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The rough weather conditions over Bass Strait rattled the aircraft and several times it dropped, taking my stomach with it. I glanced about at the pale, tense faces of the other passengers, wondering if they were reviewing their lives, and finding them wanting. In a way I was invincible. I had brushed death so close, it did not frighten me anymore. When we landed at Hobart airport, the storm rumbled overhead, spitting lightning and pouring rain, and then dispersed as if it had never been.

The sun shone.

I collected my luggage and went over to the hire car counter, and then had to wait for my request to be processed. The chair was hard and unfriendly, and I watched the passing human stream with indifferent eyes, their impatience, excitement and, occasionally, sorrow not touching me at all. It was as though I were watching the world through bars, locked away on my own. And that was exactly how I had felt these past six months. The passionate woman who had channeled everything into her life and work now seemed like someone else.

‘Wouldn’t you rather have other people around you?’ Bolten had asked me, his sharp eyes compassionate.

I had hesitated, wondering how I could explain it to him. I had many friends, and at first they had rallied around me. But as time went on, I found I preferred my own company. Especially when the headaches started. I thought now of the past five years and the hectic pace I had set for myself. Never a moment alone, always the push and drive and ambition that had in the end made me famous. My life had been shaped and moulded, sometimes by forces beyond my control. And Ian had been there, from the first day. My husband and manager, my lover and friend.

He and I had been going to a party the night it happened. Driving through the rainy streets of Melbourne. Strangely, we’d been having one of our very rare arguments. I don’t know how it had started, but one word had led to another, and suddenly the thing had flared up into a full-scale war.

He said things that hurt, and so did I. I knew we would have apologised and made up later. I knew it ... I clung to it. But we never had a chance. All in an instant, the other car had come at me from a side street, I tried to turn to avoid it, skidded on the wet road, and hit a tree.

Ian died that night. I had been only slightly injured, not even badly enough to stop me working. I had finished the film. But the headaches had begun not long afterwards, excruciating things that no amount of over-the-counter cures could dull. I’d had X-rays and brain scans and other tests I’d never heard of. They’d examined my skull inside and out, and found nothing. The headaches went on.

But it was more than that.

The headaches seemed to be a catalyst, and the disintegration of my life followed. I was due to begin another movie a month later, but my ability to put myself fully into a new role had deserted me. I was floundering, directionless. As if Ian had been the pivot around which I turned, and now he was dead, I could no longer function. The movie would begin with or without me, I knew that. Memories can be very short in show business, and all actors are expendable. There was always someone newer, better and younger looming on the horizon. I needed to get my act together again, before it was too late.

That was what this journey was all about. Finding myself—I winced at the cliche—and Tasmania was just the place to find oneself. Tall mountains and misty rain, cold lakes and lonely fishermen, pretty cottages and green hills. So many corners where one could be alone.

'I'm always here,’ Bolten had said. ‘If you feel at all concerned, call me.’ There was a genuineness in his voice.

I had smiled the smile Ian had loved. Wide and confident, it had once beamed out from countless glossy magazines, here and overseas. Only now the confidence wavered about the edges, as if another, more sensitive self had taken my place. And the eyes which had gazed so straight and sure were shadowed by pain and un-happiness ... and guilt. Ian was dead and I was alive. And it was as if his death had released a new Kate O’Hara, a stranger in familiar clothing.
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‘Miss O’Hara?’

I looked up sharply. The girl had obviously been calling my name for some time-—her smile had grown rigid.

‘We have your car, Ms O’Hara. If you’ll just sign these papers?’ She lifted her voice brightly at the end of the sentence.

I signed the papers, barely glancing at them.

‘Excuse me, Ms O’Hara,’ and the girl’s voice had lost its professional brittleness. ‘Weren’t you in The Lost Ones?’

She was wearing that half-scared, half-fascinated expression that said ‘celebrity’. I was used to that look, and I smiled. ‘Yes, I was.’ The film had done better than anyone had expected at the box office and picked up a number of awards along the way. I had been pleased with my performance, surprised that the poised woman on the screen was me, two weeks after losing Ian.

‘Are you staying long?’ the girl was asking, looking suddenly very young.

I focused my thoughts. ‘Three weeks. I’m leasing a cottage.’ A cottage far from the late nights, early mornings and half-hysteria that characterised many movie-making ventures. A cottage far from Bolten’s tests and the bright lights of hospitals, and places that reminded me of Ian and set the memories humming in my head. A cottage where I would take myself and my life in hand and decide what to do with both.

‘Oh ...” The girl was looking disappointed. ‘I thought you might be making a film here.’

‘Not this time.’ And I smiled goodbye, collected up my luggage and walked towards the automatic doors.

I found the car, a late model. I took a moment to examine the dashboard and familiarise myself with the various dials and knobs and switches before starting the engine. The car park was nearly empty, and I had no trouble turning out onto the street and following the signs.

I was used to driving in the city, used to the aggressive tug and pull of drivers trying to be first to the lights and first to get away, and I had automatically geared myself up for such a battle. But now, as the kilometres slipped by, the tension drained out of me. I gazed about at the green hills and gentle hollows, and felt a kind of unfamiliar peace stealing into my soul.

Then I saw the river.

The real estate agent I had dealt with in Melbourne, Robert Tuck—’Call me Bob’—had been familiar with Tasmania. ‘I left when I was eighteen,’ he said, with a wistful look. ‘Life moves at a slower pace down there.’

‘It sounds ideal,’ I smiled.

‘Leeward is one of those pretty postcard sort of places,’ he went on, smiling back. ‘A bit of a tourist trap, I’m afraid, but unspoiled for all that. It’s about ten minutes’ drive north from Leeward to get to the cottage. It’s been in my family for over a hundred years, but as far as I know we’ve never lived in it permanently. A holiday cottage.’

‘The cottage by the river.’

‘That’s right.’ He picked up his pen, turning it from end to end nervously. ‘I did explain to you, didn’t I, Ms O’Hara? The cottage is a bit, well, primitive.’

‘No mod cons?’ I murmured, making a joke of it.

He smiled, but still looked concerned. ‘It is connected to the electricity, but that’s so unreliable it hardly counts. And there are no near neighbours. You’ll be quite cut off from the outside world.’

‘It sounds ... isolated,’ I agreed.

‘Exactly!’ Bob seemed to think that as an actress, I would find such circumstances insupportable. Wither from lack of attention, perhaps. Ian would have hated it. The thought surfaced, mocking me. I shut it away.

I leaned forward towards Bob. ‘Look, that doesn’t matter to me. You see, I want to do some painting. It used to be a hobby of mine and I’ve hardly touched a brush for years. I want my own company for a couple of weeks. Don’t worry, I’ll be all right.’

But I had seen the doubt lingering in his eyes.
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I followed the river, more or less. The waters would flash silver through the trees, and then vanish for a time as the road veered away. But always, the two pursued the same destiny, as if they had no choice. I wondered whether it really mattered that I had trained as an actor and become famous. Did anything that anyone did really matter? There was only ever one end to the story, wasn’t there? No matter how many corners turned and how many detours taken, the destination was the same for everyone. Eventually. Some, like Ian, just got there sooner than others. ‘Grim thoughts, Kate,’ I murmured to myself, and turned on the radio. The music suited the scenery and I let it soothe me like the swirl of a paint brush, blending and softening my emotions. It had been a long time since I had painted. I didn’t even know if I still could paint. Like so many things, I had put it on hold while I built my career. Focus, Kate, Ian used to say. Focus on what’s important. And that meant my acting career.

After a while, I stopped for take-away coffee and a sandwich and a few supplies for the cottage. The air was sweet and clear and I breathed it in with pleasure. When I started off again, the river was back beside me, and now I felt its presence like an old friend.

I knew a little of Tasmania’s history, some remembered from my schooldays and some picked up from novels and television and movies. I knew that it had been called Van Diemen’s Land in the old days, and had been a penal settlement, a place of punishment. Macquarie Harbour, a lonely, savage place on the west coast, had been called Hell’s Gates by those unfortunate enough to be sent there. Port Arthur, a top tourist destination, still retained a sense of suffering, overlaid now by the tragedy of the more recent dead.

As I drove, more of Tasmania’s past came back to me. Bushrangers such as Brady and Cash and Howe had terrorised the early settlers, and the Tasmanian Aborigines had been almost wiped out. Tasmania’s roads had been famous when those in the rest of the country were nothing but dirt tracks. Road gangs swung picks and shovelled and carted stone to build them. The bridges in Tasmania were some of the oldest in Australia. And now—I looked about at the soft, wistful landscape—one would never know that this beautiful place harboured such a dark and grim past.

Eventually, the road sign to Leeward came up, and I realised the little town was just ahead. The sign told me that Leeward was ‘A Tidy Town’ as well as a ‘Historic Town’. Good for Leeward, I thought.

My car topped a rise and there, clustered in a hollow in the hills, was a pleasant jumble of wooden and stone buildings, softened by huge old English trees. It was early autumn and the leaves were just turning to golds and reddy-oranges. They glowed like precious jewels by the riverside and in the streets of the little town.

I slowed down to the regulation speed limit. Leeward, from what I could see of it, consisted of a couple of shops, a garage and a pub. The place had the sort of smug confidence that historic towns gain over years of being told how pretty they are.

Leeward dozed in the late afternoon sun, watching me pass with half-closed, incurious eyes. And then it was fading in my rear-view mirror, and the bush enclosed me. The river sparkled a moment beside the road and then was gone, hidden behind trees and the slope of a hill. Sunlight flickered through the leaves and branches, making my eyes ache. I wondered, uneasily, if it would bring on one of the blinding headaches which had first sent me to see Bolten.

Not much further, I told myself.

There was the turn off, just where Bob Tuck had said it would be. A strip of bitumen through two rough fence posts and what remained of a gate, dragged to one side and left to rot. I slowed down carefully and turned in.

The hire car bounced and rattled over the potholes—the road would be a nightmare to negotiate after rain. Halfway along, the gravel suddenly gave way to dirt road. The car jolted and stalled. I restarted it grimly, going forward at a laboured crawl.

The trees were thicker here, and I felt as if I were heading deeper into the bush rather than towards a holiday cottage. The light seemed dimmer, the air chillier. I wondered suddenly, uneasily, if I were on the right road after all.

I had just decided to stop and turn back when the road widened out into a turning circle and there, before me, was the back of the cottage. And beyond it, the shimmering silver waters of the river.

I stopped the car and sat, just staring.

The cottage was built of grey blocks of stone, probably hand cut. Compared to the mellow, ethereal buildings in Leeward, it seemed solid and uncompromising. Here I am, it said, take me or leave me.

There were vines growing over part of the back wall—a futile attempt to soften that intractable look. Tendrils reached out to begin to encircle a water tank nearby. Bob had warned me the cottage did not have town water.

The garden was overgrown, clumps of scented geraniums and kiss-me-quick amongst sprawling white daisies and purple veronicas, and the bush crowding in. It had a wonderful feel to it; one would never know what might be under the leaves, waiting to be found.

Is this where I ‘find myself, I wondered, in this silent, abandoned place?

After the hum of the car and the jarring rattle of the potholes, the quiet was like a solid thing, encasing me and the cottage. The idea made me shiver, and then I laughed at my own thoughts. It was just that I was used to the rush of the city—even the song of a bird in my tiny backyard was played to an accompaniment of passing traffic, lawn mowers and neighbours’ quarrels.

I opened the car door and climbed out.

Now I could see that there was a narrow, roughly paved path leading around the side of the cottage. I negotiated abundant shrubs and slippery, moss-covered bricks, and found myself on an open verandah at the front of the cottage. Before me, the ground fell away, gently at first and then more steeply, towards a tiny jetty.

And the river.

Spellbound, I looked across the stretch of water. How far was it to the other side? I had never been good at judging distances. The land over there was a patchwork of greens and browns and soft blues. A tractor droned in the far distance, and cows groaned, impatient to be milked. A bird flew low over the water, almost touching the surface. As I watched it landed neatly, settling its wings, and floated.

Behind me a cricket began to rasp, gathering strength from the fading light. The sun was slanting across the top of the cottage, throwing long shadows down the grassy bank. I took a deep breath, and felt as if I were breathing in something wonderful. Another deep breath and I turned from my inspection of the river, back to the cottage.

The verandah was narrow, only about three paces wide, and the bricks that paved it had been worn down by the years into a series of shallow peaks and troughs. A couple of old milk churns did service as pots for plants—tough-looking scarlet geraniums. Either side of the door was a little window, the glass freshly cleaned. Bob had told me that one of the locals kept an eye on the place and, before my arrival, would arrange for a thorough cleaning.

The cleaning had not extended to the outside, I thought with amusement. Someone’s old gum-boots waited loyally beside the door, and a bird had made a nest under a corner of the eaves, speckling the verandah with a pattern of white and black droppings.

On the other side of the cottage, the bush had closed in on an old gum tree. Twisted and torn by the years, it bowed precariously over the roof. The setting sun shone through the leaves, reddening them to the colour of blood. The shadows dripped.

Bob had warned me that it was primitive. Certainly not everyone’s idea of a holiday house. But then I was not on an ordinary holiday. A feeling of calm contentment welled up inside me. Almost as if I belonged here. The feeling was so unfamiliar and so intense, it was a moment before I could bring myself out of it.

It’s getting dark, Kate, I thought, amused. Are you going to stand out here all night, communing with nature, or are you going to take a look inside?

I searched in my purse for the key. There was a new lock in the door, all shiny and reassuring. I wondered, surprised, whether they had much trouble with thieves here. Housebreaking seemed so much a city problem, and Leeward was surely too small and too isolated to be the sort of place chosen by lawless refugees from the city.

I creaked open the mesh door, and slid the key into the heavy old wooden door. The lock turned silently and the door swung in. The darkness came to meet me, heavy with the musty odour of neglect and the sharper, newer smell of pine disinfectant.

I climbed the single step, and found that I was standing in a narrow passageway which ran from the front to the back of the cottage. It really wasn’t as dark as I had first thought. It was just that the sun was now behind the cottage; in the morning it would be beaming through those front windows, filling the place with light.

A door to my left led to a small, gloomy room with a covered window. I went in and leaned across a sofa to haul up the moth-eaten Roman blind. Now I could see that this was a sitting room. It was furnished with old bits and pieces, nothing matching.

‘Decor by St Vincent de Paul,’ I murmured, looking around. There was a lumpy sofa and two threadbare armchairs, as well as a coffee table which looked as if it had been hammered together in a woodwork class by somebody’s son. The bookcase was constructed of planks and bricks, and the cupboard was seriously water-damaged. There was an open fireplace, hidden behind a faded arrangement of dried flowers, with a pile of neatly stacked logs in a basket on a corner of the hearth. A painting hung above the mantel, very dark and Victorian-looking.

The bedroom was on the opposite side of the cottage. A double bed had been squeezed into the little room, the flowered quilt freshly laundered. A narrow wardrobe held a few bits and pieces belonging to previous occupants, including a hat and thongs. A carved box wafted camphor when I lifted the lid, and contained spare sheets and blankets.

There was a tiny bathroom-cum-laundry at the back of the cottage, with a stone trough and something that looked suspiciously like a rusty flat iron. I picked it up curiously, feeling the weight of it. Imagine, I thought, being a woman a hundred years ago. I almost felt the heat of the fire, heard the constant thump of the iron, smelt the clean, crisp linen.

The image hovered at the edges of my mind, a shadow against the light, and then dissolved and was gone. I put the iron back gently, and went to explore the kitchen.

It was also small, but had everything I would need for my stay. A wood-burning stove that looked as if it had done good service, a small fridge which did not appear to be working at the moment, a sink and cupboard and a table. There was a good supply of crockery and cutlery, oddments and remnants, nothing matching. A large lamp had been placed on the table, and beside it a couple of candles, a tarnished candle holder, and a box of matches with the name of a motel chain printed across the cover.

After a brief search, I found the overhead light switch on the wall, and flicked it. As I feared, nothing. I tried again, but it made no difference. Bob had told me the electricity supply was dodgy. 'I'll just have to pretend I’m Florence Nightingale,’ I joked to myself. After Bob’s warning, I had gone out and bought myself a good torch and plenty of batteries, as well as a portable cassette player.

'I'll soon get used to doing without,’ I told myself firmly. ‘Pretend it’s a film set. Wuthering Heights!’

But the words fell flat. Ian’s face came into my mind, so solid and real he could have been standing before me. What the bell are you doing here? he asked me, eyes glinting with the half-smile he knew always won me over. Focus, Kate, for God’s sake!

Three weeks, I thought nervously. Could I really survive three weeks here, all alone? Did I want to?

‘Leeward’s only just up the road,’ I said aloud. ‘And the cottage is very ... cosy.’

And, Ian said in my head, you can always pack up and go home. Back to the real world.

‘Yes,’ I sighed. ‘There’s that.’ I went to fetch my luggage. Outside, the day was settling down to evening. Soon it would be too dark to see. Back inside the cottage again, I opened all the windows and pulled up the blinds, and then I went into the kitchen and inspected the lamp.

How difficult can this be? I asked myself. The bowl of the lamp was transparent, and I could see the fuel inside. Plenty of it. There was a knob on the side of the bowl, no doubt for increasing the flow of fuel to the wick. The glass lifted off easily, and I saw that the wick was black with use. Well then, it must work! And when I turned the knob and struck a match, the wick did catch well enough. The acrid scent made my nose twitch and, carefully, I set the glass cover back over the flame. I watched it flicker, brighten for a moment ... and die.

Slowly, patiently, I went through the process again. And again the light died. The third time, my hands were shaking. I felt tears sting my eyes and was powerless to stop them. This time the match broke and I let it fall. Slowly I sat down on one of the sturdy old chairs, put my elbows on the table and my head in my hands. The tears slid down my chin and wet my sleeves.

Suddenly I was back in my worst nightmare. The grey night, the blur of car lights, the rain against the windscreen, almost too heavy for the wipers to cope. And Ian’s voice, shouting, his face twisted in anger. 'I'm always there for you!’ he was saying. ‘What the hell have you got to complain about?’

‘You ask that!’ I screamed. ‘How can you ask that?’

‘You’re selfish, Kate! You always have been!’

And then we had hit the tree, and there was only silence.

The headaches had started after I had finished shooting the movie. Bolten performed numerous examinations and then one day he called me into his office for a chat. ‘There’s another possibility, you know,’ he said. ‘These headaches may not have a physical cause at all.’

Until then, I hadn’t even considered such an explanation of my problem. I stared at him blankly. Bolten smiled reassuringly. ‘It’s just a possibility, Ms O’Hara. Headaches can stem from what we call “stress” or grief or guilt. Do you see what I’m getting at?’

Psychosomatic! He thinks you feel guilty because I died and you’re alive, Ian’s amused voice informed me. He thinks you feel like you killed me. Did you kill me, Kate? Suddenly I felt cold and afraid. What would Bolten say if I told him Ian spoke to me in my head?

‘I don’t believe I could imagine such pain,’ I had replied in a voice that trembled. ‘I don’t believe it.’

Bolten nodded, watching me. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘In that case, we’ll do some more tests. I’ll arrange for you to spend a few days in hospital.’ He went on, listing various medical procedures. He sounded professional, clever and kind. But I had stopped listening to him. Suddenly I was so tired I could hardly keep my eyes open. And I knew I couldn’t face any more tests, not yet. I needed some time alone, that’s what it was. How long was it since I had had a holiday? Not a weekend away, promoting myself and mingling, but a proper old-fashioned holiday? It was so long, I couldn’t even remember.

When I blurted the words out, Bolten lifted his eyebrows. And later, when I told him where I was going, he hadn’t liked the idea of my being on my own at the cottage. But I had insisted. What could he do? Forbid it? No, I wanted time and space to come to terms with my life and myself. My career was at a crisis point, and now Bolten was suggesting my headaches were psychosomatic. The frightening thing was, perhaps he was right.
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The past gave way to the present. I was sitting in the dark, crying as I hadn’t cried for a long time. I drew a shaky breath and wiped my face with my palms, sniffing loudly.

‘Pull yourself together, Kate O’Hara!’ I said to myself. I did, just. But I felt as if I were bound together with a very cheap brand of sticky tape, likely to come apart again at any moment.

Picking up the matches once more, I stuck a candle into the candle holder and lit it. The flame wavered ineffectually, then brightened. Soon I would try to light the stove and boil the kettle. But not just yet.

I walked to the door and peered out through the mesh—both doors and windows were mesh-covered to keep out the insects. Outside, the evening light had gone, the last gleam on the water had faded. I stared into the darkness, listening.

Crickets sang, and a frog croaked intermittently, lazily, as if it had all the time in the world. Somewhere far away, a car roared and faded. The stars began to twinkle in the velvet of the sky and a big moon slowly rose. A faint breeze stirred the old gum tree beside the cottage, causing its leaves to brush on the roof and some of the branches to tap like fingers knocking against the primitive guttering.

For a moment, I thought I saw a movement in the darkness, a shape on the river. But then it was gone, blending into the shadows. I shivered, suddenly cold, and closed the door on the night, locking myself in with my thoughts.
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I slept heavily and woke late. Sunlight was already pouring in through the windows, and the birds were full of noisy contentment. I realised I had forgotten to close the windows last night, despite my caution in locking the front door.

I lay a moment, preparing myself to rise and begin the day. It was odd, but I had had no trouble sleeping since Ian died. It was the waking hours I had difficulty with. Sleep was easy, a relief, in a way. If I could, I would have spent all day and night sleeping. Sleep meant I didn’t have to think.

The kettle was cold, and I shoved a new piece of wood into the stove as well as some kindling. It had taken me several tries last night, but I had finally got the fire to burn without billowing smoke. Burn enough, at least, to boil the kettle. I hadn’t attempted to cook any food, but had made do with a few sandwiches left over from the drive down. Hardly designed to ‘build up my strength’. I had always been slim—well, let’s be honest, thin. I couldn’t afford not to eat. And yet lately I had found it difficult to keep up the pretence of a good appetite.

There didn’t seem much point.

The kettle began to steam, and I made my cup of tea and took it outside onto the verandah. The sun slanted in, warming my bare feet, and I
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