or when you threatened to kill her? And why wait? Wouldn’t you have preferred her weak and desperate?’

‘That it? You finished?’

‘She hates you.’

‘Grow up, and open your eyes.’

‘What? You kidding yourself that she wants this? Is that how you reason it out? You’re so superior that everyone falls at your feet?’

‘That’ll do. You can shut up now.’

‘I won’t listen to you work your angles, make it right so you can sleep at night.’

‘I’ll sleep just fine, Pup, don’t you worry about that.’

‘Yeah righto. Why’d you come out here? What do you want?’

A lazy smile spread up one side of his face. ‘I actually only came out here to ask you to get those condoms you’ve got in your room.’

I backed up. ‘No.’

‘Go and get them, or I’ll go through your room myself.’

‘She shouldn’t have to sleep with you. She doesn’t like you. What if she says no?’

He laughed. ‘You really are green, aren’t you? Didn’t you ever progress beyond the eighteen-year-olds on campus? She doesn’t say no. Would you like me to tell you exactly how she says yes? It might give you some material for the shower.’

I stumbled back further. Something in my face made him back off.

‘Look.’ He raised a hand. ‘I didn’t want this. See … she does this. Anyone coming in would have done this. I didn’t want her here and she shouldn’t be here. But you stuffed around, you let her in, you wanted her to stay, and this is what you get.’

‘No. No – this can’t be about the guitar. Please, this isn’t a lesson.’

‘Everything’s a lesson.’

‘No … I’m sorry, all right? I won’t play. I’ll watch and I won’t even have it outside with me. Jesus, don’t sleep with her just to screw me.’

‘Everything has a consequence. You should have seen this, been ready for this. She knew, and don’t think she didn’t – she knew standing in that hallway listening to us whose bed she’d end up in.’

‘Please …’

He turned and flicked a dismissive hand over his shoulder. ‘You need to toughen up. It’s the only way. Put the condoms on my bed – I know you’ve got a couple of boxes.’

I did what he said because I could not think what else to do. I stood in front of the drawers in my dark room stacking condom boxes into my arm because that was simply all I could do. I’d been told. My thoughts had stalled.

I took them all, not even leaving one box, shutting the drawer and leaving the room neat behind me. In the hall I met Denny coming out from the shower; the steam for the bathroom preceded her. She was re-dressed in her old clothes and had a bundle of wet towels in her arms; she came to an abrupt halt at the sight of me. Grey light edged in through the open door of Rohan’s bedroom and illuminated her clean skin.

‘He made you shower first,’ I said.

She didn’t respond.

‘You smell good.’

‘Shannon —’

‘Will this be the first time? Or have you had sex while I’ve been asleep in the mornings?’

‘Please understand —’

‘Oh I think I understand all right. I’m just interested if you’ve been having sex while I’ve been asleep.’

She shook her head.

‘Is that no you haven’t or no you won’t tell me?’

‘It has to —’

‘Yeah, right.’ I opened my arms and dropped the boxes. ‘You’ll need these then. You might as well pick them up, while you’re down there.’

I regretted it later, what I’d said, and how I’d walked away and left her to feel in the dark for the scattered boxes of Rohan’s preordained sex. I regretted it most with my back to the stonework while I listened with glazed eyes for sounds of them together. What pinched at me, what made me tip back my head in an effort to properly breathe, was the silence from Rohan’s room.

Rohan’s bed, my mother and father’s bed, was old-fashioned, made of timber bolted together; it squeaked. I knew the pitch it obtained under the conditions of sex. My parents’ sex life had been clandestine only in conversation – at night anyone within earshot had a pretty good idea of the health of it. So what I waited for was a similar tune and pitch, and what destroyed me was the absolute nothing I heard. It had my mind racing. I realised that the repetitive nature of actual sex was not the thing to be feared; Rohan just fucking her – and I pictured it – was not the worst it could be. This was. Silence. What do you do in silence? What did he make her do in silence?

My mind ran with it and clocked over image after image of them together in their privacy and every possible sex act that could produce this … nothing. And I mean nothing – not one creaking spring, not one muttered word, not a moan, certainly not the headboard banging and the whole bed groaning like my father would have worked up to by now.

I inched closer to the window, stepping over rusty tins and old planters filled with dirt and weeds. I held the shotgun in one hand and had a moment of out-of-body lightness as I saw my own dark figure and what it was doing. What my life had been reduced to.

I was as close as I dared. The window was about an arm’s-length from me. The curtains were open. I held the gun by the barrel and rested the stock on the boards and pulled a tight face in anticipation of some noise I would make.

There was no wind, the owls were quiet for me, the crickets a monotone that hardly registered. The silence from the bedroom was impossible – I was sure they could hear me, breathing. I sunk down on my haunches and waited.

Clear, and with no telling inflection, I heard Rohan say, ‘Come here.’

There was some movement on the bed.

I was proven wrong in that second, by the rolling voice of Rohan, by the squeak of the bed, because at least the silence had contained in it the hope that nothing was happening. Now came the reality that something was.

I heard it all, my forehead on my knees, the gun by my side, the night drifting around me, I heard enough to know the sex was rough, wordless, and over when Rohan came. I heard Denny’s silence as an industrial-strength roar in my head.
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STRADDLING A SHEEP and with her fists full of wool, Denny frowned up at me and said something about this one being small. The sheep jerked and wormed under her and she sat on it to keep it still.

My lower back ached, and a thick line of pain made a curving track up my arm as I worked the shears; but the work was made immeasurably easier with Denny helping.

‘I won’t be able to do this alone again,’ I said.

‘You won’t have to. I’ll help you every day. I’d much rather this than be stuck inside the cabin.’

I finished and shook the pain from my hand and forearm. Denny let the sheep run through her legs. She came to stand beside me and we looked at the mob. A light breeze moved around us. I looked down at Denny’s boots.

‘How are they?’

‘Good,’ she answered, putting one foot out in front.

‘No blisters?’

‘Some.’

‘We’ll finish now.’

‘What time do you reckon it’d be?’

‘Early afternoon.’

‘Wanna walk down the creek?’ she asked.

I looked at her. ‘What do you mean?’

She kicked off her boots and stuffed her socks inside, then sat the boots neatly against a tree. She picked up the gun and grabbed my hand, tugging me along with her.

‘It’s not far,’ she said.

I fell into step beside her, and let go of her hand.

She brought the gun up to her shoulder, feeling its weight.

‘Shouldn’t someone show me how to use the guns?’ she asked.

‘Be careful.’

‘How do you reload it?’

She opened the gun and took out a cartridge; slipped it back in and snapped it shut.

‘Just like that,’ I said, my gaze on her face.

‘You always keep it loaded?’

‘Mmm.’

‘Here – have it back. I can see you’re stressing out.’

Once over the fence and through an open stretch the bush became tall and unknown. It was cooler and spongy under foot. We had to use our hands to get over fallen moss-covered logs and to climb down washouts in the ground. I kept glancing over at Denny, because she seemed to know her way.

The creek came up unexpected; I’d only known it nearer to the road, where it was shallow, but here in the bush it was narrow and black. It slipped under fallen branches and mossy overhangs. Ferns covered the ground. The peace of the place settled me. Denny found a rock and perched on top of it.

‘You know this place?’ I asked.

‘Not really.’

‘But you’ve been here before. You really cased the place out, didn’t you?’

‘Wouldn’t you have?’

‘I spose.’

I found something dry to sit on.

‘This is technically breaking the rules, Denny. This is not the yard. We’ve left the cabin unprotected.’

‘It’s not like we’re far, and we won’t stay long. It’s nice, don’t you think?’

‘Sure.’

But I was having a hard time appreciating it now that I’d vocalised what we’d done.

I followed the creek down a little. I found a spot and sat with my back to her. She sprung up suddenly, surprising me. ‘Right!’ she said.

I looked back at her.

She stood on the rock she had sat on.

‘Right what?’ I asked.

‘Let’s get back.’

‘What’s going on, Denny?’

‘You’re right; we shouldn’t be here.’

I got to my feet. ‘Make up your bloody mind.’

‘Come on, grumpy, take your shoes off; get a feel for it.’

‘Get a feel for what?’

‘The bush.’

‘I’m not going barefoot.’

She came over and balanced nimbly on some rough ground beside me. The tops of her feet were flecked with dirt.

‘Look at you,’ I said. ‘Wild child.’

‘I’ll carry your boots for you. You’d better start getting used to going barefoot. We’re not going to have Blundstones forever.’

‘Don’t say that. This can’t be it. This is not how we live out our days.’

‘I don’t know. It’s not so bad, is it?’

‘Yes.’

Her good mood lasted right back to the cabin; she flopped back on the veranda with her arms above her head.

‘It’s my birthday soon,’ she said.

‘How do you know what day it is?’

‘The calendar in Rohan’s room.’

‘When is it?’

‘In two weeks.’

I took off my shirt and sat down beside her.

‘What would you like for your birthday – hypothetically, and apart from food.’

‘A novel. Something thick, overblown and self-indulgent.’

‘You mean from the farmhouse.’

She turned and faced me. ‘I’d go – during the day. I promise I’d be back before Rohan got home.’

‘Jesus, Denny.’

‘I could take the pushbike and go down the track and out onto the road. If it was taking too long I’d come back.’

‘What about when Rohan sees that you’ve been – the clothes and shoes, and the books?’

‘I wouldn’t show him straight away. I know he’ll be upset – but I’d say it was just me, that I left while you were busy and you didn’t know about it.’

‘You don’t know him. You don’t know what he’d do. It’s not worth it, not just for books.’

‘Not just for books? I can’t believe you can say that! The sort of books you grew up reading, maybe – XF manuals and whatever, science journals and magazines. No, I probably wouldn’t go for them. I’m talking about novels, Shannon. Surely storytelling is more important now than ever. And you should understand – because it’s music too; your music re-tells the past, and in the best way, because it doesn’t preach, it wraps it up in emotion and gives it to us. What if it was a guitar at the farmhouse – if you had nothing here to play and down the road, in a place you knew was safe, was a music room full of six-string, twelve-string, and slide guitars? Wouldn’t you want to go?’

‘Rohan hardly lets me play anyway, so probably not.’

She looked away. ‘If it is Rohan you’re worried about – well I reckon he’d get over it.’

‘You underestimate him.’

‘I see a different side of him.’

I got to my feet. ‘Yeah, well if you know him so well why don’t you just ask him.’

She grabbed my arm and pulled me back down.

‘We won’t talk about it anymore.’

She put her legs either side of me. I dropped my head as she ran light fingertips over my back.

‘What are you doing, Denny?’

‘Can’t we do this anymore?’

‘No, probably not.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t fancy spelling it out. It’s enough I have to listen to it every night.’

Her face was close to my shoulder. I could feel her smile. ‘Do you listen?’

‘I think you do play games. And I think they’re unfair.’

‘If life’s a game, then I’ll concede, but other than that I do not.’

‘Don’t play us off.’

‘I swear, I’m not. That’s the last thing I want.’

‘What do you want?’

‘I want to be a part of something safe and strong. I don’t think things will get better for a long time, and even when they do it’ll be nothing like before. As a unit we’re strong – we’ve just got to get the dynamic right.’

‘And that involves you sleeping with the top dog, while fooling around with the pup?’

She laughed and wrapped her arms around me. ‘It’s a little more complicated than that.’

I pushed her off roughly. ‘You might have watched us, but don’t presume to know us. You don’t know how we think.’

My push had hurt her; she touched her shoulder.

‘Shit …’ I muttered.

‘No, it’s my fault.’

‘Don’t say that …’ I rubbed my forehead. ‘Denny, I don’t know how to feel.’

She moved to me. ‘I’m sorry.’ She leaned in and kissed my temple.

I ground my teeth, rigid against her.

She kissed me again, near my eye, my eyebrow, pressing her lips, her fingers soft on my skin, touching my face as though she loved me.

I held her head in my hands and put my forehead hard against hers.

‘Don’t,’ I forced out between my teeth.

‘But I do,’ she said.

Rohan’s anger was an exceptional thing: as coarse and open as it was, it was also controlled. When Rohan lost his temper, it was because he wanted to. This was good, because it gave the impression he’d never make a huge mistake – that he always had something in reserve – but it was also bad, because it was an indication of what he’d let himself be, another carnal part of him he’d reasoned out and accepted.

And if it was a snarling raving state Rohan so desired – well, so be it.

‘Tell me you two have done more than sunbake on this bloody veranda all day! I can’t even go and get the food to lay out cos I can’t trust you. Bugger the fact that you eat like there’s no tomorrow, it’s worse that you do nothing with it! I mean, don’t let me interrupt your tans. You can’t be left two minutes without lolling round like we’re all on school camp.’

He was standing in the dirt, and we were looking down on him, but still he seemed taller. His eyes moved between us. He hadn’t caught us kissing, but I knew the guilt was written on our faces.

‘Do you two ever think ahead and realise things will get worse? Every single thing we use is one less day we’ll have it. The generator and batteries won’t last forever. You don’t pull spare parts from thin bloody air. We could easily lose the flock, the fishing could be off for weeks, a fox could dig in and kill every chook before you two had even pulled your thick heads from the clouds. We’ll be without power soon and it might be a good thing; you can get a better appreciation of what we’re up against. I’d actually like for one of you to fall flat on your face just to feel how quick things can swing to desperate.’

‘We know you would,’ I sneered back, but then regretted it in the fierceness of his stare. ‘People cope differently than you,’ I followed up.

‘What have you done today?’

‘The sheep,’ I said. ‘We crutched the sheep.’

‘The whole lot?’

‘Almost.’

‘No – because it would be too much to ask, wouldn’t it, that you’d start a job and actually finish it. How long does it take? Both of you? I’d love to see it – the useless way you two work. Let me guess – there’d be a lot of breaks, a lot of inane chat, perhaps some brainless singing, and a whole bloody lot of nothing getting done.’

His eyes were hard on Denny now, and it was clear he’d picked up on the intensity between us.

‘Get the slaughter knife,’ he ordered. ‘We’re killing a sheep.’

‘Now?’ I said.

‘Yes, now.’

He tossed his bag onto the woodpile, and began rolling up his shirtsleeves.
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‘No,’ she said. ‘I won’t.’

Rohan shifted his position and the sheep beneath him bleated plaintively.

‘Get down here now.’

‘I won’t do it.’

‘You’ll do it all right.’

‘I don’t want to.’

He looked up at her.

‘What?’

‘I don’t want to do it, Rohan.’

‘That’d have to be the most pathetic reason I’ve ever heard. You’ll bloody do it now.’

I held the knife out for Rohan to take. ‘Here,’ I said. ‘Just kill it.’

‘Pass it to Denny.’

‘No! I won’t kill it!’

‘I’ll do it,’ I said moving forward.

‘I don’t want you to do it!’ Rohan roared.

‘You can’t make her do it.’

‘Denny! Move!’

Rohan leant back to give Denny room to kneel in front of him. She looked at the face of the sheep; it was snorting, terrified, through its flared nostrils.

‘I can’t do it,’ she said, but straddled the sheep anyway.

Rohan put two firm hands on her shoulders and pushed her hard into the neck of the sheep. ‘Sit on the thing! Put your weight into it!’

‘Don’t shout at me!’

‘Put your hand under its chin and pull its head right back over your knee. Right back!’

‘Stop shouting at me!’

The sheep struggled in Denny’s hold.

She wouldn’t be able to do it – her body was too limp, the sheep seemed stronger.

‘Hold it!’ Rohan said. ‘Control the damn thing! Bend its head as far back as you can.’

Kneeling behind Denny, Rohan reached out towards me for the knife. I put the handle in his palm. He gripped it and brought it down in front of Denny’s face.

‘Like this,’ he said, and bent her forward with him as he made the motion of cutting the sheep’s pale exposed throat.

‘I can’t,’ she cried.

‘In, and firm across. No weak-wristed action. Just in and quick across. Don’t think about it.’ He moved to get up.

‘No!’ Denny said. ‘Stay here.’

He stood. ‘Kill the bloody thing; we’ve been stuffing around long enough.’

I was proud of her as she drew in a breath and pulled a face of disgust in preparation for the act. She clenched the knife white-knuckled, frowned down at the long column of muscle she had to slice through. Her hand shook as she rested the tip of the knife on the far side of the animal’s neck; the sheep felt it and gave a frantic last fight. It was perhaps this which pushed her on – she thrust the knife in and yanked it across; I saw the resistance surprised and sickened her, but in half a second she was through and the neck gave further as the wound opened up.

Blood gushed thick and vivid onto the grass. The sheep kicked in fading, easing spasms. Denny gripped the knife and stared down.

Rohan went up and crouched beside her; he had his back to me and I couldn’t see his face. Denny lifted her gaze and looked at him, detached.

‘You’re a bastard,’ she said.

He smiled. ‘Nicely done.’

She turned away, but her face flushed red and pleased. The tips of her fingers were covered in blood and she wiped them on the grey fleece. Rohan put his hand under her elbow and helped her up.

‘Now,’ he said, once she had straightened. ‘You’ll skin and gut it.’
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That night she wouldn’t play cards. She sat on the couch in the corner and wouldn’t even look our way.

‘Stop sulking,’ Rohan said, while shuffling the deck. ‘Admit it – you’re pleased. You know you can do it now. Might save your life one day; kill an animal like that – know what to do with it once it’s dead.’

He dealt the cards and we checked our hands.

‘Did you deal yourself a red queen?’ Denny asked.

Rohan bristled. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Ask Shannon. He’ll explain the theory if you’re not familiar with it.’

Rohan turned and watched her for a few seconds.

‘No, I won’t ask Shannon – I know what you mean.’

He sat back and smiled. ‘I’m not quaking in my boots just yet, Denny. Killing the odd sheep doesn’t quite qualify as adaptive counter measures. You’re not what I’d call a deadly resistance fighter.’

‘Give me time.’

He laughed. ‘So the assumption is that I’m the predator? I don’t know about that. It was you who set us in your sights. From an outsider’s perspective I’d say you’d be the one displaying all the predatory traits. From every angle – including parasite/host,’ he held up his hand, ‘not that I’m calling you a parasite – but from all the supposed evolutionary conflicts it would seem you’re the one doing all the sabre rattling. Who’s to say I’m not adapting to you?’

‘You’re doing a piss-poor job.’

He chuckled and sorted his hand. ‘Anyway, the theory isn’t sound. I wouldn’t get too excited. And even if you do start talking resistance and counter-measures, something tells me the Taliban did more than slaughter a few sheep before they levelled the Twin Towers.’

‘It’s all relative,’ Denny said.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he retorted heartily. ‘I’m a superpower, aren’t I? In this cabin, in this micro environment, aren’t I the equivalent to the American might?’

‘Shut up, Rohan,’ I said.

‘That’s the futility of the argument,’ he said. ‘You can go round and round forever, and then take a different tack and go round and round again. It’s any wonder depression and apathy were rife in the freethinking communities.’

‘Oh yes, compared to the oppression and persecution of the religious ones?’ I said.

‘I’m sleeping out here tonight,’ Denny said from her place over on the couch.

Rohan flashed amused eyes over at her. ‘Sure you are.’

He settled back happily in his chair.

After a moment of silence, Denny suddenly spoke. ‘It was the way you made me do it,’ she said, with a high note of hurt in her voice, ‘and then while I gutted it you stood there yelling at me.’

‘That was not yelling.’

‘You said I was stupid, useless, a drongo, brainless and without a bloody clue!’

‘Common sense would tell you to take some care and not cut the stomach wall. Or get blood all over the sheets we’re using to keep the flies off. You’re as rough as hell.’

‘How do expect me to do it right when you’re so … horrible.’

‘Horrible?’

‘Yes.’

Rohan tapped his cards together and clicked them down. He got to his feet.

Denny crossed her arms and drew her legs in tighter as he went to her.

I watched from my chair as he climbed over her and pushed her shoulders into the cushions. He murmured something in her ear and she shoved him away.

‘You wanna sleep out here tonight?’ he teased.

They wrestled and Rohan laughed; I looked away.

‘You’re a bastard and I hate you,’ Denny said, but with little conviction.

They were still, and I thought they might have kissed, or Rohan kissed her, because then he snickered and said, ‘You think you’re strong, don’t you?’

‘I am strong,’ she said.

‘Where’d you learn that? Some town hall self-defence class?’

They wrestled some more and Rohan goaded her to try harder.

‘See,’ he taunted. ‘That’s not the way to do it. You’ll never beat me that way. And not below the belt – that’s poor form.’

‘Not to me.’

He laughed genuinely and suddenly.

‘Did that hurt?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’

I resolved to leave; it was obvious what they were leading into. They both laughed now, and there were pauses between each struggle. I could hear them breathing. My thoughts were fixed on picking up the gun and going out to the veranda, but my body wouldn’t move. For a while I didn’t hear them, I sat there willing myself to get up and leave, wondering why I’d put myself through this.

‘You wanna sleep out here?’ Rohan said again, and a questioning tone in his voice had me looking over.

Her leg came up beside his and the dark couldn’t hide the sly movement of her hips against him. ‘Yes.’

Rohan straightened his arms and looked down at her. He glanced over his shoulder at me.

The air changed in a second; suddenly weighted and slow moving in the room. Denny arched up against him. I had the furtive, almost nauseating feeling that I had to remain very still. Rohan tried to get up but Denny looped her leg around his. She put both hands around his neck and pulled him into a kiss. Rohan remained stiff-backed, but the air was loaded with deepening conspiracy. Denny twisted her limbs around him, and something in Rohan’s wooden movements told me she wasn’t usually this receptive. His voice was thick when he spoke, most of it I couldn’t understand, but it was obvious he wanted to go to the bedroom. Her hand was between them, rubbing; Rohan reached for it and I heard him murmur, ‘No’.

They stopped, breathing heavy, looking at one another. The fire tinkered and crackled. A contracting roof beam ticked with the repetitiveness of a clock.

It was a mutual agreement, but no-one spoke. Without words we agreed to something I’d spend forever never truly accepting, something only the cabin and the circumstances made right, if it did. As soon as they began to move in an unrestrained sexual way my head emptied of any rational thought. The need to watch was overpowering. I was dizzy and doubted I could have got up even if I’d wanted to leave. Denny stretched out under Rohan, encouraging him to touch her; she didn’t speak, and I guessed we all might stay very quiet in case the indecency was revealed. The dark also helped, because I could press back into shadows and they could keep to their pretence that no-one was watching.

But this changed too; although Rohan mostly kept his back to me, Denny began to move also for me, for my benefit.

Rohan took off her clothes. He was heavy with lust, defeated in the way he ran his hands over her skin when it became bare. She arched and willed more from him, moaning if he touched her roughly or kissed her uncovered skin.

Once she was naked I knew what she wanted; Rohan was still dressed. Denny worked herself higher on the cushions and Rohan lower on the couch. He got on his knees on the floor, between her legs. She lifted her legs over his shoulders and crossed them down his back, and then looked over his lowered head at me. The firelight just reached her face; it warmed her skin. She held Rohan’s head in one hand and put the other hand beside her, holding it tense above the cushions.

I knew her pleasure was real because it took away her ability to control her face, it took away her surface beauty, leaving her so totally bare it was confronting; her arousal was also in her eyes, and she let me into this – held her lust steady in her gaze, and put me between her legs, wanted me. If she had come then I might have also, but Rohan continued up her body. He undid his pants while she clung to him. When he leant back to take them off she put a foot on his chest to keep him from her. This was for me, because she made it so I could see her. She touched herself. Rohan wrapped his hands around the back of his neck while she did this, as if fighting with himself, angry, and growing more so. His aggression changed the room. She became submissive; compliant as he entered her, letting him thrust hard into her. She braced herself, gripping the back of the couch.

I thought that was it, and was relieved; I needed hours of dark and quiet to come to terms with this, what this was, how this would work. Rohan hid most of her body, and the actual act of sex had them removed from me. I felt able to breathe again, think again. But she shifted to one side and edged Rohan off her.

I don’t know how she did it. Somehow she made it right, a natural progression, but it wasn’t, not to me, not to Rohan. At that moment we were gone. Power, I came to see in a different light after witnessing her manipulation of the very air we breathed. We could only watch her. She made what happened next seem necessary. She made sex unrestricted and we agreed. She came to me.

The sequence of things slid and slipstreamed, so that if I turned my head I might be back in what just happened. And if I did look back I saw the potent span of her hips, the concave beneath her ribs, the dark brown of her nipples, and the simplicity of her hands by her sides as she crossed the room; I saw the sweat between her breasts as she came to straddle me. I couldn’t feel so well what happened because I encouraged the altered state I found myself in, as a way to cope, a way for control; I know she moved back on my knee to undo my pants, I know she linked her hands behind my neck and didn’t need to guide me inside her, I know her feet were by my sides and her knees were bony and sometimes brushing her elbows, I know she was warm and wet and in control and I was gripped with fear just before I came, and that she drove harder and took me deeper and breathed into my mouth that it was okay.

She was gone from me quickly, and gone from the room. I didn’t see Rohan lead her away, but knew he did. From my chair I could hear their bedroom door shut and then the soft moans of Denny. It was then I knew, or understood, how it would be, the contract we had jointly signed. The outlines were amazingly clear to me, as though they’d been genetically encoded, latent sexual concepts deep within my psyche, and it was this innate understanding that made it possible for me to hitch up my pants and go out to the veranda; it was the matter-of-fact zing in every cell of my body, overriding the sensational thoughts in my head, that brought the cool night air back to me and the calm veer into regulation.

Now, as I listened to my brother lose out to lust, groan as if in pain, I placed my hands carefully and deliberately on the twisted wicker of the chair and looked out at the moonlit paddock with nothing more telling on my mind than if the wind would pick up that night.
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‘YOU CALL ME rough?’ Denny held up a raw chop and waved it over her shoulder. ‘Look at this. It’s two inches thick.’

We’d closed the two barn-style shed doors to keep the flies out; the sunlight was left to struggle through thin cracks between the boards and old nail-holes in the corrugated roof. The air was rich with tangy blood, fresh meat, and the creaminess of white fat. We all wore gore-smeared aprons and stood at respective benches along the boarded walls. The butchered remains of the sheep sat between us in a plastic crate. Rohan frowned over at Denny.

‘You might manage not to overcook that one,’ he said.

She slapped the chop down. ‘What about the bone flecks? What purpose do they serve?’

‘Keep you on your toes.’

‘Of course.’

‘The carcass could have done with longer,’ I said, prodding the loose meat of a foreleg before putting it in a bag. ‘Three days isn’t enough. It’s hardly set.’

‘You two gunna keep complaining? I don’t see anyone over here offering to do the real job. Or refusing anything that lands on their plate. You seem to wolf it down all right.’

‘I was a vegetarian,’ Denny said, ignoring him. ‘Can you believe that?’

‘I can, actually,’ I said.

‘Not strict, just red meat. This,’ she said, looking at the congealed fat and cuts of meat in front of her, ‘would have made me throw up.’

‘And now?’

She smiled over at me. ‘I’ve been packing it away and wondering how it comes up raw.’

‘Not too bad,’ I said. ‘I tried some raw mince at a restaurant once. You remember, Rohan? We went to one of those places that had everything on the menu – kangaroo, crocodile, possum patties – that sort of thing; I had an au naturel veal burger.’

‘That’s right,’ Rohan said, ‘with salt and pepper and some salsa thing mixed in – I’m sure it tasted fine. And with Casualty down the road to pump your stomach if you came down with food poisoning, I’m sure it was low risk.’

‘Needless to say,’ I said, holding Denny’s gaze, ‘Rohan lashed out and had a well-done T-bone.’

‘Veal though,’ Denny said. ‘That is disgusting.’

‘I don’t think so. At least the calves didn’t have to go through the feed-lot system. They only had a short time on the mass-market conveyor belt.’

‘They sure did,’ she responded, ‘minutes, from what I heard.’

‘Better than years.’

We were quiet again, working efficiently, making room for more meat if Rohan carried it over and dropped it down. He finished first and rested a hip against Denny’s bench and picked faults in our system, snapping at us if we mixed cuts or over-filled the plastic bags. Denny told him to pull his head in. But he continued – gruff, critical, fatherly.

The sun was high and bright when we emerged from the shed with bags for the chest freezer. The chooks followed us. A pair of kookaburras sat on the top of a nearby fence, and warbled as we passed.

In the darkened shed by the house, waiting for Rohan to shift things around in the bottom of the freezer, Denny fidgeted and seemed to want to say something. Rohan didn’t need to look at her; with his head deep in the freezer he asked, ‘What’s the problem?’

She had her boots on, and dug at the dry floor with her heel.

‘We’re going to have a roast, right? Cook one of the legs and do vegies and that. Make a bit of a thing of it.’

‘Not till tomorrow.’

‘I just thought … to make it really nice, and if I knew what was in there …’

Rohan straightened and looked at her. ‘You want to see in the bunker.’

‘I’m just saying —’

‘I know what you’re saying – you want to see what’s in the bunker. But if I show you then I’ll only have the two of you on my case.’

‘I won’t nag for one single thing. I promise.’

‘You were about to ask if we could have something with the roast. You were thinking a dessert afterwards might be nice, perhaps some wine.’

‘No. Is there wine?’

He laughed, and stacked in the rest of the meat. ‘You should have just come out and asked, admitted you’re dying to have a look. Now I’m thinking you want every meal to be five-course.’

‘Rohan,’ she took a deep breath, ‘can I please see in the bunker – I’m dying to have a look.’

‘I’ll think about it.’

We washed at a tap by the chook yard. Rohan stood over us, telling us how to wash, pointing out to Denny how she didn’t need to turn the tap on so hard, and the illogical way she wet her face before washing her hands.

‘I was hot!’ she bit back.

‘Do it at the end.’

‘I was going to!’

‘You’d want to now, after doing it with dirty hands.’

She stuck her head under the tap as a way to drown him out, and then flicked her head up so the water hit him. He didn’t flinch and wiped the drops calmly from his face. He unbuttoned the top pocket of his shirt and took out a set of keys, and tossed them at her.

‘Lead the way,’ he said.

The steel door was concealed behind a tangle of blackberry that had been left to swallow the rest of the front of the container. There were three locks, big enough and strong enough to withstand bolt cutters and hacksaws. If anyone wanted in they would have to find the spare set of keys, which were under my feet, buried in a box in the ground. Or take the keys from Rohan.

Denny was excited; as I imagined I’d be if about to see it for the first time. She was lucky; she didn’t have the mixed feelings I had clouding everything about the bunker. My father’s spirit was in this place – judging, censuring, and as I heard the metal clangs and stiff creaking of the door opening I had the feeling he would be especially critical today, of both of his sons, considering what the last few nights had entailed. If I looked at Rohan I might have seen the same guilt in his eyes, a glimpse of an after-dark box as well-padlocked as the bunker. I became sure he was as suddenly racked with doubt as I was, but I couldn’t look at him; just as in the flickering light of the fire and the erotic stage Denny had turned the lounge room into, I couldn’t connect and confirm with him. Our daylight denial was as much a part of the understanding as our avoidance of eye contact at night.

Rohan leant past Denny and switched the interior fluoros on; they flicked and zapped to life and Denny stepped inside.

‘My God,’ she said.

We gave her a moment. Rohan was the first to go in and break her trance.

‘Give me the keys,’ he said.

‘Rohan,’ she said, as if he’d performed a miracle, ‘it’s full.’

And it was. The only space was a tight strip down the centre, which you had to walk down sidewards; the sides were filled with deep shelves and the shelves were stacked and tightly packed with cans of food and large plastic boxes filled with freeze-dried packets and tetra packs, long-life cartons, first-aid kits and medicine, more clothes and boots and knives and ammunition. There were airtight containers full of blocks of chocolate, Nutella, honey, Vegemite, peanut butter, salt, tea and coffee, dried milk, herbs and spices. There were bags of flour, rice and sugar, dried yeast, blocks of lard, and big tins of oil. Up high were more blankets and behind them litre bottles of bourbon and whisky, and casks of wine. Most things were within other containers and couldn’t be seen; what was most visible were the cans of food, the rows and rows of soups, stews, desserts, beans, tuna, the stacks of sardines, oysters and mussels. Denny bent her head to read the different labels.

I watched from the door and Rohan checked for signs of damp up the back of the shelves. Denny’s eyes roamed up to the roof, where there were new axes, crowbars and shovels attached to the beams.

‘This is amazing,’ she said. ‘Nothing like I thought. I was expecting a stockpile of baked beans and spaghetti – but this?’

Rohan pointed behind her. ‘You might wanna give the back wall a shove then.’

She looked past him at me; I hadn’t told her there were three containers, two making a big open room at the back, mainly because I wanted to see the look of surprise she gave me right now. Her excitement travelled to me; I walked in and craned over Rohan’s shoulder to try to see her face as she put both hands on the steel panel and pushed. It swung open.

‘Jesus fucking Christ!’ she said, and Rohan and I both laughed.

We ducked low and followed her in. Most of the floor space was taken up with supplies, so we stood close together. There was a potbelly stove and bags of coal in one corner, and in amongst the wooden boxes of food and equipment there were camp beds and swags and lamps. The food in here was more of the same, but in bigger quantities, and Denny was slowly turning, taking it in. We watched her face. She looked at us and grinned.

‘Clever boys,’ she said.

‘No,’ Rohan said, ‘this is all Dad.’

Denny looked upwards. ‘Thank you, Robin Scott.’

It was strange hearing her speak his name, and saying something I’d never uttered. I had the sudden belief that Dad would like Denny, like her very much; even if he knew what his two boys did with her at night. When I looked at Rohan his eyes were fixed on her face and his mouth twisted in an attempt to hide his pleasure.

Denny shook her head. ‘This is too much. There’s so much here. Years worth, more. You can’t let people know it’s here – you’ve got to keep this a secret. It’s amazing to see, but at the same time, straight away, what’s clear is the importance of protecting it. This can’t be shared. The wrong people would go through it in no time. This can’t be shared.’

‘Yes, Denny,’ Rohan said. ‘Thanks for that.’

She carried on, deep in thought, looking around as she spoke. ‘I had no idea there would be this much. You only get an idea of the importance of it once you see it. It changes everything – there’d be no need to risk going back until everything had settled. You’re right, both of you, to want to have kept this to yourselves – I absolutely agree. Too many and it’s nothing, but just a few …’ Her eyes lifted briefly to us.

‘What?’ Rohan said.

‘I can’t believe it, that’s all. And you do so well not to waste it.’

‘There are some things we’ll have to start using soon,’ he said.

‘But you have a long-term approach I really believe in. I don’t want to go back. Not for a long time. I’ve seen it. I know what it is – and it’s not safe. It won’t be safe for years. The set-up you’ve got here … Your mother and father were special people – to build this, to see what was coming – or not so much see, but to be the only ones to do anything about it. What I’m trying to say is that I really appreciate it – them. I’m trying to say thank you for letting me in.’

Rohan ignored her gratitude. ‘What do you mean, too many?’

‘If there was a big group these supplies would mean nothing more than good eating for six months and then back to being half-starved.’

‘Why would you say that though? Why would there be more than the three of us?’

She sighed in exasperation. ‘Stop being paranoid, and don’t look at me like that.’

‘There’ll be no-one else,’ he said. ‘There is no-one else, is there, Denny. Is there?’

‘No!’

He stared at her a moment, then flashed a boyish smile. ‘So what do you reckon – pretty good, hey?’

She looked around at the room again. ‘It’s fan-fucking-tastic.’

‘All right,’ Rohan said, ‘that’ll be enough of the swearing.’
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We took a kitchen chair out on the veranda and I sat down on it. Denny took hold of the barrel of the shotgun and I stretched out my arm for her to take it off me; she propped it against the wall. ‘This is going to be liberating,’ she said, wrapping a towel around my shoulders and lifting my tangled ponytail. Rohan pulled himself up to sit on the railing in a way that struck me as too youthful for his age. The cuffs of his shirtsleeves were folded up to just below his elbow and he’d tucked his shirt into his pants. He’d always had a kind of rough-house vanity – final neat touches to an overall bruiser look. There could be moth holes in his jumper, or threadbare patches on the elbows, but he still rolled his sleeves and tucked in his shirt and ran a quick hand around his collar. I think women appreciated it. I couldn’t have believed him capable of going to any trouble for the opposite sex. I now knew better.

Denny tried to pull the elastic band from my hair, and then gave up and sawed the scissors through at the base of my ponytail. ‘Better,’ she said, tossing the length of hair out into the yard.

My hair was damp from the shower and knotted; she cut out anything she couldn’t move the comb through, pretty much cut out everything. She and Rohan spoke about other things, household things, as she tugged and ran her fingers through my hair, and I found myself lulled into a thoughtful silence by the rise and fall of their voices.

When she’d finished she came around to study the job she’d done. I tried to hold her gaze but she moved her eyes over my hair.

‘You look like a Holocaust survivor,’ Rohan said.

‘No you don’t. You look like a rock star, ready for rehab.’

‘Great. Thanks.’

She shook the towel out and Rohan and I swapped positions. The warm air ran cool across the back of my neck and the sun went straight for my scalp.

Rohan’s hair was relatively knot free; Denny was able to run her fingers through it and take some care in cutting it. I thought back to the way she’d touched my hair, and couldn’t recall the tenderness I was watching now. Her face was suddenly serious, maybe even sad.

‘Make it short,’ he said.

This time when she finished she knelt before Rohan and looked him in the eye, not appraising, or curious – as though she’d seen him from every possible angle and simply knew him. He looked younger. I tried to see what Denny saw, but it was impossible to separate the years of knowing him and his likeness to my father and look at him in an unbiased way. It was easy enough to acknowledge his physical appeal; he had a good body, and Denny liked it. I’d seen her trace the muscles in his back, span her hands across his chest, drag her fingers through the dark hair; I’d seen her lick a line from his navel to his chin; I’d seen her do more, but didn’t like to dwell on it.

He stared, steely-eyed, back at her now, and they spoke a silent language I could only guess at. It made me uncomfortable – they had something between them, unsettled; and my fear came from what it would settle to.

‘How’s it look?’ Rohan said, and she looked over his hair as if just remembering she’d cut it.

‘Criminal,’ she said.

Denny ate with her knees up under her chin and all her attention focused on the chicken wing she held above them, picking carefully, eating little bits. Rohan ate with both elbows on the table and looking down, licking greasy fingers, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. My style of eating was one of self-constraint; I was always fiercely hungry by dinner time. Even though we ate early, before sunset, my hunger had peaked to an animal need. I had to stop myself from bolting my food by pressing both hands down on the table either side of my plate while I forced myself to chew. Some sympathy always came my way at dinner time, because we all knew I was the hungriest, and at an age when nothing would fill me. My metabolism was a ravenous machine inside me, and since Denny had arrived it had shifted up a gear. I could easily eat everything on each plate and then move on to the fridge for main course, and often fantasised about doing just that. As hard as I tried I was always finished first, and left to watch Rohan and Denny in their glazed-over meditations. It was during this time that I felt most rebellious – I’d eye Rohan at the head of the table and see faults in him and his ideas, mostly the way he chose to keep us lean and never sated. His reasoning, I guessed, was to have us edgy, but I’d stare down at him and mutinously think how it might come back to bite him. I’d watch Denny with thoughts of controlling her, of being the one to initiate the sex, having her alone in my room and insecure. It was an immensely satisfying thought, because it also encompassed the controlling of Rohan. It took the understanding and spun it on its head.

But Denny would smile over at me, and Rohan would push away his plate, and we’d be three again, in it together. And as strongly as I’d felt resentment in that one moment, I’d embrace what we had in the next.
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I put my hand on the small of Denny’s back and lightly pushed her pelvis into the cushion under her; she moaned and I felt the tightening through her, in her legs, in her shoulders, in her back, and inside her. She muttered that I not stop.

She was face down on the couch, I was entering her from behind, and I did want to stop – I wanted to roll her over and watch her, or at least pull her hips up for deeper penetration. But she wanted this, had suggested we do it this way without the slightest hint of smut in her voice. Denny didn’t talk dirty, she didn’t act dirty. There was no need to dress it up with talk or suggestive acts, it was perfect as it was – a way to feel good, a release.

My thoughts fragmented with the effort of control; I saw her lowered head and flexing back, her smooth bottom working under me, but with forced detachment. I longed to take in reality, to inhale the scene and sounds and sensations like a line of pure white powder. I’d even include Rohan’s dark watching form in the mix. But the high would be brief, because she was close to coming now and jerking with unconscious actions that spoke directly to me.

Rohan walked over to us and I averted my gaze. He was dressed, with his shirt unbuttoned and hanging open. He knelt at the other end of the couch and took Denny by the chin and made her look at him while she climaxed; she tried to pull away, or her chin involuntarily tucked in, but he spread his fingers wider, up over her mouth, and wouldn’t let her go. His inclusion also meant that I was not to come inside her; we’d never discussed this, as if we could, but I knew.

I gritted my teeth and contorted my face through her tense and fitful orgasm. As soon as her head sunk heavy in Rohan’s hand and her breathing expanded her ribcage I withdrew. They kissed and gave me privacy to do the last bit alone.

Recovering always had me feeling lost and appalled; I sunk back in the cushions and closed my eyes; it was a rapid decline from the euphoric acceptance of everything, the blissful moment of wanting nothing more, or less.

The couch moved with their shifting positions; I didn’t look, I could imagine though – Rohan would have gathered her in, closing her off from me, playing out his status in a way that was both pathetic and enviable.

The circumstance of change carried on only a few feet from me; I couldn’t look. Perhaps I was slow to adopt change, or perhaps I’d never come to terms with it. Perhaps, I thought, I was poor at adapting.


7

THE HAIRS ON my neck rose and my eyes opened and I knew someone was in the room. I didn’t roll over to look. I didn’t panic. In that flatlining, just woken way, I stared at the patterns in the pine boards on the wall and thought of nothing and everything all at once. It came to me that it was Rohan, I don’t know how, maybe I smelt him, but I knew and relaxed.

‘I’ll get up in a minute,’ I said, closing my eyes again.

‘I’m going fishing, and to check the traps,’ he said.

‘Mmm, righto.’

I heard him change his stance, the rustle of his clothes. Outside noises and kitchen smells drifted in and I growled internally at my growing wakefulness.

‘Not while I’m away,’ he said.

I pulled an irritated face and half-turned, then returned to my warm spot once I realised what he was talking about. ‘Yeah right,’ I muttered.

He didn’t move. My eyes were hunting now, over the blankets, the bottom edge of the curtain, looking to jam the rushed shots of last night, the freshly developing images. I didn’t have a problem with his request – just his vocalising of it. He didn’t need to be standing there, bringing night into day; I knew rules, as if I didn’t know?

‘Okay,’ I said firmly.

Still he didn’t budge.

‘Not without me,’ he said.

‘Okay.’

‘If I find out you’ve been together, or even —’

‘Yes, yes, yes!’

I must have slept some more, because the smell from the kitchen filled me in an instant, not to be ignored. I sat up.

Denny kicked my door wider and came in carrying a tray. Her eyes were shining and her chin tucked low.

‘Open the curtain,’ she said.

I was bare-chested, with my work pants and socks on. I pulled back the curtain, then returned beneath the covers.

‘Bread,’ I said.

She sashayed and waved the tray back and forth. I craned to look. My hunger tumbled huge and hollow in me, almost madness in my head.

‘Show me,’ I said shortly.

‘Move the gun.’

I put it down near my feet, and then shifted over to give her room to sit. She perched on the edge of the bed. I sat up straight like a child and she put the tray down on my knees.

On a chipped dinner plate was a thick slab of freshly baked warm bread with a melting top of peanut butter and beside it a steaming cup of Milo. I looked up at her.

‘He’s brought out heaps of things. You should see the kitchen. We’ve got Gravox for the roast today. Salt and sugar, canned food, peanut butter, jam. I’m allowed to make bread every day until the flour runs out. There’s even a tin of powdered milk.’

I ran my thumb absently across my bottom lip and watched the swaying reflections in the Milo.

She looked at the food for a moment, and then looked back to me. She breathed out heavily. ‘You’re thinking we shouldn’t have it. I thought you’d be thrilled.’

‘It’s sudden, that’s all.’

‘Things had to be used anyway. But he’s just a pussycat. Scratch the right way and he can’t help but purr.’

‘Don’t talk like that.’

‘Oh,’ she said, exasperated. ‘Eat! You two would have to be the most irrational pair. Why don’t you just swap heads and be done with it?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘It means stop frowning at me like that and asking me what I mean.’

I continued staring at her and she rolled her eyes and flopped back on the bed.

While I ate she poked around the room, looking behind things and in desk drawers. She wore tight tracksuit pants with two grubby stripes down the sides and an Essendon football T-shirt of my father’s. It must have been a warm morning, or she’d been busy enough in the kitchen to work up a light sweat, because her skin glowed. My eyes fell over her, the first woman’s body I’d truly known, the first woman who it could hurt to look at.

‘You doing the sheep today?’ she asked.

‘Not much to do. With Rohan home these last few days everything’s pretty right. Might slash some bracken.’

‘I thought we could go down to the creek,’ she said.

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Or I’d just go.’

I screwed up my face.

‘It’s not much to ask, Shannon. Everyone needs their own space … and you do both carry guns. You probably don’t understand what it’s like.’

‘We carry the guns for security, you know that.’

‘I haven’t got a place to go and recharge, to think about my things – family and that. People I miss. I’m trying to get my head around the way it is now, how it will be in the future.’

‘The creek’s too far. If I could see you from the yard it might be all right.’

‘So you can watch me – that’s what I’m saying, that’s my point. I’m like a prisoner here. There’s nowhere I can go and just be myself. I haven’t got a room, or even any of my own things. It’s all right for you – you’ve got photos, clothes of your own, a house full of things to make it real.’

‘They don’t make it any more real.’

‘Sometimes I don’t even know who I am, what I’m doing, what we’re meant to be doing here.’

‘This is about the books, isn’t it?’

She folded her arms across her body. ‘No.’ But then she dropped her defensive stance. ‘Not just the books; it’s the things I said. It’s everything I’ve got, everything of mine. The longer we leave it I’ll never get back there. If I’d been able to go straightaway there wouldn’t be this problem.’

‘You can’t tell me you don’t see the risk? What if you come in contact with someone? There might have been someone at the farm and you could touch a door handle, walk into a closed-up room someone could have coughed and sneezed in. We don’t know how long the new strains survive. How can a few things be worth dying for? Not to mention what Rohan will do. I know you don’t think so, but he’ll go right off. It wouldn’t be that you lied or snuck away – it would be the risk you put us under.’

‘I’d be careful – of course I’d be careful. This is exactly what I’m talking about; I shouldn’t need permission. It’s my life.’

‘It’s all our lives if you come back infected.’

‘Fine.’

‘I can’t —’

‘No. You’re right.’

Her body was made taller with her haughty pose.

I smiled. ‘You do shitty so well.’

‘Or should I say Rohan’s right. Because they’re his rules, aren’t they?’

‘I’m not one of your fourth graders; I know what you’re doing.’

‘Just let me go!’

‘No.’

‘Listen to you! Look at you! You are your bloody brother. It’s not about logic, because we all know there is no risk. We’re in the backblocks of nowhere. Who in their right mind would walk miles and miles down winding dirt tracks and through acre upon acre of pine forest without even knowing if there was anything here? And what about the fact that if they were infected they’d be dead before they even got off the bitumen? It’s really about control. You two like me unarmed and under your rules.’

‘Don’t be stupid.’

‘Stupid?’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Let me guess – next I’ll be brainless.’

The tray had become uncomfortable on my lap. I sat it on the chest of drawers beside the bed. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean it. I hate it when he talks like that.’

‘I can cope with one Rohan, but two might be a struggle.’

‘You don’t really feel like that, do you?’

She bent her head and looked critically across at me. ‘The three C’s, Shannon: cook, clean, and consent.’

‘I don’t believe that,’ I said. ‘The only thing we ask is that you don’t leave and expect to come back again. That’s the only thing we ask.’

‘Really. The only thing?’

‘Don’t turn it around like that. It’s not like that and you know it. If anything, it’s the other way around.’

‘Oh yeah, I drag you both kicking and screaming. The last few nights must have been such a hardship. How have you managed, Shannon? Ever stopped to think what might happen if I didn’t willingly sleep with both of you?’

‘Anyway, I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘No,’ she said leaving the room. ‘You’re just happy to do it.’

‘Well you can’t tell me you and Rohan talk about it,’ I yelled after her.

She came back, leaning against the door frame. ‘You don’t think so? What was it you said …? Blinkered enough not to see your faults or who you truly are? And who was that about again?’

I found her on the veranda with the guitar, sitting in the wicker chair and looking down at the placement of her fingers on the neck. There was a half-finished cup of coffee on the table beside her.

‘The place smells amazing,’ I said. ‘You’ve already got the meat on.’

‘Rohan’s coming back early. He wants to eat then. Can’t say I’ve ever been a terribly good roast cook; hope I don’t stuff it up.’

‘I’ll hang around and help you.’

She sighed and dropped her head back. ‘I feel tight inside – like I can’t properly breathe.’

‘Might be the caffeine.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Denny —’

‘I’m just homesick. Worried, you know. That’s the problem with being well-fed and warm – you’ve got the luxury of unhappiness.’

I sat down on the chair beside her. ‘I don’t want you to be unhappy. I don’t think I could stand it if I thought you didn’t like it here.’

‘It’s amazing we already have this expectation to be happy. It wasn’t that long ago that I thought food alone would be enough; and here I am a few weeks later, with a roast cooking in the oven and a cup of coffee next to me, and I’m complaining. I’m sorry, Shannon – I don’t want you to think I don’t appreciate what you and Rohan have done for me.’

‘Here.’ I took the guitar from her. ‘The wind’s up, he won’t be able to hear us from up there; I’ll play you something and you can sing.’

She smiled up at me, and held my gaze in a way that reached inside my chest and twisted.
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Sleepy in the sun, with the breeze in my face and all around my cropped head, I had to wonder how she’d talked me into bringing out a rug and settling down this far from the cabin. We were spread out under the branches of a ghost gum. I could see the cabin over a grassy rise in front of me, and the bluff was in clear view, as was the fire track – but I suddenly realised that even though we could see Rohan coming home, we wouldn’t be able to beat him back, or get back unseen.

I sat up. My fingers were stinging from playing. Denny lay on her stomach next to me, with her top pulled up over her head and her flawless back in the full sun, seemingly tanning in the time we’d been there.

‘This is very bad,’ I said. ‘I’ve only just now realised how bad this is.’

She mumbled something into the rug.

‘How long have we been out here?’ I asked.

‘It feels too good to be bad,’ she said, turning to face me.

‘If Rohan walked up on us now he’d take the guitar and probably hit me around the head with it. Or do something more painful with it.’

‘Does he play an instrument?’ she asked.

I looked sceptically at her. ‘What do you reckon?’

‘He strikes me as the closet piano-playing type.’

‘Jeez, Den – your people-reading skills are sometimes right off. He hasn’t got a musical bone in his body. He would’ve been too busy blowing ducks from the sky or gaffing marlin over the side of a boat to ever find time to pull up a piano stool. He worked at the mill, you know? On the floor. Pushing buttons in screaming paper-machine hell and reading pornos in the endless breaks.’

‘But he hated it.’

‘Did he? He never said as much. Dad would slap him on the back every time he saw him for scoring a job that paid so well and with so many days off. Never mind what it did to your lungs, ears and intelligence.’

‘I think he did mind. Very much.’

‘What? You reckon he’d rather be flicking out his coat tails and playing Mozart to an audience?’

‘No. I think he’d want to be doing something not so far removed from this. Actually, if your mum and dad were here, I wouldn’t be surprised if this was exactly what he wanted. Virus or no virus. He might even be pleased the population problem had been solved in one fell swoop and he had a lifelong excuse to avoid mainstream society.’

‘Not a terribly Christian thought – so you could be right.’

She rested her cheek on the back of her arm. ‘Have you ever talked to Rohan about his religious beliefs?’

‘Please. I’ll have to sound like a prick on this and say – you have no idea.’

‘I can’t see that they’re so different from your evolution beliefs. He believes God is in everything and you believe the foundation of life is in everything. So explain the difference?’

‘Can we not get into this? I spent most of my life arguing about the finer points of just that, and it was frustrating enough when the sides were equal, but by the sounds of it I’d be on my own this time.’

‘Were you and your mum always a team?’

‘Always,’ I said, bringing up my knees and wrapping my arms around them.

‘Was she quite headstrong?’

‘Ah …? No, not really. Most people made the mistake of thinking she was tough because she said what she thought and had a low tolerance for bullshit. But she wasn’t really – not in the way people thought, anyway. She was very dependent on Dad … I don’t know exactly what for. Love, I guess. They were on their own – family outcasts. Mum for shunning the Toorak life in Melbourne and marrying below herself and Dad for working hard and making the break from the commission curse. Family get-togethers were fairly small scale, and if we did have to turn up for weddings or engagements we were either the hillbillies arriving on Mum’s side, or the upper-class snobs on Dad’s. We’d laugh about it – didn’t care; play up to it if anything. I think now what good parents they were – to make it seem like the joke was on our relatives, having us driving home with grins on our faces after what could have been bad experiences.’

‘Rohan did a lot with you then? He would have been older?’

‘He had his own place, early on, but was always around for dinner and that. He talked as though his house was more an investment than a home.’

‘Your mum must have had you late?’

‘Not really; she had Rohan really young – sixteen or something. That went down well with her family. Dad was young, too. I always thought of Dad as much older than Rohan, but he wasn’t really – he and Rohan were more like mates.’

‘And you were mates with your mum.’

‘Yeah, we were.’

‘That’s nice.’

Denny got up and pulled down her top. Her face was crumpled and sleepy. ‘Tessa,’ she said. ‘I like that name. Tessa Scott – did she take your dad’s surname?’

I nodded. ‘Were your family close?’ I asked.

‘Mmm, sure. You know – heaps of family, cousins always lobbing in, aunts and uncles who’d put you up if you were up their way. Fairly typical – but also my parents encouraged it, didn’t want us to lose touch.’

She spoke as though I had some earlier understanding of this, or as though I somehow knew her family. ‘So you had lots of brothers and sisters?’ I asked.

For a moment she held my gaze, tipping her head. ‘Yes,’ she laughed, getting up, ‘lots of brothers and sisters.’

‘What?’

‘It’s refreshing, a sort of freedom – so I don’t think I’ll say.’

‘About your family? Were you adopted or something? Or part of a family of famous singers, and I’m gunna feel like a fool for not realising?’

The sun lit up one side of her; she stood with parted feet and a hand outstretched to help me up. ‘Not famous, and definitely not adopted. You could say we were very down to earth.’

‘Australians?’

‘About as Australian as you can get,’ she said, pulling me up.

Halfway back Denny suddenly swore and broke into a run.

‘The roast,’ she said over her shoulder.

It wasn’t until I smelt the charred meat and smoke that I also felt the need to run.

She’d been crying, and that was hard enough, but when she dry retched into the sink it was too much.

‘It shouldn’t be like this!’ I said. ‘We burnt a leg of lamb – we’ve got a couple of dozen more of them running around in the paddock. It’s ridiculous he has you like this. We can’t play, can’t sing, hardly allowed to talk to one another, and if we burn dinner you completely break down? What is that? What the hell is the point of that?’

‘I can’t believe it,’ she sniffed. ‘I can’t believe I forgot. He’s going to be so angry.’

‘Don’t be frightened of him, Denny. I don’t want you to be frightened of him.’

‘I feel like I’ve let him down. I think that’s it – why I’m upset; he’ll be disappointed in me.’

‘Ohh, Christ,’ I moaned. ‘This is bullshit.’

The blackened roast was in the baking tray on the sink, the uncooked vegetables yellowing in a container beside it. Everything smelt of smoke; it still hung in pockets of the living room. My hands were shaking, so I had them tucked away under my crossed arms. I think they were shaking from anger – I wanted it to be anger.

Denny’s lips were full, her eyes red-rimmed, and her cheeks flushed; she looked feverish, skittish. I wanted to hold her and put the side of her face to my chest. I wanted to kiss her sad mouth and promise her things. Good things. The need to love her was thick in my chest. All the corny things, manly ideals that seemed to belong in the dark ages, were in me and so close to real. And yet I felt like a kid, nothing of what she needed. Not even with the right to hold her.

She began to chew her nails, staring at the roast. ‘How can we fix it?’ she mumbled.

‘We can’t. We’ll put the vegies on, see if we can salvage some of the meat and drown it in gravy. Let’s just have something on the table when he gets back. He hasn’t had your bread yet, so maybe —’

The belief in her face stopped me; I walked over to her and gathered her against me. She slid her arms around my waist and I put my fingers under her chin and lifted her face to me. I saw the faint lines radiating out from the corners of her eyes, the slight flare in her nostrils and the disproportion of her small nose to her mouth; I saw she was my brother’s. I kissed her. It was slow and tentative, a first kiss.

We’d cleared the place of the last lingering wisps of smoke, brewed some strong coffee to try and mask the smell. The vegetables were cooked, and although the meat was dry and stringy we’d covered it in gravy and figured it wasn’t so bad. We hid the worst burnt bits in a dish in a cupboard. The table was set. Denny was standing by the oven. She had a red mark on her neck, from me, but it could have been from last night, and Rohan might not notice it. We’d stopped – I could look Rohan in the eye, and be honest about that, because we’d not moved on to the bedroom. It still felt like we had cheated on some level, because I’d backed her into the bench and kissed her and touched her like she was mine. I’d spoken her name in a way I never would in front of him; whispered that I wanted her.

‘He’s coming,’ she said without looking out the window or seeming to hear anything in particular.

I went through to the lounge room to stoke the fire, not trusting my face. The sound of his boots on the steps made my heart thump, and I hated him for it. I was so sure he’d say something about the smell of smoke that I froze a moment, head to the side, waiting, but he only put his bag down and murmured something to Denny and walked down to the bedroom.

I went back out.

Denny and I exchanged sidewards glances while I helped her dish up dinner.

A couple of currawongs were fighting over territory, or in the middle of mating ritual, and the narky noise was irritating. I wanted to go out and throw something at them. Denny was sitting across from me. She’d brushed her hair. Her eyes were still red from crying and it amazed me that Rohan didn’t notice this. He was in an unusually good mood, quiet and self-contained, distracted by his own contentment. I ate around my meat. Denny hardly ate at all. Rohan moved through his meal methodically, a childhood habit, least favourite first, best left to last. Meat was his favourite. The birds nagged on and the afternoon deepened.

Rohan sat his knife and fork down with slow deliberation, and lifted his head to look at Denny.

‘The meat is overcooked,’ he said.

‘Yes. Sorry.’

He nodded.

‘I know,’ she said, her voice already rising. ‘I feel bad about it. I’m not used to the oven yet, especially for something like that.’

‘It’s not just overcooked. It’s inedible.’

She looked at me, and back at Rohan.

‘What do you want me to say, Rohan? I’ll say it. Just tell me so we can get it over with. I’m stupid? Hopeless? I feel terrible about it, and all those things you think I am, so is that enough? Or do you want me to say each of them?’

He pushed back from the table, crossing his arms.

Denny turned from him, her hands curved cautiously around the sides of her plate. ‘I’ll make up for it,’ she said. ‘I won’t eat meat until you think I’ve made up for it.’

‘Jesus,’ I said under my breath.

‘I’ll stop cooking if that’s what you want, or I’ll only have half serves. I understand that you’re angry. It’s a waste, I know; I’m serious when I say I want to make it up. I’m sorry, Rohan. I feel bad about it. Have some more bread – I’ll take the meat away.’

‘I’m angry you burnt the meat, Denny, and it is a waste, but what I want to know is why you burnt the meat.’ His eyes were strangely light when he looked up, and his face was soft and aged. He looked straight at her. ‘What were you doing to forget?’

Denny gave up on any chance of eating and pushed her plate away. Her hands came together on the table and she intertwined her fingers. ‘I just forgot.’

I might have said something, but Rohan’s face had me transfixed; as I watched, a flicker of raw vulnerability passed over it.

His voice though, when he spoke, was even and ominous. ‘What exactly were you doing to forget?’

‘Nothing. I don’t know …? I was outside.’

Rohan put his fingers under the edge of his plate and flicked the plate so that it spun in the air before clattering and splattering down the length of the table. ‘Answer me! What were you doing!’

Denny cringed. I stood and my chair rocked and fell back with a loud clunk behind me.

‘Stay out of it,’ Rohan barked across at me, getting up.

‘Stay out of it? Stay out of it? Are you mad? Don’t tell —’

‘It’s a simple question, Denny. Why’d you burn the meat? What were you doing? Can you think of anything you did today? Have you done anything, apart from the one bloody thing I think you’ve been doing all day?’

I looked at Denny, waiting for her to explain, wanting her too, but she dropped her gaze and pressed her lips as if deciding not to talk; her guilt was so real that I had to think back to be sure we hadn’t had sex. Her silence was confirmation enough for Rohan.

‘You bitch,’ he seethed. ‘This is it, isn’t it? This is what you wanted. I gave you some credit, but you might have misjudged things this time.’ He rounded the table towards her. ‘You think you can have us fight off like a couple of rutting bloody stags?’

‘You’re wrong,’ I said, but Rohan didn’t hear.

‘This is what you wanted all along —’

‘Rohan! Stop, you’re wrong.’

And he did stop. It surprised me, and more so when I looked and saw that I had him. He wanted to believe me, he wanted to be wrong. His face paled as he saw the truth in my shaking head. His rapid return to reason made me realise what he’d been about to do, what I’d just stopped.

‘It wasn’t that,’ I said. ‘We were in the paddock, playing the guitar.’

He blinked once and looked away. Denny was stiff in her seat, her eyes fixed off in the distance and her expression blank. Her hands though, were shaking in her lap. I breathed out. ‘We were just playing the goddamn guitar,’ I said.

The spilt food was squalid on the table, the fallen chair overly dramatic. I had no experience of this, the pressure coming down and in from every angle, the very tangible threat of violence worse than any I’d even known – because it involved a woman. That was the difference, the horrible anomaly – the woman, still and ready, waiting to be hit. I put both hands on the table, either side of my dinner.

‘It can’t be like this,’ I said to Rohan.

He sniffed and widened his eyes as if clearing his head. ‘You’re right.’

‘We can talk about this … everything.’

‘Yes.’ He cleared his throat and rolled his shoulders.

Wariness crept through me. ‘I don’t think it’ll work the way it’s been.’

‘Yep, I agree. That’s big of you, Pup. Now you run off and get your guitar and I’ll let you have the honour of smashing it before we put it on the fire.’

Denny made a small sound in her throat. The room was getting steadily darker, the long shapes of afternoon light drawing back and retreating. I thought how outside would quickly change things; if we could only agree to go outside and continue this with our elbows on the railing it would turn out very differently. But I also didn’t want to. I was taken and truly perplexed with the dilemma I faced – there was no way I would let him set fire to my guitar, yet he’d do it anyway. How would that work?

My gaze was on Denny, but I didn’t see her; I was very calm and aware how strange it was that I was so calm.

I think she saw it. She saw that I simply could not lose my music this way. I’d do anything. She stood up in front of Rohan. He narrowed his eyes at her.

‘We weren’t playing the guitar,’ she said. ‘We didn’t even take it. I was with Shannon, that’s why I forgot. That’s why I burnt the meat. I took a blanket into the paddock where I could see if you were coming back and we were there most of the day. It was my idea.’

Rohan’s eyes dropped to look at the red mark on her neck and returned slowly to her face.

‘It was my idea,’ she repeated.

‘Oh, I know that,’ he sneered.

In a trance, I picked up the chair and pushed it neatly under the table. I was resigned and ready to fight him. Not particularly scared. ‘She’s only saying it to save the guitar,’ I said. ‘Denny, don’t bother; it’s better we just do this.’

They didn’t acknowledge me, I’m not sure they heard me. Denny stood straight and Rohan stared at her, his hands open by his sides.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said quietly.

‘For what.’

‘For hurting you.’

He snorted in disgust. ‘Don’t flatter yourself. What upsets me is that you’re only good for one thing – one single thing – and you don’t even know the time and place for that.’

She stepped back. ‘Don’t, Rohan.’

‘You really think you’ve got things worked out, don’t you? You’ve got it all under control. But you’ve overestimated your appeal, I’m afraid. Badly misjudged.’

‘I know why it upsets you,’ she said. ‘And I know what you want.’

‘Don’t,’ he spat in her face. ‘You haven’t got a clue.’

She instinctively turned her face away from him. ‘You’d be surprised,’ she said, ‘how similar we are. What we care about and what we’ll do to protect it.’

‘It’s disappointing how stupid you are. You think I’ll choose you? You think I’ll let him choose you? What you’re trying to do is hardly clever stuff. Did you really think you’d have us knock one another out?’

‘That’s not what I want.’

‘You know what – I don’t give a shit what you want. You’ve done nothing more here than make yourself totally redundant. The sex is good, Denny – but only if you get down when I tell you and know to stay down. Tell me the point of you now?’

‘Stop it. You don’t mean it.’

‘Oh give it up; I’m not gunna regret this in the morning, I couldn’t care less what you think of me. You’ve got an over-inflated idea of what you are in this house and it would do you good to face up to it.’

She tightened her jaw and lifted it to him. ‘It’s pathetic the way you revert to this.’

‘Well, come on,’ he said, ‘tell us the only thing you’re good for.’

‘Fuck you.’

‘Close, but even a sports teacher should know not to drop her INGs.’

It was fast and came from nowhere. I’d been watching Rohan’s hands, and they were curling in, his fingers moving and his thumb running over the back of them. I’d been watching his body, imagining the tightening in his biceps and the thickening of his forearms, seeing the squaring of his shoulders. I’d been gradually stepping around the table towards them, watching him, thinking if he hit her I’d kill him. I was aware that Denny was angry too, but only because it worsened the situation. I was not looking at her hands. I was not expecting it to come from her.

She hit him. She didn’t slap him, or lash out, but clenched both fists, took a fighting stance and punched him in the face. He reeled back. His nose began to bleed. I knew what was coming next and lunged the final distance. I wasn’t quick enough. Rohan recovered too fast and she backed away. I heard the sickening smack, saw the swing of his arm only in hindsight. She was on the floor and holding her face before I’d even come to terms with what had happened. Rohan shoved me back as I bent to her. He dragged her to her feet and walked her backwards, pushing her into the wall. She didn’t struggle. Her right eye twitched and the side of her face held the imprint of the back of his hand. He pressed his body the length of hers and gripped her chin in one hand.

‘What?’ he hissed. ‘What are you up to?’

‘I’d be too stupid to be up to something, wouldn’t I?’ she muttered through her held jaw.

He let go, stared at her a moment, wiped his bleeding nose, and turned and left the room.



THE UNDOING
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I WOKE SUDDENLY and with the feeling I’d missed something important. I listened. It was early morning. I couldn’t hear any movement in the cabin. The turmoil of yesterday started up again inside me, confusing me before I’d had a chance of clear thought.

Because the complexities were beyond me I lay and tried for thoughts more concrete – like what her face might look like today. It had been dark red and bluish down one side last night, her eye bloodshot, and her top lip swollen; while Rohan had only the vaguest red under his nose. Denny’s hand possibly hurt more than Rohan’s face. I wished Denny hadn’t thumped him like she had, then at least I could fully blame Rohan. But I couldn’t help but have the feeling that she had asked for it. And she had.

There were also the troubling particulars of her punch: they were expert. I got the impression she’d held back. I’m sure Rohan thought this too. The vision of her in that sparring stance wouldn’t leave me. It made me revisit every intimate moment I’d had with her. I thought back to my hands on her body – looking for hints of that strength, remembering her legs and calves, her slim upper arms, not wanting that display of power to taint the memories, yet at the same time thrilled by her physicality; attracted and repulsed.

The silence in the house grew loud and I climbed from bed.

I immediately saw the note. It was lying on the floor, inside the door.

The tone of the note was apologetic: Sorry, but she had to go, please understand, last night had only made it more important, she needed things of her own, she was confused and needed some time, she hoped I understood.

I skipped most of it, got to the crux.

She’d gone to the farmhouse.

That last line was also important: I’ll be back before Rohan.
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She wasn’t.

He came and found me in the killing shed, stacking firewood. For a while we didn’t talk. The shed smelt of fat and blood and bone – it always did, it was in the dirt, the walls. I imagined the place under those ultraviolet lights, a blood-splattered hillbilly hell.

‘Where is she?’ he asked at last.

‘You’re back early.’

‘Where is she?’

I finished stacking the wood and walked up to him before answering. ‘She’s gone,’ I said into his face.

The barely disguised panic I saw was more cold confirmation of his feelings for her. It swelled my heart in a cruel way to see him suffer. I left him to stew a while, my mouth curling in a smile.

My smug moment didn’t last long; I had the briefest taste of something hedonistic and right before he came together in front of me, shrinking me just with the tightening of his eyes, his insight.

‘That’s nice, Pup, but be bloody smart about it. Where is she? She’s not gone. It’s the farmhouse, isn’t it?’ He walked away. ‘She’s got no idea, that woman.’

I caught up to him halfway back to the cabin.

‘Stop,’ I said.

He walked with purpose.

‘She just wanted to get her things,’ I said. ‘If we had let her get them in the first place it wouldn’t be like this. There are books – books are important to her.’

‘I know.’

I walked next to him, striding to keep up. ‘You know … so …’ We stopped at the shed nearest the cabin. He unlocked the door. ‘… so she’s told you, and you understand. What are you doing?’

‘What’s it look like I’m doing?’

For me the tent he took down was doubly fateful. My parents had died in one and also it meant Denny would be separated from me longer than this tense, elastic day. I didn’t want her in a tent; I had dreams of tents, flapping fabric, humming, grey horror shots of my parents’ bloated bodies.

I put my hands on the dusty cardboard box and tried to still it. Rohan shoved it into me.

‘Get out of the way. Actually, you can go inside and get her a sleeping bag. Get her a box of food. Two weeks’ worth. Hurry, or she’ll have nothing.’

He pushed past me and out into the sun.
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We pitched the tent for her, in a high dry spot, under the gums. We cleared the fallen sticks and sheep shit before rolling it out. The canvas was bottle green. Once up, the tent looked perversely small and neat. Rohan stopped at unrolling her bedding or laying out her pillow; he tossed them through the open zipper and dumped the box of food just within the door. I think the only reason he pitched the tent for her was so she could see it and understand without instruction. He zipped it up.

I tried again. ‘She’d been living there for months. She won’t be infected. No-one could make it out here infected. We haven’t heard any cars. She wouldn’t risk herself if she wasn’t sure.’

‘Did you know she was going?’

‘No. But I knew she wanted to. She left a note.’

We walked away from the tent. ‘Don’t make her do this,’ I said. ‘She’ll leave.’

‘She won’t leave.’

At the cabin fence we both turned to look at the final distance the tent was from us; it was about five hundred metres, the wandering sheep the only thing likely to obstruct our view of her. We’d pitched the tent straight on, so now as I lifted the binoculars I could see the plastic seam of the zipper. Rohan took the binoculars from me and surveyed the bush.

‘You hit her,’ I said.

‘No. She hit me. I don’t care who it is, if someone shapes up to me like that and hits me in the face, I’ll hit them back.’

‘That’s why you never married, isn’t it. How many of your girlfriends did you backhand? Did they leave you the first time or did you get to knock them around a bit before they shit-canned you?’

‘Shut up.’

‘Or did they get an idea of what would be in store from the rough sex? Start to get a bit suspicious when you held them round the back of the neck and bent them over the side of a chair?’

He walked away.
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It was well into the afternoon when she walked the mountain bike out of the bush and into the paddock. I had Dad’s binoculars and Rohan had her lightweight pair. We were standing on the veranda, side by side, watching her come. She had a backpack of my father’s and it looked heavy. Her face was intense and red and heavily bruised on her cheek. My finger rolled quickly to adjust the focus as she mounted the bike and rode towards us. She steered one-handed and pinched her nose as though she had been crying; I watched her sniff and shake her head. One eye was swollen and almost closed. Rohan was near enough to hear as I muttered my resentment of him.

The trees were thick where she was; she weaved through them, over roots and fallen strips of bark. Her expression didn’t change – it was fierce, or upset. She picked up pace as the ground evened out.

She saw the tent and braked. I frantically sought her face, desperate to see her reaction. I missed her initial shock and saw she was already thinking ahead: you could see her mind busy behind her blank features. The bike was between her legs; she got off and kicked out the stand and put the backpack down near the front wheel. She walked halfway towards the tent, then slowly stopped. I was able to pinpoint the very second she thought she might be being watched; her whole demeanour changed, and she looked more like Denny. Her hands relaxed and she did something with her back, almost as if she altered her centre of gravity, and in an instant she was more lithe and fluid, not braced against life, but moving in it. Apart from her change in body language you wouldn’t know she’d suspected us, because she didn’t look over at the cabin.

Therefore it was surprising what she did next. She turned her head in one smooth action and stared right down the binoculars, right into my eyes; it was impossible for her to actually do this of course, but her gaze was decisive enough to make it seem real. She didn’t even have a moment of searching for us on the veranda; she swung her head and fixed straight on us. I fought the urge to lower the binoculars, to re-confirm the space between us and my advantage.

While I watched, blinking at her unblinking stare, her mouth moved around the words, let me in. She might not have spoken them out loud, I don’t know, but they rang loud in my head.

‘No,’ Rohan said quietly next to me. ‘Fraid not.’

I lowered my binoculars and she was back in perspective – a distant, dark-clothed shape, striking even from here. I realised then that she was dressed in her old clothes – her heavy navy jumper, the torn jeans, the clothes I’d first seen her in, and thinking back to her feet on the pedals, I realised she also had her old sneakers on.

Rohan put down his binoculars. She must have seen this, and she opened up the stage accordingly; she stepped into an area of sun, where we could see her better, and stood straight on to us.

‘Let me in,’ she shouted.

‘Let her come back,’ I said.

‘Let me in!’ she screamed.

‘Not a chance,’ Rohan said. ‘She doesn’t come any closer than where she is right now for two weeks, and not a day before. Don’t fight me on this, Shannon, because that is what she wants. We watch her day and night until the time’s up, and maybe she’ll stay put next time.’

‘That’s it, isn’t it – that’s what this is to you: a way to throw your weight around. It’s not about the virus. How do we trust one another when there’s no fairness to the rules? You go off every day and breeze in and out, and she goes for one day and gets this?’

‘I would never go inside another house, pick up books and clothes that I didn’t know were clean. I bet she didn’t even take gloves or a mask. Just because she came out uninfected last time doesn’t automatically mean she comes out clean this time. I don’t even like the idea of books – each new page would be suspect to me, the one someone could have sneezed on, or licked their finger for. Not only will she stay out there, she’ll light a fire and burn everything she’s brought back with her.’

He climbed the railing and stood on the top beam, holding the gutter above him for support. ‘Two weeks,’ he called to her. ‘Burn the backpack. Everything. Two weeks from then.’

She lifted her head to the sky and said something we couldn’t hear.

‘No fire at night,’ he called. ‘Stock trough for water. No further than the back fence. No closer than that. Two weeks from every mistake you make. Come in and you’re out. Talk around Shannon and you’re out. Just shut up and take it. Be thankful I’ll let you back in at all.’

I thought she might have sworn, still looking up at the sky, because a faint burst of noise carried to us.

‘She’s not gunna do it,’ I said.

Rohan jumped down. ‘She’ll do it.’

We lifted our binoculars. She was looking at her feet, gripping the shoulders of her jumper and tugging it forward, as if about to reef the whole thing off. Her torso was rising with each breath. She was talking but we couldn’t hear it. The wind was picking up and I smelt rain coming.

‘She knows I’m right,’ Rohan said. ‘It was her risk, not ours. And she knows I’m actually being pretty damn fair. She’s thinking if it was one of us, the situation spun, she’d do the same.’

‘Hope she flattens you next time,’ I muttered.
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She collected sticks and small fallen branches for the fire. We watched her in silence with our elbows on the rail and our legs out behind us and the binoculars fixed to our faces. A bank of black cloud was rolling in; thunder rumbled through it. The bush was still and hushed. She built a large fire. If she was concerned about the storm coming, she didn’t show it. Once the fire was well alight she squatted beside the growing flames and took items one by one from the backpack to burn.

There were times I couldn’t look at her face and had to drop my gaze and return to my spot, my body, and the hard smell of the binoculars and the sounds of my breathing. Other times I let just her mouth fill my vision, or the corner of her bruised eye, or her scruffy hair over the top of her ear.

When she came to a pair of blue and white sneakers, lace-ups, she looked up at us. The sun was setting. The fire threw an orange glow. She was hunched and lean, beaten and beautiful, caught in copper colours, with a bubbling black sky behind her. Breathtaking. Rohan shifted his position beside me. She waited with shoes in hand for something from us.

‘Let her keep them,’ I said. ‘You’re only punishing her.’

Rohan kept the binoculars to his face and she dropped the sneakers into the flames. She watched them burn.

She left the books to last; they were in a neat stack in the grass beside her. The fire was smoky and overloaded with clothes. While it got a better hold she sat with her knees up and looked through the books. She turned her back to us to read.

She was crying when she turned to the fire, sobbing loud enough for us to hear as she burnt them. Each book smouldered for a while before catching, and when it did the fire flared as if doused with a shot of petrol. She curled her arms up over her head and rocked as the pages caught and blackened and lifted in the heat haze to spin up into the orange dusk. The sin of burning them in a world where they might not be recreated or replaced lit up as real in me as the reaching fingers of flame. I winced and drew the muggy air in through my teeth.

‘Jesus,’ I said to Rohan. ‘What have you done?’

He was silent.

Finally, she burnt the backpack.

The first drops of rain were falling when she pushed to her feet. She was still crying, her lips parted, the tears on her cheeks left to run down her neck; she fought for breath, lifting her chin, gasping for air. Her gaze was vague and destroyed, and her pain heavy in her stooped shoulders. If she’d dropped to her knees – as it looked she might – I don’t know if I could have stopped from going out to her; as it was I’d stiffened my legs, planted my feet, and drilled my elbows into the railing.

She appealed to Rohan, wiping her face and looking at him.

Please, she mouthed. Let me back now.

I could hear his harrowed breathing.

Rohan, let me back.

She wiped her face again and tried to compose. Maybe she sensed how close she was to cracking his resolve. It was obviously hard for her to pull herself together. I knew it was everything; not just this, not just the books, not her beaten face, but all that came before it – people she’d lost, things she’d seen, change, and maybe even the sex; there seemed as much shame in her sorrow as pain. Her face caved under the strain and her hands dug into her scalp.

Please, she forced out again. Rohan, I need you.

He took the binoculars from his face and looked away.

‘She has to come in,’ I said.

The last light was taken quickly under the thick quilt of cloud and it began to rain. She stood in it, waiting. The drops patted in the dust below us, and steadily increased. Her figure became hazy as visibility was cut to half and then half again as the rain worsened.

‘Rohan?’ I said.

‘No.’ His voice was hoarse. ‘She can’t.’
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Rain hammered down, gurgled down the drainpipes, crept across the boards, made lakes in the dirt, and silently roared. It was well after midnight, approaching dawn. The rain hadn’t let up all night. Rohan sat beside me on the veranda and we stared out at the silver-grey sheet; I kept expecting to see her shape materialise through it. I dozed and dreamt of her. Had her slick and machine-like, coming at us, climbing the rail and licking the rain from her top lip. I’d jerk back to reality, hear the teeming void, and see her fading shape in the wall of white.

‘Go to bed,’ Rohan ordered.

I held out a while longer before moving.

Inside it was warm; the damp that had seemed down to my bones was easily shed with the removal of my clothes. I couldn’t help but savour the warmth as I climbed naked into my dry bed. If I was a bigger person I wouldn’t need to sleep. Or I’d at least stay cold and damp and be closer to her that way. But I curled in my bed and was as removed as possible, comfortable, with no aching face or shivering body.

I pacified myself with the thought that she had some protection, she might not be soaked. The ground was high where she was. It wasn’t blowing. Just raining. I pulled the blankets over my head and dove headlong into the relative sanctuary of sleep, even if it did contain her slick advancing body.


2

THE DAY WAS already steamy by the time I came out on the veranda and picked up the binoculars. The sky was aching, brilliant blue. Sunlight twinkled off swaying leaves and beaded grass. Rohan was behind me. I didn’t bother looking at him; he’d be pale and tired, with blood-shot eyes. He’d done the big blokey thing and sat out all night, probably not even shut his eyes. I could hate him for so many things.

She’d already been up and hung her sleeping bag over a low branch. It was dripping, literally. Her pillow was balanced in a fork on the same branch. The tent was open and airing. The box of food was sodden and set down next to the washed-away remnants of the fire. The bike was nearer to the tent and glistening.

‘Where is she?’ I asked.

‘Up near the stump.’

I focused the binoculars in. She was lying on her stomach in the grass, her head resting on one arm, facing away from us.

‘She call out anything this morning?’ I asked.

‘Nope.’

‘She looked pissed off?’

‘Well she wasn’t whistling a tune, if that’s what you mean.’

‘She’s going to hate you after this.’

‘I thought the general consensus was she hated me already.’

I lowered the binoculars and turned to him. Even though his voice was sardonic, his face was subdued. I held his gaze, trying to work him out.

‘You’ve made your point,’ I said. ‘Why make her hate you?’

‘I’m going to bed. Wake me if she does anything stupid.’
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It turned out that we didn’t need to watch her all the time. I sharpened the axe in the tool shed, cleared the wash-up of leaves from around the cabin, and made bread. Rohan got up on the roof and fixed some loose shingles, and cleaned the gutters while he was up there. She lay in the sun most of the day, and gave the impression of not needing to be watched. She wasn’t coming in. As abhorrent as it was, she was like an intriguing reality-TV program out there. Every so often I’d hold up the binoculars and check how things were progressing, disappointed if she was sleeping, running the binoculars down her body, looking at what I wanted to, stopping on separate parts of her, my unknown vision like an unknown touch. Sometimes Rohan would come up and join me. And we’d both stand there, taking her in, watching what we shouldn’t.

There were times when she played up to us, like when she pulled down her jeans and squatted and urinated in full view, with a deadpan expression directed at us, or when she sat and rested her chin on her knees and stared us out, occasionally mouthing, arseholes. She made us laugh, but she wasn’t being funny. She was constantly, unwaveringly, grim. It was compelling to watch. I thought when she was warm again and had eaten something she might give a little, show some resignation, but she didn’t falter. If she could keep her anger up for two weeks it would be an insight into the extent of her stubborn nature.
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On the third day it changed. Rohan and I were back to a routine of sorts; I stayed up late, he got up early, but he didn’t go up into the bush. We were bachelors again and in that wordless vacuum. Communication came in the way of curt sentences, or not at all. We both missed her, and would spend long meaningless minutes watching her do nothing at all. I gave up asking for her return. It seemed decided that she’d do it; now something of a test, a test of wills between her and Rohan, and a reason for her to outwardly hate him.

But after lunch on the third day I lifted the binoculars to see she had come to some sort of decision. She was sitting on the ground near the tent, folding gum leaves in half and in half again, and when she looked up I saw her expression was more resolute than resentful. She didn’t smile, I don’t think she was able to, but she did mouth Hello, Shannon without the dagger stare.

‘Hello,’ I said quietly back.

She repositioned her body so I could see her better. I watched her and she let me. During these moments it was as though she stepped silently up behind me and held herself the barest fraction from me; I could smell her and almost feel her skin and shivered with her imagined presence. When Rohan walked out I quickly lowered the binoculars, as if caught doing something wrong.

He lifted his own set and studied her. ‘You think she’s bored yet?’

‘She’s not eating much.’

‘No.’

‘Her face still looks pretty bad.’

‘Yeah.’

That was about the limit of our dialogue. I felt the boundaries come up, and was pleased. It was draining talking to him. I checked to see Denny’s reaction to him on the veranda. She’d found some bark and was peeling off papery bits and letting them flutter to the ground.
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A southerly breeze blew. The remains of her fire glowed and sometimes a small shower of embers tumbled from it. The moon was a bright white crescent coming in and out behind heavy cloud.

I thought of her gaze and the way she’d looked at me earlier. There’d been a determination in her that only meant trouble. I’d been meant to see it. She was up to something.

I already sweated on it. Tomorrow couldn’t come quickly enough, so that I could find a moment to stand on the top rail and shake my head, No, Denny. Whatever it is, just no. I thought about yelling it to her now. Rohan was snoring. But the breeze would whip my voice into the night. She might be asleep anyway.

I moved forward in the chair and rubbed both arms. The rusty chains of the hanging pot plants squeaked as they swayed in the wind.

Two things happened at once, and because I tried to comprehend them both I missed getting a good grasp on either. There was a noise out there, one that didn’t belong, and at the same moment something flashed in the corner of my eye. It could have been an owl. It could have been any number of normal night occurrences. But it wasn’t, because I was on my feet and knowing it wasn’t.

‘Denny … ?’ I whispered.

My hand opened and shut with the want of the gun. It seemed wrong though, when I was so sure it was her. I stepped up to the rail and peered into the dark just beyond it. My scalp shrunk with the cold. I reminded myself that if it was a human their vision would be as poor as mine. I was not as exposed as I felt. The edge was mine because I knew the space around me, I knew the boards that would creak, the shadows that shouldn’t be there, and could move deftly to the gun because I had a mental picture of where it was.

Rohan’s continued snoring calmed me.

I sat back in my chair.

Hot breath whispered in my ear and I leapt up. ‘Jesus Christ!’

‘Shh.’

I spun to face her. She had her finger to her lips. The shotgun was behind her. It seemed tactical. I put a hand to my heart.

‘You frightened the shit out of me!’

‘Shh.’

‘What are you doing here?’ I whispered. ‘He’ll kill you.’

‘I doubt it,’ she said flatly.

‘Please go back.’

‘Come down near the fence, where we can talk.’ She started to move away. ‘And, Shannon, bring the gun – you shouldn’t leave it lying around like that.’

We stood near the fence. The cold made me tuck my elbows into my sides. I remembered Denny was quarantined to the front paddock for a reason and put some distance between us.

She sighed and followed me back. She put a cold hand around the back of my neck and kissed me, forcing my mouth open and running her tongue over mine. It wasn’t the least bit sensual, but still, I was aroused.

‘There,’ she said, pulling away. ‘We’re both infected.’

Her actions only added to the confusion of the swirling night, the secrecy, the fear, and the excitement. Juvenile or not, I was compelled to reach out for her and bring her back in. My arm brushed her breast. She jerked away from my touch.

‘What?’ I asked. I put my hand on her waist and she twisted away.

‘Denny?’

‘Don’t touch me.’

She backed up against the fence. I pulled up short.

‘It’s not me,’ I said. ‘You tell me what to do. He’s my brother.’

When I tried again to approach she lifted her chin and kept her eyes hard on me. I showed her my hands, totally at a loss.

‘What? What is it?’

She made a soft sound in her throat. Her shoulders dropped.

‘Are you crying?’ I asked.

She came quickly to me, burying her head under my chin, balling my jumper in her hands. I gently held her. She didn’t cry, but moaned as if in pain.

‘What is it?’ I muttered. ‘What’s the matter?’

She shook her head.

‘Is it the books you had to burn? Your face? Is that it?’

‘I can’t do it,’ she said, holding me tighter.

‘It’s all right.’ I put my face against hers and spoke against her skin. ‘It’ll be all right – if you just do this, then we can work something out. You have to be careful though, because if he sees you he’ll send you away.’

‘I can’t stand it. I can hardly think straight.’

‘Being alone?’

‘You have to help me. I can’t do it.’ She pushed her hands into my stubbled hair and looked searchingly into my face. ‘You’re good men,’ she said fiercely.

Something in her words and actions made me cold inside. ‘What’s happened? Something’s happened.’ I placed her back from me and looked over her as best as I could. ‘Was someone there? At the farm. On the way back? Someone’s hurt you.’

She shook her head.

‘No, tell me the truth – something’s happened. Tell me. Someone’s touched you. You were crying when you came back, and you were late. Tell me, tell me if someone’s hurt you.’

‘No, no-one has.’

‘Denny?’

‘No-one’s hurt me.’

‘What then? What do you mean? We’re hardly good men. Look what you have to do. Look at your face.’

‘You are, though. I’ve made a mistake and I’m sorry. I’m not saying it to get back in, because I’ll stay out for the two weeks. But I need you to help me. I’m not very strong. Will you come out to me at night? I have to talk to you.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Tomorrow night?’

‘Of course I’ll come.’

‘Early, while Rohan’s asleep.’

I nodded.

She started to go.

‘Denny?’ I felt for her hand. ‘He thought the books might hold the virus. And I think he hit you more out of reflex – I know it’s no excuse, but …’

‘Don’t leave the gun,’ she said.

The wind whipped her words away, and I wasn’t sure I heard right.

‘Carry it with you, Shannon. You should be more careful.’

She extracted her hand from mine and walked away.


3

HAD HE BEEN civil just one time, I might have told him.

In the afternoon I went to find him, and then stood beside him in the shed, willing him to show me something that would make me trust him. Not the sort of trust he put so much store in, not a stringent adherence to the rules, or whatever it was that put that righteous rod in his back, but the opposite – trust in his ability to have compassion, to bend the rules and leave himself open. I guess I stood there watching him and wondering if he could love. He’d been fixing a seized two-stroke motor at the bench; his hands were smeared with oil and his eyebrows drawn together over the job. He’d glanced up at me, and then glanced again. I’d composed in my head what to say. But looking at the annoyance in his eyes I saw my argument was my weakness. Had I told him I’d talked to Denny and thought something was wrong, that she had behaved strangely and I was worried about her, it would have given him more reason to send her away. Far from nodding sagely and agreeing she should come back, I imagined him pursing his lips, wiping his dirty hands, and setting into action something I’d never forgive him for. Take away his admiration of her and I doubt he loved her at all.

Other things also kept me quiet: I was suspicious of my own rationale. Denny had not acted that strange, she had not said anything that odd; re-run something endlessly in your head and pretty soon it gains overblown importance. And how often had I thought of that conversation? What minute detail had I extracted in my hundredth appraisal? – details that maybe had not even been there. I tried to recall my initial reaction to her, as a more honest barometer of my concerns, but it was tainted because she had snuck up on me, and because of those thoughts I’d had of her coming at us through the rain, gleaming and alien. There was also the horrible whisper at the back of my mind that she might be infected, and that now I was. I would keep quiet because of that, because I couldn’t have Rohan’s ranting, making it real.

But what unsettled me most the hours before I was due to go out to her was not her behaviour, not the feeling of an unravelling of secrets and lies, not being caught, not leaving the cabin at night, not anything logical or level-headed – I simply couldn’t wait to touch her. A weakness I acknowledged.

So on a still night I climbed the railing in front of me, dropped bent-kneed onto the dirt, and left the cabin behind me. I moved in a place of righteous dismissal of everything sane. Recklessness seemed a predisposed state of being when Denny was waiting.

The moonlight was half-strength. My semi-cautious steps were made loud in the empty air.

The shape of the tent sent a cold shiver through me. My dreams had confused Denny and my parents, had the flyblown faces one and the same, and approaching the pegs and thin rope I couldn’t help but believe they’d not been dreams, but premonitions.

I went down on one knee and took the gun from my shoulder.

‘Den?’

The tent was unzipped. I lifted one side of the door. It was dark and I couldn’t see, but what was telling was the silence. She wasn’t there. I brought the gun closer to my chest and felt the trigger for reassurance. For a few minutes or seconds I listened. The canvas sucked in and out in a gentle current of air. It was this slopping sound that prompted me to look back inside the tent, to pat with one outstretched hand on the bottom of her sleeping bag, to crawl right in and check for … what?

Inside it smelt of damp nylon. She wasn’t there. She wasn’t curled up and dead. My eyes adjusted to the new darkness and I saw the little home she’d made, how neat she was. The food was stacked and sorted into piles of significance, the upturned box was a table, and the few pots and utensils I’d given her were set beside it. Floor space was nonexistent. The little area struck me as everything and nothing – as though I was coming around, ever so slowly, to another place in time where this rudimentary set-up was to be appreciated for what it really was.

I heard her coming, walking quickly. She came down one side of the tent and squatted at the opening, her head and shoulders outlined. She didn’t know I was there. The bracing smell of the bush came with her, and I knew she’d been down at the creek.

‘Bloody hell,’ I said roughly. ‘Why do you always have to push the boundaries?’

She was crawling in. She cried out when I spoke and tried to stand. The whole tent warped as she caught it around her neck and she tried to scramble back. I thought it best to stay still and leave her to work out it was only me.

Back on all fours she cocked her head and came carefully forward. ‘Rohan?’

I didn’t speak.

Only an arm’s length from me and she was still unsure. I wanted her to come right up and touch me, so I stayed as I was. She was suddenly impatient. ‘I know it’s you, Shannon.’

I reached out as a test and she knocked my hand away.

‘What?’ she said.

‘You tell me. You’ve got me here.’

‘Why are you angry?’

‘Why were you down at the creek?’

She moved onto her sleeping bag and sat cross-legged. I laid the gun down and sat beside her.

‘Because it’s the only time I can get away and breathe.’

‘It would be a whole lot easier if you didn’t have to get away and breathe.’

‘Go back,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to talk to you like this.’

‘I thought after he’d made you burn your things and stay out here you might get it. You obviously don’t. There is little point to all this if you’re just going to keep taking off. I don’t know how to get it through to you. He will send you away. If we’re such good men why do you push us so hard?’

She shrugged despondently.

I waited for something else; nothing came. My voice softened. ‘Are you all right?’

‘No.’

I studied her profile. The tufts of her hair were tipped with silver light. I ran a heavy hand over the top of her head. She twisted under it.

‘I’ve missed you,’ I said.

I dropped my hand to her shoulder and left it there. I felt the tension in her muscles. ‘Come here,’ I said.

‘I have to tell you something.’

It took a moment, but the chill enveloped me. I pulled back from her, deceived before she’d even opened her mouth. ‘Don’t,’ I said as she began.

‘I’m not alone, Shannon. There are other people.’ She looked at me. ‘The couple at the farmhouse – they’re alive. They’ve been waiting for me. I was meant to leave earlier, to let them know what was happening, how we could all get in …’

She waited for me to say something. I didn’t speak.

‘I knew it was going wrong. Not just because of you two, and how I feel about you, but their suspicion. I wanted to tell you, both of you, but by the time I’d realised you two weren’t the threat – and that you deserved to know – it was too late. And I wanted to make the break from them first. I’d planned to tell you once I’d been back and had an idea of things. I still felt some loyalty to them. I should have known better. They were like parents to me, and I trusted them. But what they’ve done …’

I whispered viscously, ‘What have they done?’

‘No, it’s okay. Please, you can’t tell Rohan. They don’t know, the couple – they still don’t know – where the cabin is, I never told them. It was my way of making sure they wouldn’t get impatient and blow everything – they said they understood … We were hungry, things hadn’t worked out. The cattle were gone when we arrived at the farm and their only rifle had been stolen in town. There was no stockpile of food. They’re in their sixties and we were already weak from the walk in. I still thought though that they were all I had, and if nothing else I could trust them, and they would trust me.

‘I found Rohan and the cabin like I told you. But I went back and told them. We worked out it would be best if I came first. I was meant to go back and give them a time to come in. But I took too long. When I went back they were different people. She’d been like a mother to me. We’d been through so much. I was never terribly close to him, though I still felt a connection, because of it all. He was always quiet and reserved – at least, I thought he was.’

She stopped and waited a few seconds before continuing.

‘I knew there’d be resentment. I’d come in after weeks of nothing and having put on weight. Also I was worried that they’d see it, in my face – see where I’d prefer to be. The switch of allegiance, you know. But I wasn’t ready for how much they’d changed – the hate, and what they were prepared to do. They’d been waiting for me to come, and had a plan. At first they were fine – but too understanding, especially considering the state of them. I felt so fat and shameful, and understood why they couldn’t look me in the eye, and how they would hate me for the way I was. But this was different …

‘The farmhouse is long and weatherboard, with a lot of unused rooms. I had to go inside and get my things. I told them that I couldn’t take them with me this time, but I’d be coming back – that it wouldn’t be long now. I could see they didn’t believe me, and I should’ve left then. But I wanted my things. My room looked untouched, but I couldn’t find my photos – the ones of my family. It was while searching for the photos that they both came in and shut the door. They’d hidden rope, and a piece of wood, and he was holding a knife. They were going to tie me up. Make me bring them here. I don’t care what they went through – they talk about survival, make their excuses …’

‘Did they hurt you?’

‘We fought – they actually fought me. It was like having your parents turning vicious – she was swearing in my face, accusing me of using them, blaming me for everything, all their mistakes – this woman who would have been my mother-in-law, threatening me, shouting for her husband to get the rope. I shouldn’t have been so shocked. I’d seen it before in town. But I’d gotten a little soft with you guys – forgotten what it was like out there.’

She waited, wanting my reaction before continuing.

‘You should have told us,’ I said.

‘How? I came in thinking you two were my threat. I didn’t know. But I was making the break, that’s what I was doing. If I went back once and they got some idea of the change —’

‘If it is true, and they don’t know where the cabin is – well then why tell me? Now I have to lie to Rohan. Is that the deal? Implicate me so he’s on his own?’

‘I want to start again. I hated lying to you. I will tell Rohan, but once things have settled. You know I can’t tell him now.’

‘I doubt you’ll ever be able to tell him.’

‘What would you do? How would you make it right? I came in with a plan – of course I did. Even if I was alone; you walk into a house with two adult men and tell me you don’t quickly set down foundations to save yourself from being hurt. But don’t you see? I’m here. I’m out in this paddock, in this tent, sleeping in the rain, burning what you ask me. I’m doing this.’

‘Could they have followed you?’

‘They’re old and weak. I doubt they’d even make it this far. They’ll never find it.’

She moved closer and touched my leg.

‘I’m sorry, Shannon. Please don’t tell Rohan. Not yet.’

I kept still.

‘Please, just a little bit of time.’

The fabric of the sleeping bag rubbed sheer as she got up and shifted her position. The cool tips of her fingers touched my face in an effort to feel my emotions. Whatever she felt made her drop her head to my chest.

‘Please, Shannon, at least until I’m back.’

‘It doesn’t work without you,’ I said.

She kissed the side of my neck. ‘Thank you.’

‘We need you.’

‘You’re not too angry?’

I didn’t answer.

‘You know how much I care about you and Rohan.’

I nodded.

‘Will you come out for my birthday?’ she asked. ‘In two days. It’s my thirtieth. I didn’t think I’d be doing this when I was turning thirty. Just for my birthday, then I promise —’

‘Lie down,’ I said.

She stared at the side of my face. ‘Shannon —’

‘Lie down. Take off your jeans.’

I entered her roughly and with one hand holding her hip. She grunted in shock or pain. The dark made me lower myself right down to her, my chest on hers, my face in hers; I put my mouth against the indentations and soft forms of her skin.

She’d been dry, and it was a combination of the initial friction and then the wet of her gradual arousal that put the experience well beyond the damp, my slipping knees, the wet feel of the nylon, the restriction of our clothes, and our heads working up to touch the back of the tent. It was her slow surprise, the gripping of her hands around my back, the intake of her breath, the tilting of her pelvis, the whisper of my name on her breath, which tested my resolve. Her wonder increased, and was in everything, she was subdued and receptive with it. ‘Shannon …’ she said. I covered her mouth with my hand, pushed hard enough to part her lips and have my fingers lie along her teeth.

She orgasmed without warning, one long arch against me, her neck contracting back, moaning behind my hand, searching for breath and drawing air in through her nose.

She’d not regained her breath, and yet I made her suck two of my fingers as I came, then more as I instinctively sought penetration and had the intense and aggressive thought of just filling her.

Only later, with my boots back on the veranda rail and the gun resting on my lap, did I consider how rough I’d been, how hard I’d pushed her head back, forced my fingers into the wet dark of her mouth. I thought too of her silence afterwards, the profoundness of it, and how it reminded me of that night I’d listened to her in Rohan’s room.


4

THE PIPE FROM the water pump to the house had a leak. It was an old copper one that Dad had always wanted to replace. The new roll of black poly pipe was coiled in the shed. Rohan had decided now was the time to do it and I couldn’t agree more. It was a long, flat stretch of ground and I put myself to it with lunatic enthusiasm. Rohan often stopped to lean on his shovel and watch me, his eyes running right down to my boots in an effort to find a reason for my fervour. He made a joke about sexual frustration and I pinned him with a stare so venomous he raised an eyebrow respectfully back at me. The sun blistered down. Denny spent the days in the paddock under the shade of the gums, camouflaged; you’d have to sweep slowly back and forth with the binoculars to find her. Sometimes she was up a tree, on a branch, sitting like a schoolgirl with dirty feet dangling down. Today was her birthday; tonight I would see her again. I deliberately put this into a simple event and consequence, and stubbornly refused to elaborate.

The earth was compacted and a mixture of clay and sandy-coloured dirt. It was a relief when I came across a rock and I could wield the crowbar – it gave my back and arms some rest, and was satisfying when the rock came away and left a hole I hadn’t had to dig. The chooks joined us for a while, picking over the long mound we made.

We were in full sun and with no chance of shade until late afternoon. The glare from off the bluff was painful; we kept our backs to it. At the beginning of the trench I’d been tense with Rohan’s nearness, aware of the sweat running to the tip of his nose and irritated by the beading across his brow and dark patches on his shirt. But a few metres along I stopped noticing, and his distance from me became irrelevant.

More perturbing in the end was his new found congeniality. Two shovels and a backbreaking task seemed to unlock the realms of Rohan’s casual banter. I deflected most of it, pleased when I did that he was impossible to offend – his arrogance an impenetrable hide – but when he started talking about Denny I couldn’t help but tune in and listen.

‘If we were smart we’d be swapping notes. I bet she varied the poems for each of us. We could throw her with a few swapped recitals, a couple of her moves. Did she tell you the one about solitude? And touch you when she told you?’

I didn’t answer.

‘That’s a good one. Get her to tell you it when she gets back. I’ve been thinking, anyway. You know – why bring all the sex and relationship problems over into this world? We’re stuck together, we’ll be stuck together for a long time – who knows – and when it’s all said and done, does it really matter who loves who, or even who hates who? I’ve been sick to the stomach with the whole thing – disagreeing with her. You’d think the woman would be the one, wouldn’t you?’

I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about.

‘But I don’t think she’s far off the money.’ He stopped work to lean forward on his shovel. ‘We’ve always confused the two things, and got uptight about the rights and wrongs of it – this is probably nothing new to you. You’d have it well and truly pared back to instinct and animal behaviour. You probably agree with her – sex can be the weakest link in a relationship, so give it a chain of its own – especially in this situation.’

I frowned at him. ‘What are you trying to say, Rohan?’

‘It does take some getting your head around,’ he continued. ‘I doubt Dad would have ever come at it. She makes it all a little too primitive. When she explains in frank terms that she thinks it’s best she sleeps with your brother it can knock you back a few paces. A fair kick in the balls, actually. And I’m thinking it’s not gunna work, and then seeing it doesn’t work. But what’s the alternative?’

‘Sleeping with neither one of us would be pretty obvious.’

‘You’ve not been paying attention – she’s not exactly shy about her needs.’

He returned to the job, but I could tell he wasn’t finished talking. We stabbed at the ground and I waited.

‘She talk to you much about how she sees things now?’ he asked. ‘How she thinks that although gender poses new problems, she has never before felt the kind of affiliation she does now with men? That for all the social and moral standards, the levelling out of the sexes, she relates more to us now than she ever has. She was probably just softening me up, but she said she finds it amazing that before it was all about men controlling their aggression, and then in a few short months we’re shoving them forward with weapons in hand and demanding they act manly – defend us, feed us, forget all that rot about equality.’

He stopped and took off his shirt. I was wary. A lesson seemed to be forming – he spoke more openly with her, he gave some sort of approval for our group sex, he understood her better than I did, her dislike of him wouldn’t stand in the way, and he was physically stronger – his superiority put beyond doubt with a barbarian show of brawn.

‘Well, come on,’ he said almost playfully, ‘spill the beans. She’s gotta have run me down. That’d win you over quick, wouldn’t it? Having a good bitch about the bastard.’

The inference of me bitching like a woman, intentional or not, was enough. ‘You feeling a little insecure there?’ I asked. ‘Not quite sure how she’s gunna front up to the guy who smacked her around the face and kicked her out in the rain like a stray cat? You know what – she never ran you down. She never said a single bad word about you. You might have left your enlightenment a little late. Did you make this mistake with all your women? Or didn’t you ever progress beyond the first few dates? You might be a bit green on the finer points of relationships, because even from my limited campus experience I’ve got a fair idea of the damage a lack of respect can do. You’re the one whose approval she wanted, Rohan, and you’ve thrown it back in her face.’

He’d stopped digging, his shovel held in front of him. His gaze wandered away from mine. After a moment he wiped the sweat from his brow and returned to work, keeping his head low, hiding the expression on his face.

We ate standing up. The flour from the bread crust rubbed off onto our dusty fingers. Rohan’s face was screwed up in an outdoor expression. Our smell was intermingled and I couldn’t pick who was who – it was a bracing, earthy, ferrous mix. Rohan was distracted enough to let me cut thick slabs off the warm loaf and smear the peanut butter thickly. I ate quickly to get as much down as I could before he came to his senses. I thought of making the sandwich I’d planned to take out to Denny, right there under his nose.

‘It’s Denny’s birthday,’ I said.

‘Mmm.’

‘She’s thirty. I thought we could let her back. Have dinner together.’

‘No.’

‘Oh for fuck’s sake, you know she’s not infected. It’s fucking stupid to keep her out there.’

‘Don’t swear so much.’

‘Fuck, fuck, fuck.’

‘Idiot.’

‘It’s almost two weeks, anyway. You might pull back some ground if you do.’

He turned the loaf on its end and pushed the breadboard away.

‘That’s just that sort of half-hearted attitude and inability to see anything through that gets us into trouble. Two weeks is two weeks. If you can’t stand by what you say you’ve got no hope.’

‘No hope of what? Achieving your sort of stellar wisdom? No thanks.’

‘Any wisdom would do you good, Pup.’

‘You’re such a fucken prick.’

He looked out the window. I heard the rumble of far-off thunder.

Doubt clouded his gaze.

‘You’ll make her sick if you keep this up,’ I said.

‘It won’t rain.’

‘Is that right? You channelling that forecast from that all-seeing God of yours? Wouldn’t he be too busy absolving you of all your sins? You know – the seven you like to commit daily.’

Rohan walked outside to check the skyline. I made Denny’s sandwich and wrapped it in a tea towel before stashing it up the back of a cupboard.

When Rohan came back in, I smiled tight-lipped at him.

‘What’s the weather forecast, messiah?’
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The clouds collected. Denny was inside her tent. Rohan and I had finished dinner and come to lean on the railing in a way that might be perceived as amiable, but which was in fact crackled with tension.

‘It’s gunna go round,’ Rohan said.

‘And if it doesn’t?’

‘She can’t come in.’

‘On her birthday? Her thirtieth birthday? You’ll have her out in the rain. Has it occurred to you she might not be coping as well she makes out? That she might be just a little traumatised after living through the virus?’

‘If she hadn’t gone, if she could just …’

‘What? What do you want? To bruise her inside and out?’

He spun to face me. ‘Why do you think I do it? Do you really think I want this? That I like this? I want nothing more than not to have to worry about you, you and your every move, every thoughtless thing you do, but I haven’t got the luxury. I haven’t got the luxury for a lot of things. As long as you’re whipped and she’s a snake in the grass, there’s not much else for me to do but stop the two of you ripping the whole thing apart. You’ve got no idea – I can’t even tell you what I want. And I’ll probably never have what I want. Because of you; because of this fucking worry I have constantly about you.’ He turned towards the door. ‘But hey,’ he said over his shoulder, ‘don’t mention it.’
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I’D ONLY WALKED it once, but the after-dark path to her tent was known and easy. The moonlight was reflecting off the silver tops of the storm clouds and off the earth itself. I planned on being quick. The sandwich I’d made her was under my jumper. I slipped my hand into my pocket to roll the smooth sides of the spare shotgun cartridges I carried.

The first drops of rain fell soft around me. I lengthened my stride. The rain increased.

I jogged the last bit, and had the sandwich out before getting to the tent.

‘Denny,’ I said, bending down. ‘I can’t stay.’ I parted the tent door. ‘Den?’

The sky opened above me, and the rain poured down. I crawled inside the tent. The gun caught and I had to take it from my shoulder. I squatted, my head lowered, disbelieving the strength of the rain and the timing. Rohan would be climbing out of bed about now.

The noise of the rain had an isolating effect; it muffled everything beyond my tense body, and trapped my thoughts. Denny’s absence was a frightening thing, because it was evidence of her impossibility. How could I hold this woman? Keep her?

In a poor reflection on my previous life, I could not recall being in such forceful rain. I’d certainly never stood straight and accepted it, let it streak down my face and seep through to my skin. I’d never put a gun between my shoulderblades and set off doggedly into the dark depths of it. The tree roots were already slippery under my boots, like greasy veins swelling up from the ground. Even with the few steps I’d taken I could feel the foliage above me giving in and folding down, letting the rain just come. I loosened my facial muscles and didn’t wipe the water away – if it ran in my eyes I let it. My shoulders relaxed and my hands opened to complete a course for the rain to follow – it dripped steadily from the tips of my fingers.

This was how she came upon me, moving with the rain and in it. She was altogether different – she slipped through it; I saw her coming and marvelled at her sure advancement. But even though I was thinking she was the most exquisite human I had ever laid eyes on, my voice was full of anger and fear.

‘What are you doing!’

She didn’t hear me, or ignored me. She swivelled to look behind her. I was mired in what to do with her. She was as slippery to me as her glistening skin and dripping body. The idea of having to actually physically restrain her flashed irrationally through my head.

‘Denny!’ I yelled. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Quick,’ she said, and was suddenly close and shiny-faced. ‘Follow me.’

I was rooted for a moment by those very words – any other instruction would have worked better. She didn’t wait for me, but slipped back through the same rain pattern she’d emerged from, in retreat, as though she’d been released from something central and drawn irrepressibly back. It must have drawn me too, because I caught up to her at the back fence, breathing through my mouth, tasting rain, gripping the top of a squared-off post in one hand and vaulting the wire fence as she had just done.

I ran behind her because she seemed to know the ground. She kept herself far enough in front so that I couldn’t stop her. She knew I would have.

The rain was more annoying around me than on me. I was wet right through now and it didn’t matter. It was what the rain did to every rock and tree and mossy log, and the noise it made, the poor visibility – the general mess it made of reality. It was hard enough – without this Matrix-style falling of the world around me.

The thick bush further slowed us – we clamoured instead of ran. The black ground beneath us drained all energy down. You could slip and sprain an ankle; equally, you could get a firm footing. Each safe step was something good. Mostly we slithered over things and reduced the risk of falling by keeping low. Denny still wouldn’t let me catch up. Twice I yelled at her to stop, and on the last angry outburst she waved a frantic hand over her shoulder to silence me. There was only one reason I would have to be quiet. People. It could only be the couple from the farmhouse. We would hardly be trying to get closer to anyone unknown.

She crouched in a ferny hollow, between the grey branches of a fallen tree. I came in beside her, looking at her, surprising myself by not screaming for an explanation. The black ground squelched under us. I pulled my arms and legs in tight, curved my back, and tucked my chin down to my chest – whereas she rested one hand on the branch in front of us and straightened her spine. She was looking out through the rain, sticking her head into it as if it might somehow help.

My bearings centred me as I recognised the downward angle of the dark trees, the vague glint of rocks. We were near Denny’s spot by the creek. We’d come at it the long way, circling around. Even though I could see no further than a few feet in front of me I felt confident in my recollection of the place, and of my ability to move in it (though I couldn’t be sure why I’d have to move in it). I remembered the ground flattened out nearer to the deep course of water, but there were no clear areas – it was all rocks and logs and ferns. The bush either side of the stream held endless places to hide, and with good vantage points – we were in one – but the rain had eliminated any advantage. The only advantage I could come at was the weapon on my back and the extra ammo in my pocket. Surprise, threat and intimidation were all lost to the conditions, even physical strength to a certain degree. The rain, or more the intensity of it, forced everything down to the muddy bottom. And I felt closer to the earth, like it took me down a couple of inches. When I looked at Denny she was the incarnation of this, the wet, breathing embodiment of the elusive embrace of nature. Her leg was against mine, and her breathing like my own, her body like my own. I knew why we didn’t hold eye contact or speak above the noise – we didn’t have to. In this we were closer than we’d ever been yet, both of us inwardly captivated.

I remembered something I’d heard about how people think more clearly in the shower because the water purifies the air and leaves the oxygen more easily absorbed; a natural kind of high. I put some of my innermost lucidity down to that.

Denny lifted her face to the rain and held it there a moment. She climbed the log and I knew we’d have to get much closer. I didn’t know what we were getting closer to.

We were crawling now. Somewhere I registered my falling body temperature, the possibility of shivering soon. A different section of my brain processed the feel of spongy moss and fine grit, the clean lines of the broad-leaf plants and the crinkle-cut curl of the fern fronds, and a different part again the danger in the greasy rocks and what lay ahead. It felt like we were playing at something – these were roles we were acting out – and if it wasn’t for the gun on my back, the real weight of it, I might have lost out to the feeling of out-of-body control. As it was I had to keep speaking to myself, in my head, actual instructions: don’t put your hand there, that branch is weak, bring your leg through … It wasn’t a drawn-out process, though; time changed under the conditions, and my thoughts were in relation to the measured pace around me. I could say I felt more alive then I ever had, crawling through dense undergrowth, instructing my body, removed and instinctive all at once, but if that was the pinnacle of living, it wasn’t a very realistic place.

At the base of a thick trunk, between its buttress roots, we stopped and considered going closer. We stayed crouched in the softened strips of bark and looked through the rain for anything more than rain. We relegated a few heartbeats to this, one breath or two, but it felt like costly lengths of time, and we set off again as though to get them back.

We heard them before seeing them. A male voice cut in and out, through the rain. They were less than ten feet away. Two vague upright shapes. Right there. If they hadn’t been talking we might have crawled right into them. The man seemed to be angry, or trying to get above the noise. His voice was dissected to snippets of pitch and sound bites. It sounded wet. I felt around me, giving myself an idea of how to use the ground. There was a lattice of small twigs under me; they took my weight and webbed into the soggy earth below. I decided it would be best to kneel on one knee, with the other up to steady me: a standard soldier pose that was extraordinary to set my body into. There was a pitted rock behind me that I rested my heel and lower back against. It had a jagged edge that dug into my tail bone, but not enough to make me move. I seemed to have fluked a good spot, because around me was a raised tangle of dark glistening things, rotting branches. Denny was waist deep in them. She could possibly duck right under them. I needed, though, to be able to stand and move forward. I didn’t like to think why.

I took the shotgun from off my shoulder, and winced as I did because they were just so damn close. The barrel was cold and wet. The stock, oddly, didn’t feel wet. I had no idea what to do with the gun once it was in my hands. I couldn’t point it. I wasn’t going to shoot them? I wasn’t mortally afraid. Surely I’d have to feel something more than this to go on and kill a person?

The man continued disagreeing, or ordering. He didn’t sound very elderly to me. And the other body didn’t look old or female. I wondered how many lies Denny had told, and if Rohan was in danger back at the cabin. I wondered if I had any choice but to shoot them.

A few words stayed strung together through the rain: ‘… there’s no way … let’s go back …’

The other person spoke and it might have been female. I saw the shape was smaller and round-shouldered.

I suddenly realised why I could hear and see them better. The rain was easing. I looked upwards in an effort to see the night sky. The trees were black against the silver-grey behind them. The bush opened up above us, to let this grey light in. Denny lowered herself down in her nest of branches, and I could almost hear her do it. The man’s voice became clear; he lowered it to match the subsiding noise.

‘… she’s our insurance. We have to keep going …’

The rain had stopped, but the run-off and dripping of the bush slowed the transition. The world was reconfiguring right before my eyes, back to normal night shapes and shadows – except for the two humans. They were silhouetted against the gleaming, oily-looking background. If I didn’t move they wouldn’t see me. Everything gave off a sodden aerated crackle, like wet honeycomb, me included. A few birds whistled as if it were day.

‘… she’ll come back now it’s stopped. It’ll work. She doesn’t —’

‘Shh! Just shut up!’

The other person was a woman, and there was a waver to her voice, more than the wet and cold, more like age or sickness. The man too, I could see now he was stooped and thin. They hunched down in their wet clothes and swivelled their heads at every noise.

Denny stood and they swung to face her. Both actions startled me and my arms automatically jerked up to bring the gun to my shoulder. They didn’t see me.

‘Denny?’ the woman said.

Denny ignored her and spoke to me: ‘Shannon, they’ve got a gun.’

I was thrown by her calm voice. She might have spoken that way so I could comprehend it, but it was out of sync with everything. I didn’t believe her.

‘They’ve got a gun,’ she said again, more urgent.

Belief though, seemed irrelevant, and I aimed at the male shape, curled my finger around the trigger and applied some pressure to steady the tremor in my hand. Someone said, no. The world pulled away and my breathing replaced the empty space. The ground and rock stayed with me, but little else. I swayed on this new precipice, and in the airlessness. Denny said again, from way down a tunnel, ‘They’ve got a gun!’

I heard, ‘Don’t, she’s – David, don’t move!’

The man moved. His arm came up, it was hard to see, everything dripped, crinkled, contracted, my lashes were wet, my arms were shaking, the high pitch of adrenaline had started in my ears and in my veins, and rain ran like sweat down the sides of my face. It was hard to see.

‘Shannon!’ Denny screamed.

It wasn’t a lack of time, because I had time enough to think how Denny wouldn’t stand like that and put herself in view if they did have a gun, and time enough to realise they’d been waiting down here for her, that she’d put them here for me to come and shoot, and enough time to pivot the foot under me and feel the water squeeze through the side of my boot as I tightened the angle. But also there was no time, and even though I thought all that, I couldn’t process it, or make decisions. The man moved his arm and I pulled the trigger.

The boom travelled through my chest and up into my teeth before it hit the wet air. A wisp of burnt oil and the smell of cordite curled up my nose. Everything flattened with the woman’s terrorised scream – it cut through me at chest height, emptied me, threatened to bleed me out. My head drained, my arms were locked and unable to lower the gun. The earth, the globe, tilted under me – it sucked me down, taking my insides and leaving me hollow. I breathed. It was a gasp, breaking through and struggling up. The woman started moving backwards, screaming over the missing silhouette, the horrible thing I’d hit. She sobbed and said, ‘David, no, oh God, oh God, David.’ She stumbled and fell, and then began screaming high and anguished again.

I got up. It was not as hard as I thought it might be. Once I lifted myself from the hellish hole I’d knelt in I found new strength and a different energy, a sure place of put-aside reason: I’d taken this course and would stay on it to the end. This, I would finish.

It was the unravelling of all I’d learnt, all I’d been told and taught – by my mother, by my father, society, and all my peers – the tightly bound principles of the past coiling away to reveal an unspeakable truth. It was an undoing. It freed my mind.

The woman was not as frail as I’d imagined, because she moved fast over the rugged ground. I held the gun, and this hampered me. She whimpered as she scrambled away.

I stood up on the lichen-covered rock; my boots slipped, slowly, down one side. She crossed the narrow river and I raised the gun. She seemed to know and screamed again; it was a raw howl of disbelief. My boots continued their slow slide and she clamoured out of the water and into shadow. The screaming stopped and I could hear her plunging through the bush. Denny crossed the river at the same spot the woman had. She called to me to be quick. I noticed how different her voice was to me now. How different everything was.

I stepped down from the rock and onto the body of the man. He was on his back, his chest pushed up from something under him, his arms hanging either side, his legs twisted and caught in undergrowth. I imagined a bloody wound hidden in the wet black of his torso. I pulled my foot back while my momentum was set forward. To stop from falling on top of him I pushed out with my slipping foot and dove into nothing. For a moment there was only wet air around me. The gun was in both hands across my body; I pushed it forward to break my fall. Halfway through this action I hit the boulders and sticks in front of me. The fingers and knuckles on my left hand took the full brunt of impact. They crushed between two unforgiving surfaces, rock and steel, and I was sure they were broken. I might have cried out, but then my face followed through. The moment my face hit, the sensation of falling left me and instead the rocks, gun, the sticks and mud came up as a wall in front of me. And I smacked into it. The wall was riddled with harmful points that set off like firecrackers down the length of me. A terrible crack and snap near my collarbone cancelled all the other pains, even my hand. My face skidded on bare rock, one arm jammed and was wrenched back; my hips and legs took blows and scratches of their own. I tumbled downwards and with my legs catching up, I might have somersaulted but for my caught arm, which brought me around. I hit something else, something worse for a second because it encased my whole head, and swallowed me in shock right down to my shoulders. My left hand felt this new pain too – the hand that still held the gun. I moved in this cold encasing pain, and I understood my head was under water. The gun was underwater.

I knew I should get up, but while the cold current eddied around my head I didn’t have to test that one particular shoulder, and I could pretend cuts and scratches were all I had. One good thing was that my crushed hand still gripped the gun – it wasn’t broken. But any relief I felt was tempered by the memory of the crack and snap of my collarbone.

A hand grabbed the back of my shirt and I was hauled from the tannin-tasting water. I bellowed in pain. My body slipped on the mossy bank and I fell to my knees in the river. Denny was knee deep in the water in front of me. She helped me to my feet.

‘Shit,’ she said. ‘Are you all right?’

It seemed a strange thing to say, with a dead man behind us.

‘My collarbone,’ I said.

Her hands came up quickly.

‘This side?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’

It was raining again, lazy drizzle. I tilted my face as much as I dared and let it fall soft on my skin. I prayed to a god I didn’t believe in. The smooth stream deviated around my legs and the squashy bottom seemed to accept my boots. I recoiled from Denny’s fingers as she prodded, feeling for a break.

‘Can you use that hand?’

I made a fist and moved the arm. ‘It hurts, but I can.’

Her fingers made a pinching line from just below my throat and followed the collarbone right along. She did it quickly. Shooting pain and nausea weakened my knees. I twisted away from her, moaning as I did.

‘It’s not broken, I don’t think.’ She ran her hand through the water beside her. ‘But you’ve done something. It’s deep, like a puncture wound?’

This made sense. I remembered other things about the fall, a branch across the rock, and the dagger-like smaller branches coming off it, visuals and sensations I’d not comprehended until now. The cracking sound and the stab of pain was a stick driving in and snapping. I was confident enough to feel with my own hand, to slip it below my shirt and inch along, fearful of feeling something foreign, like splintered wood protruding from the wound, or sinking my fingers into a terrible void.

‘Can you run?’ she asked.

I withdrew my hand, changing my mind, not wanting to know out here. ‘I’m not sure. I think …’

‘Or you’ll have to give me the gun.’ She was drawing back. ‘I don’t want it. So tell me you’ll come. I need you, Shannon.’

What had felt like forever must have been seconds, because we were only fifty metres the other side of the river when we caught sight of the woman, madly crashing ahead. Denny stayed beside me. The support she offered me was the stuff of nightmares. It was unspoken encouragement derived from every step in the cold and dark, every glance up and every calculation. What linked us as we moved together would bind us forever and change everything between us.

The woman wasn’t thinking, because once out of the bush she ran up the centre of a flat plantation track. We struggled out of bush and onto clean ground. My body roared as one wound, one exposed nerve, head to toe. The track had deep ruts and scoured out watercourses. The gravel and mud mix was slippery, so we ran up one side on the grass. Pine forest crowded in on one side and a smaller blue-gum forest on the other. The mushroom smell of the thick carpet of pine needles overpowered the clean scent of blue gums. I thought I caught a whiff of polluted air, smoggy and with the after-rain odour of the paper mill, the smell of Rohan’s work clothes, but I must have imagined it – unless the trees still held the pollution and leached it out over time.

The woman was stumbling and sometimes running with her hands on the ground. All she had to do was run into the plantations and we probably wouldn’t find her. I didn’t want her to though; I wanted this over.

We drew close enough to hear her wailing, out of control. She heard us and her wailing changed to a lower primal keen. She ran to one side. We could easily catch her. Denny was calm and steady beside me, looking at me. I raised the gun. Everything hurt, but the pain was removed, off in a corner and waiting for later. We dropped back to a slow jog and I aimed at the woman’s back and squeezed the trigger. The gun clicked, and nothing else.

It didn’t faze me. I don’t think anything would have. I simply stopped and cracked the gun, let the failed cartridge drop, and took two more from my pocket. Denny ran ahead and passed the woman. It was something to see. The track was becoming steep, the woman was scrambling, bent double, and Denny overtook her, sleek and black. She didn’t look at the woman, or run fast; she paced each step and seemed to have attributed the right amount of energy to every moving muscle. The woman stumbled towards the pale trunks of the young blue-gum forest.

I was surprised by my shaking hands as I attempted to reload the gun. I dropped one cartridge and had to jam my hand into my saturated pocket to get another. Both women disappeared into the obscurity between the rows of trees. At last I snapped the gun shut and set off for the spot they had been swallowed into. I heard a voice call out behind me, but I dismissed it and stayed on track, thinking I would come back to that, thinking this was a circle I must complete, and if I deviated I’d be lost.

The section of plantation timber we were in must have been pruned and sprayed not long before the virus broke, because the ground between the trees was relatively free of low branches and blackberry. A few blackberry bushes scratched around my legs, but not enough to impede me. But the rows were deceptive – so perfectly spaced and straight that new paths would lead off like a crosshatched maze, in every direction. The tree trunks were as thick as a man’s arm and the leaves began at head height. I had to duck.

Denny called to me. It was not my name, or any word, it was a raw summons and command. It contained in it information no words could translate. I knew where she was and how to get there. I knew she had the woman trapped or down. And what I was to do. I breathed and disbelieved. My body and my brain worked on regardless and I floated in the midst of it all. I remembered what my father once said: God is not removed from us. He was tired, He was hungry; He suffered and felt pain. He is in all of us.

I ran into a clearing. The ground fell away at my feet. Moonlight reflected off the rippled water below me. It was a small plantation dam – soupy water in a deep, gouged-out hole about the size of a backyard swimming pool. My boots stuck in the clay and I stepped backwards. The woman was yelling in the dark to my left. ‘I didn’t know,’ she screamed.

Denny said something I missed because I was lifting my boots from the sucking mud. The woman sobbed something about a set-up.

‘Don’t,’ Denny said, and there was a thud. ‘You let it happen. You knew and did nothing!’

I walked closer, peering through the light rain, the gun up.

‘Nothing!’ Denny yelled.

The woman’s shape lurched out of nowhere, straight at me. I backed up. The bent shadow was gasping for breath and one arm was dangling down. She kept coming. The water was too close behind me. My heel dipped into thin air and I felt on the edge of something. For the first time I saw the woman’s face; she was ghostly-white, luminous, her skin slack and her mouth hanging open, her hair long and wild around her. She looked up and we froze, locked together in a moment of mutual disaster.

‘Shannon!’ Denny shouted. ‘She’ll push you!’

I don’t know if the woman had thought to do it, or if Denny put the idea in her head, but I watched the woman’s face tighten with the possibility of it. Her arms came up. It was point-blank range. Her hands snatched for the barrel of the gun. My centre of balance tipped back, beyond correction. She grabbed the gun and tried to point it away from her; she stopped me from falling and sealed her fate. I squeezed the trigger. The blast threw me back and away from it all; I was propelled one way, and she the other.

The ground rushed up greasy and soft under me. I landed awkwardly and rolled my ankle. Righting myself, I slid down on my side, going with it, knowing only water was below me. The few sharp rocks were nothing compared to my earlier fall. The bank was not as steep as I’d thought. I found my feet and skated in the wet clay down into the water, and then waded in up to my knees in an attempt to stop without falling over. The water was milky and gritty. Denny stood on the bank above me.

‘You right?’ she asked.

I didn’t answer.

‘She’s dead,’ Denny said. ‘They’re both dead.’

The rain lightly pattered around me, rippling the water. I still held the gun. Its barrel was half-submerged. ‘Is that it?’ I said. ‘Is that what you wanted?’

‘Yes.’

I bent my knees and half-turned to push out into the deeper water. I took the gun under with me. The water was tepid. It held me together. For a long moment I floated and clung to my disbelief; I likened it to the oxygen dissipating through me and breaking down, leaving me desperate for more.

It seemed only right to suffer my burning lungs, so I stayed under until I felt ready to explode.

The water streamed from me, it made me so heavy I could barely move under it. After the tannin taste of the river this water was powdery and cut, blunt on my tongue. Denny inched halfway down the bank to help me out. To feel her hand made me heavier still. She had to brace and pull hard to get me up; she staggered as I came up and over the bank. We let go hands and stumbled our separate ways.

I found myself in another remarkable pose: on all fours, in soft clay, vomiting. I thought if I took all the exceptional poses from the night it would not be real, how the positions I’d put my body into changed it from being a dream sequence in my head. Rohan was behind me, talking. I don’t know how long he’d been there. He was asking Denny how many people there were. They spoke with some severity, but not nearly enough. It was me, I understood; I was totally alone in my new perception.

A stranger in every sense, I walked over to them. They looked up and watched me come. The woman’s body was behind them. I brushed against Rohan as I passed; he looked untouched and pure to me – clean-faced, wet but neat, everything in place and in order, so solid.

The woman’s body was too small, and splayed out like a flung rag doll. It was outlined against the light clay under it. Blood darkened the puddles around her and branched away in streaks. One arm was almost blown off and her face splattered with blood.

‘Did either of you touch them?’ Rohan asked.

‘She was holding the gun when Shannon shot her,’ Denny answered. She paused long enough for Rohan to grasp the implications of that. ‘He’s been in the water, so most of it’s probably washed off.’

‘Christ …’

‘It’s too far out, they couldn’t have been infected.’

‘No,’ Rohan murmured. ‘I mean, what happened?’

I noticed rain fell differently on the dead – flatter or something, like the lifelessness of the body transferred to the rain just before it hit. She was a blank space in existence, a black hole on earth, and until she was broken down and back in the soil, or dismembered by foxes and picked over by birds, she did not belong.

‘Did you know them?’ Rohan asked Denny. ‘Were they the people from the farmhouse?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know them.’

‘Did the man have a weapon?’

‘I thought so,’ she said.

‘And they threatened you?’

‘It just happened. It was raining, we didn’t know …’

‘But you thought you saw a gun?’

‘Yes,’ Denny answered.

‘And you followed them into the bush?’

She nodded. ‘I heard something and ran down to Shannon on the veranda. We both followed them.’

‘Why did you go after them if they were running away?’ Rohan was leaning forward in his effort to look into Denny’s face.

‘Oh God, I don’t know. I don’t know.’

‘We protect the cabin,’ he said to her, ‘and ourselves. That’s what we do. Tell me it was self-defence.’

I walked away, and kept walking. In my mind I took the route back to the cabin; I attributed time and energy to each section. The bush would be hard, and I had to pace myself for that, but I knew I could do it – I could put myself on the veranda, I’d do that much, then I didn’t know. It was possible I’d not be able to take the final steps inside, but the veranda would be all right, I’d be home.

They didn’t follow me straight away, and I know why – it was odd leaving that oval of dim light and milky water; to be able to walk away was almost more shocking than the dead woman settling in the mud. Wasn’t there a crime to cover up? Evidence to destroy? Wouldn’t we spend all night digging and burying, slopping around in mud and blood? I couldn’t help but feel that the pressure of social order would make it better – if we had to fight about what to do with the bodies, about what to say to the police, if we feared being found out, then at least I could be sure I’d done something wrong.

Out on the track they caught up to me, Denny came one side of me and Rohan the other, and we walked close as a threesome.

‘The man had a gun,’ Rohan asked. ‘Right?’

I stopped and turned on him. ‘What?’

His eyes darted over me, over my chest. ‘You’re hurt.’ He put an open hand on the side of my arm.

‘No!’ I said, jerking back. ‘Don’t touch me! What do you mean – what the fuck do you mean?’

‘I only want to know what happened.’

‘You’re saying it’s only right if he had a gun.’

‘I only want to know. I don’t know what happened.’

I laughed. It was knife-edged. Rohan glanced past me to Denny and a rush of fury overtook me.

‘Don’t look at her!’ I screamed. ‘Don’t ever look at her again.’

‘Give me the gun, Shannon.’

‘Don’t look at her, don’t touch her, and don’t stand there and ask me what happened. How can you ask one fucking question? You put a shotgun in my hands, you tell me to keep watch, you tell me when to eat, you tell me what to think, you threaten to send her away, you make it wrong to love her and you make me watch you fuck her, and then you stand there and ask me what happened?’

‘Give me the gun.’

I snatched it away from him. ‘Don’t think you stayed clean tonight. You were behind every action, the reason for everything.’

Denny touched my back. ‘Here, pass it to me.’

I shrugged her off. ‘And you’d do best to stay very bloody quiet.’

We went back the same way we’d come, stopping by the dead man’s body. There was no gun – not that they could find in the dark, anyway – but I knew there wasn’t one to find. Denny pointed out where I’d fallen and how she thought it had happened; she told Rohan about the wound near my collarbone. They talked again about why we ran into the bush after them and Denny continued to lie. She became conveniently unclear on things. Rohan said they’d talk later. Denny was wrong if she thought Rohan would skim over this; he’d not give up until every thought, every action and every reason were explained and clear in his mind. If he had a sniff, lying to Rohan was impossible.

They talked about what to do with the bodies. I shivered and listened and the dead man lay on his back on the rocks.

Rohan was wired and pointed the rifle at everything. He hissed at us to be quiet as we climbed through the bush. I didn’t play the game Denny did, stopping for him, pretending to be wary. I pushed on, making as much noise as I needed. The rain became misty and I shook uncontrollably. My pain became a wonderful distraction. I’d never been so thoroughly beaten; there was something luxurious about it, a right to lethargy. I could sleep as I never had before and sink as deep as I dared into sobriety.

Halfway across the sheep paddock Rohan went through a plan to check the cabin for intruders. I was involved in some way – I nodded when he said my name, but had no intention of doing anything but sitting and getting warm.

It worked out well, because he and Denny ran ahead and into the cabin, going through the rooms, and this left me to limp up the stairs, walk though the kitchen, and come to a total standstill, depleted, dripping, in front of the fire. Quite impressive, I thought, to make it back, alive, numb, a murderer.

I stared into the glowing coals, thinking how I should move the metal screen and put some wood on, and knowing I wouldn’t. My forehead came forward to rest against the mantle. It changed the point of my shivering, so it all seemed to start in my head and travel down. I still held the gun. Way off in another place Rohan and Denny shut doors and checked windows, and talked in low tones about me. I shut my eyes and my shivering rattled my teeth.

They came into the lounge together, wearing dry clothes, a tour de force ready to deal with the physical and mental challenge I posed. They came armed with a folded stack of dry clothes for me and a first-aid kit and a bottle of Jim Beam. Rohan stood beside me with towel-dried hair and an ashen expression.

‘Shannon,’ he said, and I was drawn from my suspended state by the intrigue of what he would say. He nodded down at my shoulder. ‘Let’s get a look at you then.’

I don’t know what I’d expected he’d say – words to make it right? A long-winded conciliatory statement to prop me up? Yet what he gave me I liked better anyway. Whether he meant to ground everything with his gruff voice and matter-of-fact way, I don’t know, but he did, and I smiled. It hurt.

They set out bandages, butterfly stitches, tubes and bottles, a pair of tweezers, two different-sized scissors, and the bottle of bourbon on the card table. I stepped back while Rohan took away the fire screen and put some wood on the fire. Three shots of liquor were poured in thick-bottomed glasses, and they were put in a line along the mantelpiece. Denny dragged Rohan’s chair around on an angle, closer to the fire, and told me to sit on the arm. She squatted and took off my boots and carefully peeled off my soaked woollen socks; they dripped bloodied water. She made a pile of my wet things on the hearth. Rohan prised my smashed fingers from around the gun; he seemed to understand I could not relax my grip. The gun leaked silty water when he turned it barrel down and looped the leather strap over a square nail in the stonework beside the fire.

‘Your playing hand,’ Rohan said, kneeling before me and looking up.

Odd I hadn’t thought of that, and equally odd the way Rohan held my hand in both of his and turned it gently towards the light to check the damage.

‘You’ve taken some bark off, all right.’

Denny bent to look and Rohan shot her a glance, warning her to suppress her reactions.

‘Can you move all your fingers?’ he asked.

Their bowed heads blocked my view; I stared into the growing flames of the fire and concentrated on making a fist and opening it again. Pain ran in hot flashes up my forearm and the muscles in my palm cramped, but it was the places that I couldn’t feel that worried me, the places where the pain should be. I don’t know if my hand did what I asked it to. It must have.

‘That’s good,’ Rohan said.

Denny’s head ducked and moved. ‘If he’s not done any nerve damage through here,’ she murmured. ‘We’ll have to make sure the hand heals flat.’

Rohan nodded. ‘It’s these two, isn’t it?’ he asked.

‘Yeah.’

‘That’s right down.’

‘A-ha.’

‘There’s really nothing to do but clean it and wrap it,’ Rohan said. ‘Nothing to stitch. Maybe above the knuckle there? Do you know anything about this?’

‘Not a thing.’

‘You seem to know.’

‘No.’

‘Can I have a drink?’ I asked.

The alcohol was a godsend, my appreciation of it irrevocably changed. I drank it like the elixir it was, warm shots straight down the back of my throat.

Denny unbuttoned my shirt and eased it off. There was nothing terribly remarkable about the state of it; it was soaked and torn in a couple of spots, but the dark, red blood left on Denny’s hands after she had put it down was disconcerting. She wiped her hands on a towel hanging of the back of the chair.

My left hand ached if I let it drop, so I held it across my stomach. I’d had a quick look at my fingers, a flickering glance that really saw nothing but a bloody blur. The bourbon was warming me, easing my trembling. My pants clung cold to my skin, but now I’d sat I didn’t want to stand again. My left eye was also slowly closing. I had a better sense of how my face was hurt than any other part of me, and some of this came from the memory of the fall. I could recall the texture of the rock I’d slammed into and the moss and the wet smell of it, and how it bruised my bones and ripped my skin. It had messed up my face from forehead to jaw, but with good grace; no teeth were missing, my jaw was intact, it had left me conscious – just – and there was no permanent damage, apart from perhaps some future scars. You can’t plough face first into a rock and ask for much more than that. I could tell though, by the way Denny and Rohan’s gazes drifted left when they looked at me, that my face wasn’t pretty. The fall might have been God matching up the outside of me to the newly roughed-up interior.

Denny and Rohan closed in on my chest and shoulder, their faces pinched with curiosity, as though what they saw was more intriguing than anything else. I couldn’t look down because their heads were so close; I lifted my chin to give them room to look.

‘Yep,’ Rohan said. I could feel his breath on my skin. ‘Cleaning it will be hard. It’s okay, though. Yeah?’

‘Mmm.’

‘How’d you do this?’ he asked me.

‘I think I landed on a stick, and sort of drove it in with my weight. I fell onto a branch and … then I kept going, and it must have broken off. I don’t know. But there’s nothing stuck in there, right?’

One of them unscrewed a bottle.

‘What’s that?’ I asked.

They ignored me and spoke in code to one another.

‘Thinner,’ Rohan said. ‘I’d do it – but …’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I won’t have the same … you know.’

Denny sighed.

‘Don’t think about it.’

‘Enough?’ Denny asked after a moment of silence.

Rohan moved his head as though to look at something. ‘Right underneath.’

The smell of antiseptic drifted up to me. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘Use those,’ Rohan murmured, ‘but you need to …’

They both nodded.

‘What are you going to do?’ I asked. I brought up my good hand to feel for the wound. Rohan pushed it back down. Someone put their icy fingers on my chest.

‘Hold on a tick,’ Denny said to me.

First there was a blade-like rip, then she did something; it couldn’t have been what it felt like she did – jamming two fingers inside a raw hole in me, and twisting – because she wouldn’t do that, would she? I roared in agony and astonishment. Whatever she did lit me up in white-hot pain that radiated out from my shoulder, and whitewashed my vision and winded me. The blood drained from my head as the realisation as to how much something could hurt hit me. She withdrew her fingers and I screamed.

‘There was a splinter of wood still in there,’ Denny said, breathless and with relief, ‘and I had to feel inside to be sure there wasn’t any more.’

‘Head between your knees,’ Rohan said, and bent me over.

I got an idea of how bad the injury was when I covered it with my good hand to keep them from touching it again. Rohan snatched my hand away because it wasn’t clean, but not before I’d felt the length and breadth of it. I couldn’t understand. The place above my collarbone and below my shoulder, in the smooth dip in-between, was not how it should be. It didn’t feel like the whole section should be gaping, slippery and gored. The real pain was right inside me, where Denny’s fingers had been, but I felt what I had and began to put a picture together in my mind that stirred up panic.

‘It’s all right,’ Rohan said, sensing the change in me.

‘No, no, it’s not – and it’s deep as well? I thought Denny said it was a puncture wound – that’s not a puncture wound.’ I tried to look down at it, but flinched and leant back with a rush of nausea. ‘It’s a bloody great hole in me! That’ll kill me.’

‘No it won’t.’

‘You’ll have to pack it or something. What’ll we do? You can’t stitch me. How are you going to clean it?’

‘It’s all right. We’ll have a look at the rest of you. Does it hurt anywhere else?’

‘Just get away and leave me alone.’

‘Let’s clean the outside and bandage it,’ Denny said. ‘Get him dry and let him rest.’

‘Dry and drunk,’ I said. ‘So you two can hold me down and try to sew me up.’

Neither of them disputed this. Rohan polished off half a glass of bourbon while I watched him.

They swabbed gently around the wound and all over my chest. There were tender spots everywhere they pressed. I felt plugged into mainline pain, through the hole in me. Mercifully my brain was growing fuzzy; I was left a dazed bystander.

They had to wrap the bandage under my arms, crossing over the wound, to keep the sterile swab firm. I told them I could take my own pants off, then swayed and almost lost consciousness when I tried.

‘He’s lost a lot of blood,’ Rohan said.

Denny knelt on the slate hearth and peeled down my pants; I held her shoulders for support. ‘Not the best time for it, Den,’ I said smiling, delirious.

Rohan drank more bourbon. Denny held out the dry moleskins for me to step into.

I pulled my own shirt on, leaving the buttons undone, and walked to the armchair by myself. I sank into it. The second I leant back against the cushions sleep beckoned, it tugged like a rip in the surf.

From behind my closed eyes, I heard Rohan say, ‘Are you meant to let people who’ve lost a lot of blood fall asleep?’

‘He’ll be fine, Rohan. He’s going to be all right. He can’t have lost that much. He walked back.’

‘I still don’t know how this happened,’ Rohan said. ‘Why didn’t he get me?’

‘Here.’

I heard the tink of glass and more bourbon being poured.

They began to lower their voices so as not to disturb me. ‘Come and let him rest,’ Denny said. ‘He should sleep by the fire. We’ll go get his blankets and pillow.’

‘Why didn’t he call for me? You said you heard something and ran down to him on the veranda – well why didn’t either of you wake me?’

‘I don’t know. It was quick. I came down and called to Shannon and … we saw them and ran after them. It was spur of the moment – how can you say why you do things? Come on, let him get some rest.’

‘But there could have been other people. How do you know there was only two? Why take off into the bush after them? They were running away.’

I opened my eyes.

‘And the woman,’ Rohan continued, ‘now I don’t blame anyone, and know things are different when you’re out there, but I’ve got to ask, why didn’t you just let her go? There’s got to be some reason behind actually running her down. I saw it, I was behind you …’ He glanced over at me and saw I was listening.

‘It’s like that out there now,’ Denny said. ‘That’s how it is. I’ve seen it. If it’s not them, it’s you. And anyway, you said yourself you’d shoot me if I put you under risk. You tell us to be ready for this, to take it seriously. Well, we did.’

Rohan was studying Denny. Her agitation had an edge of impatience that didn’t fit.

‘You’re not telling me something,’ he said.

‘What do you want? It happened. Do you want us to say we’re sorry?’

‘I want you to tell me the truth.’

‘Can’t we get Shannon comfortable before we get into this? Can’t you just put him first before you start on with who was right and wrong and whose fault this was?’

‘You run down to the veranda to get Shannon, and you tell him there are two people out there, in the dark, and neither of you wake me? You go off into the bush after them? It’s not washing, Denny.’

She looked to me. I couldn’t help her. I was scoured out, and right on the edge of sleep. Rohan didn’t take his eyes from her, and she couldn’t look at him.

‘Shannon was already in my tent,’ she conceded. ‘He was already there. He’d come out because of my birthday. We both heard something and it happened from there. They came out of nowhere and we didn’t know what was going on. There were suddenly two people there. Part of the reason it happened the way it did was because we were worried about you finding out.’

‘Shannon was in your tent?’

‘The confusion, and the rain, and the chance of you sending me away, it was all those things. We didn’t —’

‘And it wasn’t just this time.’

‘What?’

‘Shannon; he’d been out to your tent before.’

‘Surely it doesn’t matter now.’

‘He’s been going out to you every night?’

‘I don’t see how this can matter … It’s not important.’

Rohan turned to face the fire and sat his drink down on the mantle.

‘It can’t matter now!’ she said.

‘I don’t think it does matter to you.’

He pushed a hand through his hair. I couldn’t see him, but gauged his emotions through Denny; she’d moved around to look at him. As she watched him her confidence returned; she became annoyed.

‘Rohan, not now.’

‘That’s the thing, isn’t it,’ he said quietly, ‘all that’s happened – tonight, two dead people, Shannon and what he’s done, his injuries, the whole thing – virus, death, families dead … And yet here I am, all that around me, and what hurts me, what makes it so I can’t breathe,’ he turned to look at her, ‘is that you don’t love me.’

‘Rohan, please.’

‘And on top of that, I find out tonight’s my fault – you’re both out there because of me. I’ve managed to expose my brother to everything I was trying to protect him from. Not only did it all amount to nothing, but I’ve put it below even that. I’ve failed rather spectacularly. On every front.’

‘No you haven’t.’

‘It’s almost laughable … You come to me and tell me you want to sleep with my younger and better-looking brother, and I don’t see it? You do it right in front of me and I still don’t see it? Why else would you want to sleep with him?’

‘It’s not —’

‘I didn’t want it, Denny; I didn’t want you with him, I didn’t want you out there, I didn’t want so much of what’s happened …’

He was facing her now, with the same crushed expression he’d had after seeing the kite wrapped around the tower. She was pressing her palm into her forehead, in frustration.

‘I didn’t mean to hit you,’ he whispered.

‘I know.’

‘I couldn’t risk you bringing all those things in. The virus frightens me. I’m sorry.’

‘This is the worst time for this. Let’s get Shannon comfortable. He needs blankets, and to lie down.’

‘It’s changed,’ he muttered. ‘It’s Shannon now. Or was it always Shannon? I know I’m meant to be open-minded, or openhearted, or whatever, but I can’t. You said you could separate sex and love.’

‘Rohan,’ she said firmly. ‘Not now.’

‘Was it always him? Did you tell him you loved him too?’

She softened her features. She lifted her hand to his face, and even though he tensed under her touch he didn’t pull away.

‘I love you, Rohan.’

I didn’t need to see his face to know how her words affected him. He exhaled.

‘Worry about your brother,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry about me; you don’t have to.’

She went to withdraw her hand from his cheek but he covered it with his.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, low and desperately.

He touched the fading bruise on her cheek, and, in a strange gesture, he turned his hand around to rub the very same knuckles over the area they’d hit.

The rifle was on his back, and Denny ran her hands under it and hugged him. He leant into her and let himself be held like a child. She spoke soothingly in his ear.

The couple they made, how right they looked together, and how I saw my mother in Rohan, that same soft centre underneath it all, that same dependency Mum had for Dad, brought me back from semi-consciousness. Love for my brother surged through me. It was a fierce love – it was the comprehension of his love for me.

He came over to me, subdued and open.

‘You want to come to the couch and lie down?’ he asked.

I shook my head.

‘How do you feel?’

‘All right.’

‘We’re gunna have to stitch you up. It’ll hurt.’

‘Like a bastard.’

‘Yep.’

‘Not yet,’ Denny said. ‘Let him get drunk first.’

‘I’ll get some more things and you get him another drink.’

Once he’d gone I said to Denny, ‘You can tell him about the couple. There’s no chance of him sending you anywhere.’

Denny passed me my glass. ‘Drink up.’

‘You knew that, though.’

‘Let’s leave it, and we’ll sit down when this is over.’

‘Tomorrow,’ I said.

‘Let’s get through tonight. Drink.’

I did, drifting off again, sinking in the sensation of warmth spreading through me.

I opened my eyes feeling a whole lot better mentally and a whole lot worse physically. It was hard to judge how much time had passed, but the fire had burnt much lower. I groaned as I moved.

‘Hey, Rohan,’ I called, looking around and seeing I was alone. ‘Denny?’

A beam of light swung across the wall in the family room. It was strong enough for me to think they’d brought out torches from the bunker. ‘Denny,’ I called.

‘I’ll be there in a minute,’ she said from the kitchen.

‘Where’s Rohan?’

‘He’s out in the bunker.’

I listened to her clumping around in her boots. There was the scrape of a chair and then a series of knocking, muffled sounds.

‘The alcohol’s not working,’ I called to her. ‘Not well enough.’

Denny walked in behind me.

‘Do we have to do this now?’ I asked.

I looked up just as she brought the rifle to her shoulder. She put the cold steel of the barrel against my temple and looked steadily down the gun at me. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘We do.’
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WE WENT INTO the kitchen. There was a torch on the kitchen bench, its beam pointing up at the roof, reflecting off the hanging pots and pans. I saw Rohan – seated on a kitchen chair, gagged with one strip of silver gaffer tape right around his head, with his arms behind him and his feet cable-tied to the chair legs. I was so shocked that Denny had the cable tie around my wrists and zipped tight before I’d even realised she’d lowered the gun. Now she brought it back up.

‘Go and sit down,’ she said.

Rohan looked at me with eyes full of desperate information. But I could only shake my head. I continued looking at him while she wheeled around in front of me, with the gun aimed at my head.

‘Sit down,’ she said.

I remembered I could talk. ‘Denny?’

‘Don’t.’

‘What is this?’

She jerked her head towards the chair.

‘Are there others?’ I asked, looking at Rohan.

He swivelled his eyes in a way I was meant to understand but didn’t.

Denny stepped in and squeezed my sore shoulder. I cried out in equal amounts of pain and disbelief. She pushed me down into the chair. Rohan growled and rocked, and fixed her with a stare of such intensity I didn’t know how she stayed calm.

She cable-tied my hands to the back of the chair and then came around to do my legs. I glanced up at Rohan. Should I try and kick her? He nodded. My feet were bare. And although she didn’t seem to have a problem with the ripcord change of the situation, I was struggling. I loved her. I couldn’t kick her. Judging by the look in Rohan’s eyes, he’d grown more accustomed to the new Denny and didn’t have the same reservations.

She only tied one of my legs. It was heartening, because the ankle she left was bruised and swollen, and it meant she still had some compassion. What was not heartening was the way she ignored us and moved as if working to a schedule.

She opened the back door and the cold wet air came in. The rain had stopped and outside was black and dripping. My shirt was open and I felt the cold. Rohan was dressed in moleskins and a shirt and woollen jumper, with dry boots and socks; compared to him I felt naked.

The bandage was seeping blood. Beyond the confusion, three pains presented themselves to me: my face, my hand, and my shoulder. They were, each one of them, different degrees of ache and soreness. It was frustrating that some of the pain could be relieved by simply changing position, and yet I couldn’t. Rohan was blowing like a bull, furious. I wished I could get to that. It looked to be more productive than my stupid silence. Part of me wondered if he was angry with me – for having a voice and not using it to free us.

I forced myself to speak. ‘How many are there?’ I asked.

She was in the kitchen, taking something from a cupboard. ‘If you talk, Shannon, I’ll have to tape your mouth.’

The roll of gaffer tape was on the table beside Rohan’s chair. I realised why she hadn’t already done it – because of my face. I’d be trussed-up as comprehensively as Rohan if it wasn’t for my injuries. She didn’t want to hurt me and this must mean something. Rohan was red-faced and sucking in air through his nose, trying to calm himself. How many? I mouthed. He shook his head. She must have seen this, and strode over and leant between us to take the roll of tape. I looked at the curve of her back, the movement of her shoulderblades: I searched for something familiar in her. Rohan pulled against his restraints and grunted behind the tape. She ripped off a long strip and cut it with the same knife she had taken the night she’d first arrived.

My left eye was almost closed, the skin shredded on my cheekbone and jaw, and the bones underneath unbearably tender. I looked up at her as she straightened in front of me. Her strict expression faltered. Rohan fell quiet behind her.

There was a teetering moment between before and now, tipping ever so slightly into what we’d just been, what we could get back, if we rewound a little. I listened to Rohan’s ragged breathing and the cold drip of the dark through the open door. She licked her lips.

‘You don’t want to hurt us,’ I said. ‘But whoever is coming won’t feel the same way. Let us go now.’

My voice tipped the scales the wrong way. If I’d thought about it, I would have realised any spoken word would have brought us back to now.

I looked into her eyes as she brought the tape to my face. She stopped, the tape millimetres from my mouth, looking at my cheek. My heart was thumping.

‘I won’t talk,’ I said.

The plastic smell of the tape reminded me of another life. As the grey adhesive touched my lips I understood the anger Rohan felt – to be silenced this way, while bound, it was a violation.

‘Denny!’ I raged.

‘Close your mouth.’

She said it the same way she’d said everything since taking over – gently and candidly. Not unlike the way she spoke during sex. Open your mouth, she’d once said to me in the very same tones; I’d been on my knees in front of her then – pretty much where I was now.

The tape shut me in with my pain. She overlapped it at the side of my head and sliced the knife through the tape by my ear. I screamed in my confinement. I burnt like a furnace inside. Rohan took his turn at slack-faced defeat and stared up at the ceiling.

She used the tape to strap my free leg to the chair, higher up, above the sore ankle. It wouldn’t have mattered to me though. Right then I wanted pain; I twisted and roared to bring it all to life. Right then I hated her.

On the kitchen bench were two spare globes. I guessed what she was going to do, what the signal was. She walked from switch to switch turning on lights. Rohan and I both cringed. From behind my flash-affected eyes I saw her moving and heard one globe sizzle and pop in the lounge room.

Blinking away the black spots I peered around the kitchen and dining area. The place looked bleached-out and overexposed. I was pale and skinnier, more injured.

She flicked off some lights as they all began to surge and dim under the tested power supply from the water wheel, then she turned off both torches and stood in the doorway to wait. She had her back to us, with her arms crossed and legs parted.

Some sort of training, I thought, looking at her. Army reserves, maybe. Why hadn’t I seen it before? My temper was subsiding and leaving me consumed with fresh pain. I vowed to stay completely still until the pain had receded to a more manageable level.

We had some time to think. All of us. Time moved pretty slowly when every heartbeat counted and nervous sweat trickled untouched down your face. I learnt more about life in the minutes or hours we sat there than any wild man stalking through the bush. There was nothing unreal about this. Pain sat me fair on my arse and had me viewing the world in all its harshness. And being bound and gagged electrified the experience. Fear vibrated in my blood and in my teeth.

I had the idea that Denny’s thoughts were nowhere near ours, that there was something more important to her than we could ever be. She never turned to look at us, and after some time we stopped looking at her. For what seemed like hours Rohan and I stared into each other’s eyes and communicated nothing at all. I thought how everything was my fault, and Rohan had been right all along, but I didn’t bother trying to tell him this. It wouldn’t free us.

Denny moved. She stepped out onto the veranda. ‘Nic,’ she called, and my insides dropped to a new low. I heard footsteps in the wet and a man’s voice. Rohan swallowed. Denny went down the back steps. ‘Hey,’ she said. There was the sound of boots in the mud and muffled words. I heard the man talk. His voice was penetrating and educated, upper-class, especially out here and after Rohan’s deep-chested rumble. Denny talked softly, and although I couldn’t understand it, I got the impression it was just two people she was talking to.

‘They’re inside?’ the man said.

I shifted my gaze from the open doorway and looked at Rohan. His eyes briefly closed as we listened to the gritty crunch of boots and I saw, out of the corner of my eye, the shape of a man standing in our cabin.

For a few moments he ducked his head in the glare and I got a good look at him. He was tall and sinewy, with a long neck and blond hair. His cheeks were sunken and his eyes close-set and deep. What formed his whole face was his narrow nose, everything pulled back from that – thin lips, cut cheekbones, small eyes. He was compelling in a severe and snobbish way, or possibly my position made me see him like this; he could just have been a shabby weasel-looking sonofabitch.

Denny was talking in lowered tones to someone out on the veranda. The man glanced around the cabin. His gaze lingered on the fridge and then skipped over to the pots on the stove. When he did look at us his small eyes flashed and I caught a glimpse of his narrow teeth as he smiled.

He looked at my face and my shoulder and then moved his gaze to Rohan. I also looked at Rohan, and was suddenly panicked – Rohan looked too good. He was dry and clean and rugged, dark and arrogant even wrapped up in silver tape and with his arms pulled back. The man rounded the table towards us. His clothes were wet, and I could sense his cold body, the internal shudder as he came to stand beside me.

‘Denny,’ he called over the table. ‘Did this one get shot? Is that what I heard?’

Denny kept murmuring out on the veranda and the man stiffened.

‘Come in here,’ he ordered.

Rohan and I exchanged glances.

‘Just give us a minute, Vince.’

Denny’s voice was hardly recognisable – not that her tone was different, although there was an odd fawning ring to it, but the proper way she put her words together was not like her. Or perhaps it was. Vince saw our eye contact and sniffed. He leant down between us with his hands on his knees.

‘You raped her,’ he said quietly.

It wasn’t a question, or even a statement – more a discloser between men.

We were both still.

‘I know you did. Both of you.’

He took turns in looking over us.

‘Which one of you hit her?’ he asked.

Rohan nodded.

‘Now how did I guess that? I wouldn’t own up so quick if I were you.’ He lowered his voice. ‘My idea of a good time has changed somewhat.’

Denny walked inside, with the rifle slung over her shoulder. There was a girl with her. She was willowy and dark-eyed. Her frizzy crop of black hair was the most obvious indication of her Aboriginality, but clues were everywhere – her full mouth and light-brown skin, the pale underside of her hands. My eyes moved rapidly between her face and Denny’s. I saw the likeness and realised Denny was part-Indigenous. Denny wasn’t as dark as the girl, and her hair was finer, but there it was, in Denny’s face, the unmistakable mystique of black culture. I looked at Rohan and saw he’d known this all along; he was looking at the girl, but not with the sudden revelation I felt – his eyes were steady and regretful.

Denny put a protective arm around her. The girl stood as high as Denny’s shoulder. Mid-teens are always hard to judge, but I thought she was about thirteen. She looked out from below thick black lashes at Rohan and me. There was heavy sorrow in her bottom lip. Denny was speaking in her ear, telling her it was all right, that she was with her now.

I heard Denny whisper, ‘They won’t hurt you.’

Vince opened the fridge and took out the roast chicken we’d half-eaten. He sat the plate on the bench and tore off a full section of white breast meat. Denny dragged the plate across the bench and sat the girl down on a stool.

‘Eat very slowly,’ she said. ‘Just little bits for now. I’m just going to get the bags.’ She pressed her hand to the girl’s wet shoulder for a moment before leaving.

The minute Denny stepped out of the cabin the atmosphere tuned to a new higher pitch, and it wasn’t us. The girl stopped chewing. Vince wiped his greasy lips and looked at her. ‘Stop it,’ he hissed.

He continued staring at her. ‘You said anything?’

The girl began to get off the chair and Vince reached across and held her wrist. He shook his head and the girl sat back down.

Rohan and I looked at one another.

Denny brought in two wet backpacks. She unzipped one on the table and dragged out clothes, looking for dry things.

‘Cozy set-up,’ Vince said, with a mouth full of chicken. ‘I can see now why it took you so long.’

‘Don’t,’ Denny said.

‘You got the bunker key?’ he asked.

She nodded.

‘Give it here then.’

‘I’ve hidden it; I’ll get it in a minute. Let me look after Nicky.’

Vince looked at me. ‘What happened to him? How did he get shot?’

Denny shook out a light pink jumper. ‘There’s bread in the cupboard by the stove.’

‘Where?’ Vince said, spinning around.

He began opening cupboard doors. Rohan twisted his shoulders to get Denny’s attention. She wouldn’t look at him. Vince laughed when he found the bread. He held it above his head.

‘Will you look at that!’

Denny went over to the girl. ‘Let that settle first,’ she said softly to her, moving the plate away. ‘There’s a fireplace through there. You get changed and warm. Sit down and I’ll bring you in a hot drink. There’s Milo, Nic. I can make you a hot Milo with sugar.’

Nicky stood and walked into the lounge room. Once she was gone Vince was more relaxed. He ripped off chunks of bread and eyed Denny.

‘I’ll wait for Dad,’ he said. ‘Might leave these two for the morning so we’re not doing it in the dark. They look pretty comfortable there. Where are Mum and Dad? They should have gotten here before us. Maybe they can’t see the lights from the river?’

Denny’s face lost its fullness. When she spoke her voice was harsh. ‘I know what happened while I was gone,’ she said. ‘Nicky told me when I came back. I know what you and your father did to her.’

Vince put down the bread. He wiped his mouth.

‘She told me what you made her do, and your father. I can’t believe what animals you are.’

He took one step forward and Denny brought the rifle over from her shoulder. It was a swift and practised move. She took a full magazine from her pocket and I realised she’d aimed the gun at us unloaded. The action was clunking back and a bullet in the chamber in the time it would take a novice to take the gun from their back.

‘Don’t raise that gun at me, Denny.’

She did.

He backed up. ‘I don’t know what she told you, but it’s not how it sounds. We didn’t hurt her. You were gone so long and we didn’t know. And, anyway, you can’t tell me nothing happened here. We didn’t hurt her. Ask her, she’ll tell you.’

‘Oh, she told me.’

‘I knew this would happen. You’re overreacting.’

‘You raped her!’

‘No! No we didn’t. We didn’t force her. She was fine. I knew she’d do this. She’s not the child you take her for.’

‘She’s fourteen!’

‘She liked it.’

‘You bastards! She didn’t like it. Like it?’ The gun creaked in Denny’s grip. ‘I know. So don’t even try. She told me everything. And she told me how you all threatened her. Your mother locked her in the basement so she couldn’t come to me. You wouldn’t feed her. What is wrong with you people? I trusted you, you and your parents. I thought she was safe with you. I should never have left her. She should have been with me.’

‘Don’t play so innocent on this. It wouldn’t have happened if you came back when you said you would. Why did you take so long? Getting fat with your new friends? Bit too comfortable to come get your sister? What did you think would happen? We were starving – remember what that was like?’

‘I risked doing it. Not you. I walked in here with no idea what would happen. As soon as I could, I left the note down at the river. I had to get the bunker key.’

‘You could have had these guys tied to chairs within two minutes. And don’t make out there was any decision – it was always you coming in, wasn’t it. Don’t think I don’t know how that mind of yours works. I saw the cogs turning when you first told us about the man you’d seen in the bush. Nicky wouldn’t have gone with you even if you’d asked. We wouldn’t have let her – she was our insurance you’d come back.’

‘You took advantage of a child and scarred her whole life. How does she forget? It’s so fucking sick. And your mother? Your snob-fucking mother – she does nothing? What the hell went on in your heads?’

‘These two are no different. Switch circumstances and it’s the same deal. Don’t you remember our little talk? I said these two would rape you, and what did you say – as long as it wasn’t Nicky.’

‘So you knew how I felt and you went ahead and did it!’

‘Put the gun down. Don’t play your GI Jane games with me.’

Denny screwed up her face. ‘I want to know how you thought it would work? How you thought I could live with any of you after what you did?’

‘And I want to know how you thought it would work with these two weekend warriors. Because I don’t doubt you had your mind made up before you even came in here. You took your time because you were busy with the groundwork – laying down the foundations for you and Nicky. Except you’ll be thinking to keep someone around to do your dirty work. Because you’re only good up to a point, aren’t you? Can’t quite finish the job. Not as ruthless as you think. Such a waste, all that army training, Denny. Didn’t they tell you when you signed up you’d have to be capable of killing?’

‘I’ve never had a good enough reason before.’

‘You can’t even kill an insect.’

She walked around towards him. ‘Well everyone has to start somewhere.’

‘You’re going to kill all of us? Because that’s what you’ll have to do. Is that what you want for Nicky – a bloodbath? That’ll scar her more than anything we did. These two aren’t going to be any good after this. People don’t take kindly to being bound and gagged.’

‘That’s right. They don’t like it.’

‘That wasn’t me. And I told him never again.’

‘So nice of you. Was that a family discussion? While she was locked in the basement?’

‘I know it sounds bad.’

‘No, it doesn’t sound bad. It is bad. It’s evil.’

‘So you left her again? You came back here without her.’

‘I had to. I thought it was just one more day. And think about how hard that was for me – to have to turn away and leave her one more night with the three of you.’

‘But they wouldn’t let you back in, would they. And you’re going to trust them? You can’t trust them too much to have to tie them up.’

‘I didn’t want Nicky coming in with guns loaded and confusion.’

‘They’ll kill you and keep Nicky – someone who’s not so much trouble.’

‘No, it’s only you and your father who like frightened girls.’

‘It wasn’t like that. Bring her out here. She’ll explain.’

‘Are you insane?’

‘We weren’t rough with her. She does this to you – plays up to you, because you baby her. When you weren’t around she used to flirt with me, even when you were there. Look, it was in a bedroom, with protection, and not every night. I shouldn’t have to explain. There were times when she came.’

‘Shut up! Just shut the fuck up! It’s worse for her, you idiot. It’s worse that you confused her and made her like it. That’s her shame, you arsehole! You’ve ruined every orgasm she has for the rest of her life.’

‘It’s not that bad! You make it bad with this overreaction. We were stuck at that house, waiting and …’

‘Bored?’

‘If you ask her —’

‘You are nuts.’

‘Nicky,’ he called.

Denny swung the butt of the rifle around and hit him in the side of his head.

‘Don’t speak her name!’

He stumbled back. Rohan rocked and grunted madly in the chair to be released.

Vince straightened with his hand over his bloodied mouth. He touched his split lip and wiped the blood from his fingers on his shirt.

‘My parents are coming,’ he said. ‘Have you forgotten?’

‘They’re dead,’ Denny said.

Rohan groaned in disbelief.

‘What?’ Vince said.

‘They’re both dead. They were the shots you heard.’

‘Mum and Dad are dead?’

‘That’s why I split you up. While you were up the bluff I was down at the river.’

‘You killed them? You shot Mum and Dad?’

‘I would have just taken Nicky. I just wanted to bring her here, where I knew she’d be safe. No-one would touch her here. I made it so no-one would touch her. But after what you did to her? I trusted you.’

Vince wiped the blood from the corner of his mouth. He looked over at us. When he spoke his teeth were stained red.

‘You didn’t kill my parents. You haven’t got it in you.’

‘That’s the mistake you make – thinking you know me.’

‘You’re shaking, Denny.’

Denny blinked to clear her vision. She kept readjusting her grip on the rifle. ‘Denny,’ Rohan managed behind his tape. ‘Pull the trigger. Now.’

‘See,’ Vince said, ‘even the ape over there knows.’

Denny started to cry. ‘I hate you … I want to be with my family. Nicky and I should be with our family.’

‘Denny,’ Rohan said, clearer now as the tape loosened. ‘Untie me.’

Vince licked the blood from his teeth. ‘No, look what you did for Nicky – took her from that life. You saved her from all that. All this is because of you.’

The gun barrel dipped as Denny cried.

‘She might have missed out on her culture, but at least she’s properly educated. But then …? With what’s happened? The world now? She might have been better equipped with her family and her culture. It is a bit of a shame neither of you can survive on your own – you don’t know the first thing about the bush. So much for all those native skills. Nicky can thank you for everything that’s happened to her. She’s where she is right now because of you.’

Denny shook her head. Vince calmly stepped forward and took the gun from her. ‘Oh, Denny,’ he said. ‘I might not be able to forgive you this time.’

In a quick and stabbing movement he brought the butt of the rifle down on the top of her head. She collapsed out of view.

Denny was unconscious as Vince dragged her by the collar around to the table. She made a small noise when he let go and her head dropped at his feet.

He looked up. ‘Will you look at this,’ he said. ‘I really hope for your sake that you haven’t killed my parents. If they’re alive somewhere I’d nod pretty quick and tell me.’

Denny pushed her shoulders from the floor. There was a small area of blood in the crown of her hair. ‘Get up,’ Vince said to her. ‘Sit in that chair.’

He moved around to the other side of the table and sat down. Denny dragged herself onto the chair. Rohan was sitting parallel with the table, facing me and with a good view of the room and down into the kitchen. He didn’t have to swivel his head all the time to see. I settled in to watch Rohan’s face for reaction, but Vince stood again and walked back into the kitchen.

‘This,’ he said, pacing, ‘I don’t believe it. They’re alive. We lived. We survived. They don’t die now. We survived.’

‘I was sure I could do it,’ Denny said quietly to Rohan.

Rohan only stared at her, dull-eyed.

‘They are alive?’ Vince asked us.

None of us responded.

‘Where’s the bunker key?’ he asked.

‘Outside,’ Denny answered.

‘Are they in there?’

‘The key’s in one of the sheds.’

‘Don’t shit me, Denny. I swear … what I’ll do …’

‘I’m the only one who knows where the key is. I’ll have to show you.’

‘No you won’t. You’ll tell me, and I’ll tie you to that chair and if I come back without it I’ll start working though each one of you until I do get it.’

‘You’ll never get in without it, and if you hurt us I won’t tell you.’

‘Don’t try me.’

‘The bunker is reinforced steel with multiple locks and combinations,’ she lied. ‘There’s no spare key.’

‘You know the amazing thing,’ Vince said, ‘I don’t want to kill you. Why did you have to do this? No-one wins now.’

‘There’s canned food and rice and flour. There are lights out there – I could take you now and show you.’

‘They are dead, aren’t they?’ he said.

‘There’s bourbon and chocolate and tinned oysters.’

‘We could have been all right. We were good partners. We were that. I’m not even going to enjoy this.’

He strode down to stand beside Rohan. ‘I’m putting odds on this one being your favourite.’ He lifted the gun and pointed behind Rohan’s ear. ‘Tell me where the key is and I’ll kill him quick, don’t tell me and it’ll get ugly and messy and I’ll get Nicky in here to watch and wipe it up.’

‘Lay one finger on him and I’ll never tell you. And you know I’ll do it.’

‘It’s so interesting, Denny. You think these two are any different from me?’

The rifle came suddenly from nowhere and was right between my eyes, the steel cylinder pressing directly against my skin. ‘You think this one’s any different, put in my position?’ He held the rifle there, and pushed a little and rubbed his finger on the trigger.

‘You trust him in a matter of weeks?’

The edge of the barrel began to scratch down the bridge of my nose. The line was deliberate. I closed my eyes. I could hear Denny softly whining. Vince dragged the barrel down onto the good side of my face, and nestled it into the hollow in my cheek. I imagined the bullet’s trajectory, angled up through my brain and out the back of my head.

‘Where’s the key?’ Vince said. ‘It’s not going to take much to put this one away. I’ll probably be doing him a favour.’

‘Don’t hurt him – Vincent,’ Denny said. ‘Don’t hurt him. Let them go. Let them go and I’ll stay with you. I’ll open the bunker – I’ll stay with you.’

‘Living with me is not an option, Denny, if you’ve killed my parents. The reason you are going to tell me is because it will be the difference between a slow death for your friends, or a quick one, and how long I keep you alive and what I do with you in the meantime.’

‘I have to show you. It’s hard to explain.’

‘I’m tired,’ Vince said. ‘I want to kill these bastards and sit down … I don’t want to be here with the fuckers who did it sitting at the kitchen table! Tell me!’

‘I will if you let them go.’

The gun was taken from my face and shoved in my crotch. I made a strangled sound in my throat. Somewhere out there my brother was fighting to breathe behind the same foul-smelling gaffer tape I was locked behind. Suddenly, the skin on my face was ripping and my lungs expanded with a huge rush of air. The shock of oxygen made everything hyper-real for a second. The gag was off. I gasped. It was while my mouth was open that he put the gun barrel in – I hardly knew, until I began to close my mouth and my teeth clunked on steel and my tongue depressed against the cold satiny finish. This time I knew I would die. I lost the battle with my bladder and felt the warm spread of urine in my pants.

They were talking, shouting, and I couldn’t understand – nothing came in. I spun in an empty, heightened place. The barrel kept butting at the back of my mouth every time Vince yelled and moved. I clung to life, every millisecond of it.

Then everything stopped. The screaming, the threats, the low, rocking moan of my brother, the gouging of the gun, the slow shrinking of my vision, all simultaneously halted with the sound of one thing – a small, frightened voice.

It came again – ‘Leave them alone.’

The barrel stayed in my mouth. Nicky was to my right, pointing the shotgun, a dark shape in my peripheral vision. I couldn’t look, only pray, over and over. Please God, please God …

‘Put the gun down,’ Vince said. ‘You don’t know how to use it.’

‘Leave them alone,’ Nicky repeated.

‘Nicky,’ Denny whispered hoarsely. ‘Not while the gun’s in Shannon’s mouth.’

‘That’s right, and I’m not taking it out.’

‘That’s a shotgun,’ Denny explained. ‘Walk slowly to me.’

‘Walk to her and he’s dead.’

‘Vincent,’ Denny said, ‘think about it. This way you’ll end up dying no matter what. If you take the gun and back away, you can go. No-one will follow. Nicky won’t shoot.’

‘And what have I got?’ he said. ‘My parents are dead. I’m alone.’

‘All right, then let them go. Leave their hands tied. Just cut them free and they’ll walk away. We’ll stay with you.’

‘I’m not doing anything until Nicky puts that gun down.’

‘I’ll untie them,’ Denny said. ‘You can stay where you are, and I’ll come over and untie them. Then you can walk them to the door. I’ll stay close to you, so you know Nicky won’t shoot.’

‘It stays in his mouth,’ Vince said. ‘One slip up.’

Denny’s chair scuffed on the floor behind me. ‘I have to take out my knife, to cut the ties. Nicky’s here now – you know I won’t risk her.’

‘Do this one first.’

Not at any stage had I felt emotional – I’d had the full gamut of emotions, but not near to tears, not what I felt now with Denny beside me, with her presence reconfirming the state of me. I felt sorry for myself. I shivered with her softness so near to me, her gaze on the side of my face. A strong tide of grief washed over me. It was forceful enough to make me sob.

I started to cry.

And with tears came reason, and with reason came the desperate will to live. I began to shamelessly fall apart. I felt like I was collapsing all over my life, grabbing it in, holding it tight, begging to keep it. She whispered that it was okay, but I couldn’t stop.

It’s hard to cry with a gun in your mouth. But still, with all things considered, you wouldn’t think the guy holding it in there would give a shit. He did. A human flaw, I guess – compassion. No qualms about killing me, but my awkward crying triggered some deep-seated response, and he removed the gun. He put it against my cheek. Denny was down on one knee, cutting through the tape around my injured leg. My hands were still tied to the chair. With the gun gone from my mouth, I was suddenly very much back in control. I was also back in tune with Denny. She was sly in a second. I felt it and liked it and smelt freedom.

How he didn’t sense it I’ll never know, because I’m sure Rohan and Nicky picked up on the change in Denny. Or it was possible that this was the after-effect of the human hunting Denny and I had shared – I knew how she was thinking, and could anticipate her next move. Later I would reject the idea that I had known precisely what she would do – as though she telepathically told me, but at the time I didn’t question it. I simply knew she would shove the blade in behind Vince’s kneecap, and knew to lean as far left as I could when she did.

The blade went in quick and easy. She withdrew it with a low slicing action. Blood spurted from the wound and splattered along her cheek and ear. Vince buckled, and howled with his head thrown back. He dropped the gun. It clattered under the table. Denny lunged for it and Vince half fell, half leapt, onto her back.

I dragged my gaze from them struggling under the table and looked at the girl. Her jaw was chattering, the shotgun slewing side to side with her attempt to keep the heavy weapon up.

‘Nicky,’ I said. ‘Put the gun down. Get a pair of scissors from the top drawer beside you and go and cut Rohan’s ties. We won’t hurt you.’

I didn’t think she had heard, or comprehended, but after one or two more slow sways of the gun she lowered it to point at the floor. She looked at the drawer.

‘Hurry,’ I said.

Rohan got to his feet and ripped the gag off in one violent motion. Nicky stumbled back from him, dropping the scissors. Vince gave up wrestling on the floor with Denny and scrambled under the table, knocking chairs over, heading for the open door. I could see Rohan was unsure as to whether to untie me first or stop Vince. I told him I was okay.

‘Here, Rohan.’

It was Denny, on her knees in a pool of Vince’s blood, passing the rifle up to Rohan. Vince was hobbling down the steps outside. Rohan stared down at her. We all listened to Vince squelching away in the mud. He was going to be easy to catch.

‘God damn you,’ Rohan said down at Denny.

She held the rifle higher. ‘No, he damned all of us.’

Rohan yanked her up by the arm. ‘No – you’ll do the shooting, Denny.’

Nicky watched them leave. She turned to me.

‘He won’t hurt her,’ I said.

Nicky and I both jerked at the sound of the shot. Even though I knew it was the weasel coming down, it was still disturbing – execution-like out there in the night.

Rohan and Denny came back in. Rohan shut the door behind them. Denny had a fine covering of dew-like drops in her hair and her face was pale. Nicky walked up to her. ‘He’s gone,’ Denny said, and put the rifle down on the table.

We were all quiet for some time. Dawn didn’t seem too far away. Rohan leant against the bench, staring off into nothing. I was untied but still seated on the chair.

Denny left Nicky and went to position herself in front of Rohan.

‘I didn’t know how else to do it,’ she said.

Rohan looked at her.

‘How could I have told you?’ Denny said. ‘You wouldn’t have agreed to let them come in, so I could safely get Nicky. I didn’t know if you would even let me stay.’

‘I can’t trust you,’ Rohan said. ‘I don’t trust you. You’ve got your sister and I’ve got my brother – they’re all the family each of us has and we’ll always put them first. We’re best doing that alone. I don’t know what you’ll do for her, just like you don’t know what I’ll do for Shannon. It won’t work. Tonight shows how it doesn’t work. There’ll never be the trust we need because we’ll always be working for two different things.’

‘I love you and Shannon.’

‘Love him? Look at him. You did that. Is that what you do to someone you love? And what you see isn’t the half of it. It’s what you made him do – what you made him sit there and take. He’s all I’ve got, Denny. He’s my whole family in one person.’

‘You can forgive me for this.’

‘It’s not about forgiveness. You have to go. I know you’ll be all right. Maybe you can work your way back up to Queensland. That’s what you want, anyway. Your family might have survived.’

‘They haven’t. We know. My family is here now.’

‘I want you to leave.’

‘No you don’t.’

Rohan’s voice tightened. ‘Those injuries will scar him, the experiences will scar him. You put us both in danger. You put your sister before us – and I understand that, but that’s just the point. We are two separate families living together, and it doesn’t work – not when life is so easily taken from us.’

‘We’re not two separate families.’

‘I’ve made up my mind – I won’t change it. Don’t make a scene for your sister.’

‘You won’t make me leave.’

‘I don’t know if I love you. I don’t think I do. Too much has happened.’

‘Why do you think I didn’t tell Vincent where the key was? With both of you gone I might have been able to talk him around. But I put everything, including Nicky, at risk because I couldn’t lose either of you. I promise nothing like that will ever happen again. We’re one now; one unit, and so much stronger because of it. Our trust will be strong – you’ll see.’

‘You can’t say that.’

‘If Nicky was my only priority I would have given Vincent whatever he wanted tonight, and dealt with him later.’

‘You can’t talk me around, or deal with me later.’

‘I won’t have to.’

‘Denny, just go.’

‘You won’t send me away.’

‘I’ll throw you out the door.’

She lifted a hand to touch him.

‘Don’t! Just don’t. You don’t know, you don’t know what I sat in that chair and thought … of how I … Denny, if Shannon had died tonight I would have killed you myself.’

‘No you wouldn’t have.’

‘Stop it! You’re not everything!’

‘Yes I am; to both of you.’

‘No!’ He grabbed the tops of her arms and shook her. ‘You’re leaving! You should have never come. You’re leaving and never coming back.’

‘Careful,’ she said calmly.

‘Why! Why shouldn’t I hurt you? You lied to us, you used us, everything you’ve done, every single thing, has been about you and your plans – right down to me hitting you, the minute you walked in, and everything from then, all designed to fit. How are we meant to know what’s real and what’s not? Even burning the meat … You thought it’d be best to go to the farmhouse with bruises, for sympathy, so you set up a situation, and made me hit you. Then dressed in your old clothes to look the part and went off telling them how hard you had it, told them that we raped you. We raped you? There’s not one thing I can think of that might be truthful, that might be really you. You don’t love us, you said it yourself, you made it so no-one here would touch your sister – that’s all it was to you, sex with a secondary purpose. You hurt us, so why shouldn’t I hurt you?’ He dug his hands into her skin. ‘Why shouldn’t I hurt you!’

‘Because I’m pregnant.’

I took on this information easily, as if expecting it, but I could see it was a curve ball Rohan had not anticipated. The anger leached out of his face. After a few long moments he took a breath.

‘Of course you are,’ he said.



THE REASON



THE FULL MOON was back, silvery under the doors and behind the heavy curtains, drawing me out to stare up at it. The koalas too, had resumed their feral anthem.

In the moonlight I could see the back of my hands, now as scarred and tanned as my father’s had ever been, and if I wanted I could induce his kind of wistful arrogance by narrowing my eyes at the horizon and letting satisfaction curl my lips.

I had the odd scar on my face that time might take away and a jagged line of knitted skin near my collarbone that time wouldn’t touch.

Routine had changed, relationships had changed, and there was no reason for me to be out here on the veranda on this night in particular. But it was something I now chose to do a couple of times a night, every night – come out with one of the guns to look at the dark beyond the tree line, reconfirm our solitude, with the rough railing under my hands and soft sounds of life within the cabin’s walls.

And each time all I saw was the dark quiet out there. Nothing else. Even on a stormy night or with the wind whipping up the bush into a wild sea, it was still the dark quiet out there. I’d become accustomed to the peace. I had adapted.

But the noise was coming, in creeping degrees. I couldn’t feel it properly yet, so was unlikely to hear it, but it was kept at bay by the barest fraction; a dam ready to release the first trickle, an ant nest ready to send out its foraging troops. And that’s what I stood waiting for, the first signs of the flood – the first signs of humanity coming back.

But I thought none of this tonight; this night I stood, unable to think clearly at all, holding the railing because I had to, taking each breath deliberately. I didn’t stay long, and felt guilty for the time I had taken, and resented something unclear as I went back inside – perhaps I resented the assault on my senses, especially my hearing? For there was not one sense left unaffected on entering the cabin.

The card table had been moved aside, and a blanket was on the floor between the two chairs. Rohan was knelt amongst the scattered cushions; he was resting on his heels, boots still on, with his hands spread over his thighs. His shirt sleeves were rolled up. The top buttons of his faded shirt had been hastily undone and the collar reefed to one side.

His face was lifted to me.

The swaying flame of the fire took his fear and stretched it, sunk it deeper into his eye sockets and darkened the worry in every line. His fringe was thick over his forehead, and the stubble on his jaw long enough to highlight the grey. I remembered this face, on a similar night, half-lit in these same mellow colours, made hard by them. Almost a year ago I had looked into his face and imagined the self-sufficiency behind such a stare. But tonight he looked to me, laid down his winning hand and simply showed it to me; not so much giving in as saying, look, no red queen, no conflict – so shouldn’t that mean there is no loser?

Asked me, as if I knew.

I moved back to my spot beside Nicky. She was perched on the edge of the couch, and positioned herself behind where I stood, her fingers looping in my pockets, my belt – anything she could to keep me close, so she could press her face against me and use me as a shield from her sister’s pain.

‘Get down again,’ I said to Rohan. ‘See if you can see the head.’

Denny was on her knees and bent over the chair, her forehead pressed into the cushion and her neck arched. In a rare show of modesty, she had an oversized shirt on, probably for the benefit of Nicky. There’d been times though, when it seemed the light fabric had been too heavy, and she’d bunched it high up her back, away from anywhere below her waist. But that had been when she’d still been able to move, when there had been a break between contractions, before the pain had grown big enough to take her from us.

Rohan manoeuvred and wriggled under her.

There was a statistic I would’ve liked to have remembered – the one about deaths during childbirth in the time before medical intervention. I had a feeling it was shockingly high. In the months leading up to this, I’d ticked Denny’s body off in repeated reassuring checks – age: fine; hips: wide; fitness: excellent; flexibility: good. She seemed well-equipped. Rohan and I had grilled her and Nicky on family birthing stories, and the bigger she’d become the more we’d spoken of the labour. It had been reassuring to learn that Denny’s mother had given birth to all her five children naturally, and it was this I clung to now – feeling an affinity with the snowy-haired, dark-skinned woman I knew only through stories, and through the bright reminiscing eyes of her daughters.

Nicky pressed her long body against mine and watched over my shoulder. She had filled out as much as her slight frame allowed. She had legs that went on forever and a smile that touched your heart. Her hair had been braided into tight cornrows by Denny.

She tucked the bumps of her tightly bound hair into my neck. She whispered more to herself than me that it had been too long, and that Denny was tired.

Then, mixed in with Denny’s animal groaning, Rohan said, ‘I can see the head.’

I pulled up straighter. Rohan repeated this, a couple of times, probably because it sounded so bloody good, and although his voice was sapped of emotion, I sensed the hope in him. Nicky began to bounce on the balls of her feet. I tried to disentangle from her.

Because it had taken so long, and each faze of intensified pain had run a set course of hours, I expected the last bit to be as protracted. In truth, I’d thought pushing was labour; hours of pushing. When Rohan said he saw the head I was pleased because that meant the baby was the right way up, but I thought we were at the most critical point, the most painful, and possibly the longest. Surely the hardest part was to push the baby out?

There was no change in Denny’s groans or her posture – she strained as inconceivably as she had done the time before. She didn’t scream, or swear, or thrash and, above all, she was still only Denny – one person. That was by far the biggest shock: there was suddenly another person in the room. In my brother’s shaking hands there was a tiny human being. I’d been prepared for a baby, not a little person.

I’d watched it happen, watched Rohan reach under Denny and hold the head, watched him go down on one elbow and struggle to hold the quick rush of glistening body, and now I watched him tenderly put the moving little figure, with the umbilical cord still attached, to his chest and curl himself around the slippery bundle, but I was so overwhelmed by the sudden presence of this miniature human I couldn’t move. Nicky rushed to Denny, and helped her turn around, putting a pillow behind her and having her lean back against the chair. Nicky held the baby while Rohan cut the cord and tied it off. Denny was talking again, resting her head back and sighing and saying she couldn’t believe it. Her legs were bent and quivering, the quaver was also in her voice. There was some dark blood on the blanket around her, blood-tainted mucus on the inside of her leg. She was as pale as I’d ever seen her, but nothing really told of what she’d just done – the way she’d just infinitely expanded my world. She held out her arms for the baby and sobbed at the sight of Rohan’s beaming face; they all talked and moved and were earthbound. I don’t know where I was, but I was in no rush to end it – I only knew that my life had new purpose, I had a reason.

They misunderstood why I stood out of the circle and the unresponsive look on my face. They weren’t to know I was with them. Rohan’s face fell, and even though Denny was in the process of bonding with her baby, he held out his hands to take the baby from her. Once in his arms the child softened him, and he came to me with a smile and awe-affected eyes.

‘It’s a girl,’ he said.

I nodded without looking at her. He came right to me, but I stayed fixed on my brother’s face. He was struggling with the moment, and on the verge of tears. I started to say congratulations, but he shook his head.

‘Look at her.’

I already knew – I can’t say how, there was no way of knowing. Denny had admitted to not being sure if she was pregnant when she had told us, and the pregnancy had gone on so long it was verging on an immaculate conception. If she’d fallen pregnant earlier things might have been clearer, but it would seem conception occurred right in the midst of the time we were now compelled to never forget. It could have been either one of us.

So how do you know when you’re a father, when there are no tests to confirm it? And how is it possible to know before you even look down and see the child?

I took a deep breath and readied for pain like a dagger to the heart. I prepared to be strong for my brother, and for my daughter.

She was small, so very small, and it hurt. She was the unwashed, blonde and ruddy-skinned, female image of a baby we passed every day; a baby in photo, a photo of me – an uncanny likeness. But the resemblance hardly mattered, because more than that, she was absolutely unique.

I suddenly had no reservations in holding her and took her carefully from Rohan; he stepped back when I had her.

I whispered hello, and she clawed the air with her tiny fingers and made a sound like a newborn cat. She peeked at the world through puffy eyes. Her face was screwed up into deep creases, and she gripped the blanket in tight fists.

I looked over her; weakened at the knees by this angry little girl.

‘She’s beautiful,’ I said, looking at Denny.

Denny was smiling; I don’t think just because she was a mother, but because she was able to stop striving. She’d achieved what she’d set out to do – we were a strong unit, and it showed as a deep contentment in her eyes. We were a family.

I walked my little girl in a circle in front of the fire. I would have liked to lift her up and hold her before me. I touched her still-wet skin and let her grip my fingers, and uttered low baby babble I didn’t know was in me. There was a heavy silence all around me, but just for now, a sweet moment, I bent my head to my daughter and ignored it.

It was a glimpse of the upturned face of Nicky that set me back on course, and looking over at Rohan’s dark restless shape I hoped I’d not done any damage. I stepped over the cushions towards him. He bent his head apologetically.

‘She’s gorgeous,’ I said.

His face crumpled. ‘No.’

‘Congratulations.’

‘No.’

‘Take your daughter.’

‘Don’t say it.’

‘Rohan? She’s yours.’

He sank down to sit on the edge of the couch. I sat beside him and slid his daughter across onto his knee. I slapped him on the back.

‘You bloody old bastard. A dad. God, I pity the lessons she’ll get from her old man. But then again, you have a look in those eyes – I’ve a horrible suspicion we’re all in for trouble, because she might just have the mind of her mum.’

He shook his head numbly.

‘Rohan was blond,’ I said, looking up at Denny and Nicky, ‘when he was a boy.’

‘Not blond,’ Rohan murmured, ‘just lighter.’

‘And anyway, it’s a throwback gene. I hope she gets her mother’s skin. She looks a little dark?’

‘She looks like you, Shannon,’ Rohan said.

‘But we look alike. Denny says it all the time. It’s no good, I tell you – looking at your ugly mug every day and knowing that’s what I’m headed for. And anyway, everyone looks like someone else in the family.’

‘We can’t pretend this.’

‘Rohan, she’s your daughter —’

‘Stop it,’ Denny cut in, ‘both of you. Rohan, for God’s sake, pull yourself together.’

We looked up.

‘You know, you do ask a lot,’ Rohan muttered at her.

‘She doesn’t belong to anyone,’ Denny said. ‘We’re a family, all of us.’ Her voice softened. ‘We can all love her. There’re no first dibs on that. No title that matters. And I get the feeling she’s going to need all of us. We owe it to her to all be there. We brought her into this world, and I don’t think growing up in it is going to be anything like what we had.’

‘I agree with Denny,’ I said. ‘We should do it together. We’ll all have important roles in her life.’

Rohan nodded.

‘Nevertheless,’ I continued, ‘someone has to be called Dad. And it has to be Rohan. He delivered her. He is the dad. Look at him!’ I wrapped my arm around his shoulders. ‘He’s a big bloody softie, crying at the drop of a hat, going grey with the worry already; bugger that. Anyway, she’ll be sleeping with her mum and it’s only right that her dad’s in beside her. And no-one can dispute that he fills the grumpy old man criteria to a tee.’

Denny was holding my gaze. I smiled at her.

‘It’s too hard,’ Rohan said.

‘I know,’ Denny conceded. ‘But only because we make it that way. It shouldn’t be about ownership. We don’t have to know; it’s enough what we feel.’

I leant in to Rohan. ‘Dad all the same,’ I said out of the corner of my mouth. ‘I’ll be a much better uncle.’

Rohan looked at me intently, and I gave him the serious confirmation he needed. For a while his eyes blazed back in gratitude, and then he broke into a grin that sprung up as if long suppressed.

‘You have no idea how much I wanted this,’ he said, looking down at his daughter, ‘wanted so bad to be a father. None of the women I met wanted children. I don’t know – mention three kids and they’d run a mile.’

I fought the urge to kiss him on the cheek.

‘I thought this would never happen.’

‘Have you and Denny decided on a name?’ I asked.

He looked up at Denny and she nodded.

‘We thought after Mum,’ Rohan said. ‘If you think it’s all right? Tessa Cassidy Scott.’

‘Tessa,’ I murmured.

‘Hey, little Tessa,’ Rohan breathed softly, turning his full attention to her. ‘Now I’m afraid you’ve got a dad who wanted this too much and waited a little too long. I can’t say that’ll do you much good. There will be so many lessons and way too much advice. My father did it to me, it drove me nuts, and I’ll remember him always because of it. So to start the ball rolling I think it’s only right that my first bit of advice is about your mother.’ He looked over at Denny. ‘Now, she might be beautiful – and by God she is – but you mustn’t get blindsided like your dad, because she’s also very clever. So, Tessa Scott, let this be your first lesson.’ Tessa squirmed. ‘Listen to your mother,’ Rohan said, dropping his voice to a low murmur just for his daughter. ‘The New World appreciates a cunning girl.’
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