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      Dedicated to my darling friend Val, a true soul sister. Thank you for all the years of our treasured friendship and all of our history adventures. Having you as a part of my ‘history’ has only made my life richer. Here’s to many more adventures in the future!
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            NOTE ABOUT AMY ROBSART.

          

        

      

    

    
      Amy Robsart married Robert Dudley when they were both around eighteen years old. It appeared to be a love match—one started in 1549 when Robert accompanied his father John Dudley, then the Earl of Warwick, to put down the Kett’s Rebellion in Norfolk during the reign of Edward VI. The only legitimate child and thus heiress of her father, Amy was born and raised close to the epicentre of this uprising.

       The first years of their marriage doused their love match deeply into the hard realities of Tudor life. John Dudley – who was made the Duke of Northumberland in 1551 – attempted to place Lady Jane Grey, his new daughter-in-law, on the throne. It only resulted in tragedy after tragedy for the Dudleys. Mary Tudor’s accession to the throne resulted in John Dudley’s beheading, and the imprisonment in the Tower of London of Jane Grey and the five Dudley brothers in 1553. Guildford Dudley and his wife Jane were both executed early the next year, after another failed rebellion. For over a year, Robert and his surviving brothers (John, Ambrose and Henry) remained in the Tower. Robert was allowed conjugal visits with Amy. He also may have seen Elizabeth Tudor during her two months of imprisonment in the Tower.

      John died soon after their release in January 1555. While fighting for Philip of Spain in 1557, Robert witnessed a cannonball killing his brother Henry. Ambrose lived a long life (for a Tudor) but never had any surviving children.

      When Elizabeth became queen in 1558, Robert spent most of his time at court. He financially supported Amy, and his letters showed he still cared for her, but it appeared he now gave all his devotion to Elizabeth. On the 8th of September 1560, Amy was discovered dead, her neck broken, at the bottom of a short flight of stairs. Robert was at court, enjoying the celebrations for Elizabeth’s twenty-seventh birthday, which happened the day before.

      No one ever solved the mystery of Amy’s death.

Family Trees from Lucy's Writing Journal.:
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        Let me count the shades of Yellow:

        first, a bright morn

        in a golden dell

        cowslips’ bells knell

        welcoming cockcrow

        as fairies dance

        their salute to spring

        drinking dew

        From a sacred chalice.

      

      

      

      
        
        Betrayal, illness, life giving warmth

        Yellow can mean

        so many things

        But fairies also know

        yellow warns danger

        and the need to seek refuge

        in their fairy dell

        hiding in cowslip blooms

        But let me return

        to that bright morn

        painting the world

        with so much joy

        How can it not?

        For yellow is the optimist

        full of hope

        full of gold

        when all is reborn

        with magic

        To create

        And when you do

        close your eyes

        and see the fairy dell.
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        ‘Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer

        The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune

        Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,

        And, by opposing, end them?’

        Hamlet, William Shakespeare.

      

      

      

      ‘You can’t go all that way alone. Not now, Lucy.’  

      Lucy winced. Her mother’s voice quivered with the threat of tears as the resident Magpie family in the bushland beside their home began their afternoon warble.

      I need to stay strong. I must do this. Kneeling on the floor, she shoved the last pile of clothes into her luggage. Her mother stood in the doorway of her bedroom, hands on hips, legs apart, as if that would prevent Lucy from leaving. The light behind melded her mother’s short grey hair into a crown of shining silver.

      Lucy’s resolve weakened. She swallowed and averted her gaze. ‘You know I love you, Mum, but it’s my life, and my decision,’ she said.

      Her mother’s silence cut into the room like a scream.

      The headache was back.  Not as bad as other times, but bad enough. Trying to ignore her mother’s blatant distress and what felt like a tightening band around her skull, Lucy tugged the zipper closed. With nothing left to pack, she straightened, glad her bag no longer weighed the twenty kilos it had weighed yesterday.

      A 2010 calendar hung close to her desk, with 25th of May encircled in red, and ‘Flight to London’ written underneath in bold capitals. Surely, I’ve enough packed for six weeks? I can always go to a charity shop if I need something. Arranging this trip, she had tried hard to stamp down on her tendencies to be disorganised and sometimes scatty. She had tried harder to forget the last five years, and all the suffering and still open hurts.

      The aboriginal painting on the wall near the calendar brought her back to the reality that she was not the only one with unhealed wounds. Wounds still festering on the soul of her country.

      The painting’s warm earth colours sang of the artist’s deep connection to country, as indigenous Australians beautifully said, reminded her how deep-rooted Australia’s first people were to their land, to the country she also proudly called home.

      Beside it hung a print of a delicately drawn cowslip fairy by Cicely Barker. The picture had been a birthday present from Aunt Jo and Aunt Mara, given to her on one of her childhood visits to England. She had always loved it.

      When she was a child, she used to build fairy houses out of twigs and blossoms in the garden of her family home. She used to believe that fairies danced around these houses to welcome the dawn. She was proud of her Welsh and Irish blood, and glad those two ancestries dominated her English blood. Britain’s stories and legends were part of her DNA. They were her stories and legends. But nothing would change the fact she was an Australian – heart and soul. Her bones would become part of its earth. She shivered. But not for a long while, please.

      She gnawed at her bottom lip. How simple it had all seemed months ago, when she had arranged her leave from teaching and booked the flight to London. Her plan was to go to England to make certain she’d done a good enough job of describing English settings. Then she would come home to work on the manuscript one last time. Everything was going as planned until three days ago, when the results of her annual check-up turned her life into an awful, ironic joke.

      Her head pounded. Not wanting to get her painkillers in plain view of her mother, she lumbered back to her feet, pulled her wheelie bag upright, and gathered the travel documents from the end of the bed. She put them on her desk alongside the bag that would carry her computer and other necessities. If the carrier loses my clothes on the twenty-three or more-hour journey, at least I’ll still have fresh undies to wear.

      She gazed around her bedroom, the room she grew up in, her refuge then, her refuge now. Flung over the back of her chair was the hooded camel coat she was going to wear over the comfortable clothes chosen for the flight, with her flat shoes beneath her desk, ready to slip on in the morning. In the university graduation photo on her desk, her proud father was like a bright star between her and her mother.

      No longer able to look at her happy father, dead from a heart attack only months after her graduation, only days after her return from her honeymoon, she dared not glance at her living, unhappy mother. ‘I have to go, Mum,’ she said, pierced by time’s finality. This long trip would be the first one she had ever done alone. But she must live her life alone.

      ‘Don’t be a fool. You’re running away, Lucy,’ her mother said. ‘Running away,’ she repeated louder.

      Lucy stiffened. Solid ground seemed to shift and break under her feet. Heart drumming loud in her ears, she covered the breast she still struggled to think of as a real breast. Five years ago, when they had told her she had breast cancer, she wanted to run away, too.

      Day by day, time teetered her closer to divorce, closer to her thirtieth birthday. Closer to death. She stood on the edge of an abyss.

      ‘I didn’t ask for this.’ Her bitter, angry words cracked in the room like thunder.

      Her mother’s face crumbled. Lucy inhaled a steadying breath before dashing over to hug her, ‘Please don’t cry.’ She shut her mouth tight, fighting back the words in her mind: If you do, I will too.

      Her mother broke away but kept hold of her hands. ‘Please, Lucy. Please, I beg you, reconsider.’

      Lucy sighed and let go of her mother. Unable to give her mother the answer she begged for, she rubbed her thumb knuckle between her brows. She cringed at her reflection in the oval mirror of her antique dressing table. Large hazel eyes dominated her far-too-thin, pale face. Already, shadows hollowed her cheeks. I didn’t look sick three days ago. Get told you may have cancer – again – and everything falls apart.

      Livid at the unfairness of life–the unfairness of her life–she pushed her dark, wavy hair behind her ears. Her hair had taken its time to regain its former health and pass her shoulders again.

      Ben loved her hair. At parties, she often sat on the floor, with her back against his legs, so he could toy with it. He had loved to brush it before bed; over and over, leading to a night of passion. Two years ago, when her hair grew strong and thick again, she’d believed the bad times were behind her at last. Only to discover that he, the man she loved and now came close to hating, the man who had vowed at their wedding to be by her side through sickness and health, had forsaken her for someone else.

      In the mirror, her face smouldered into a mask of ugliness. Someone else? She swallowed her urge to vomit. From their first days of university, Nicola had been one of her best friends, but that didn’t stop her from snaring Ben. Sleeping with Ben. Good riddance. I’m better off without her. And far better off without him.

      As if she guessed where Lucy’s thoughts had gone, her mother came closer. ‘You should tell Ben.’

      She laughed, searing her throat with hurt and anger. ‘Come on, Mum, we’re almost divorced. It’s hard enough when he texts me about our dog and selling our block of land. The only time I want to see him is when I grab Misty from him for my Saturdays with her. Otherwise, I want nothing more to do with him.’

      Raking at her short hair, her mother’s fingers shook. ‘Well, maybe you should. A marriage takes two to make and two to break. You admitted you often pushed him away, rather than let him help you. You did that to everyone.’

      She blinked. ‘Are you taking his side?’

      Her mother shook her head and then lowered it. ‘No, no, of course not. But he’s still your husband. You’ve not even changed your will. God forbid, if anything was to happen to you, Lucy, Ben still holds your Medical Power of Attorney. Sweetheart, as things stand, they would expect him to sort out everything, not me.’ Her mother wrung her hands. ‘What Ben did was dreadful. But the last time…’ She raised tear-bright eyes. ‘Cancer and that book became your entire life. So many times, you shut out everybody – especially Ben.’

      For months before they separated, Ben had repeated almost the same words about her novel until it became a litany, torturing their last days together. It hurt her deeply that he seemed to not understand how writing her novel gave her a purpose belonging only to her – and helped her come to terms with her new, changed body.

      Disturbed and hurt to hear her mother speak the same concerns, she plonked on the double bed, pushing the heels of her hands hard into the mattress. Her mother had always had a far less complicated view on life. At least, with all her mother’s maddening efforts to get her to forgive Ben, that was how it seemed. How could she make her mother understand – to really understand at last? ‘I was fighting for my life,’ she said slowly. ‘Then I had to get used to the new me.’ 

      Her mother crossed her arms and held onto them tightly. ‘Yes, love, I know.’ Her voice trembled. ‘You fought a good battle and got a second chance. That’s why I can’t understand you doing this – running away when you may need to fight again.’ She lifted a hand to her throat as if she was choking. ‘This tumour could be cancer. You shouldn’t delay your biopsy just because you want to go to England.’

      ‘Mum –’ She wasn’t too certain if she could explain. She was having enough trouble making sense of it to herself. A loose button on her old shirt caught her attention. She swirled it and spoke softly, ‘I’ve no control over anything. My body. My marriage. This is the only thing I can control...’

      Her mother grabbed her arm. ‘How does that justify you going overseas? You’re turning your back on your chance to gain control.’ Her mother swiped the tears trickling down her face, swatting them away as if flies. As if swatting away her misery.

      She ignored her mother’s pleading eyes. She was determined not to feel guilty. Guilty about what? Wanting to write? Why should I feel guilty about that? She swallowed. It’s something I must do. It’s as important as my life’s blood.

      Her gaze drifted to her desk with the pile of paper she called her manuscript. Her first novel. Writing kept her alive in a way teaching never did. Not that she didn’t enjoy teaching. Most of the time, she did. But not enough to call it her life’s blood. Dealing with fragile health since her fight with cancer, she no longer worked full time. She practiced her fiction skills on work colleagues with embellished stories of what she did on her school unencumbered days. Writing her novel was something she wanted to keep to herself. She didn’t feel ready to share her writing with people outside her immediate circle of family and friends. Not yet.

      ‘Mum, this trip’s too important to me. I am not wasting my Long Service Leave on being sick. I’ve got six months off work. There’s plenty of time left for me to fall into a heap when I get back. My trip’s booked, my plans made, and I’m not changing them.’

      With her hands balled into fists at her sides, her mother stood straighter. Just over five feet, she now seemed tall. ‘You shouldn’t risk your life. Not for the sake of writing a novel.’

      Shutting her eyes for a moment, Lucy struggled for composure. ‘But I’m nearly finished. Once I see for myself the places in my novel, it will be finished.’

      ‘That’s what frightens me,’ her mother whispered. ‘If you go for six weeks, it’s not the novel that’s finished, but you.’

      Lucy flinched. ‘Mum, I’m ill just thinking about cancer treatment.’ Her voice sounded so plaintive she flinched again.

      Her mother’s shadow fell over her as she sat beside Lucy on the bed. ‘Yes, I know. And I know your writing became your escape from all that. I’m not saying it didn’t do you good. You went from someone with no energy to someone with purpose again.’

      Lucy lowered her head and played with the button again. With hardly any threads left attaching it to her shirt, the button stayed on with surprising strength. Yes, the thread will not break without a fight. I will not break without a fight. How do I help my mother understand there are many ways to fight? My novel, for one.

      ‘They believe Amy had breast cancer,’ she said haltingly. ‘Writing her story helped me. It was the life raft I clung to during all those days of being ill – those days of getting used to the new me.’ With far too much churning within, she yanked again at the button, as her mother’s words drummed over and over in her mind:

      You shouldn’t risk your life. Not for the sake of writing a novel.

      Could her mother be right? With all the problems swamping Australia, the world, maybe she was just being stupid, thinking her novel had any worth in the scheme of things. She gulped down her bubble of misery. I’ve lost so much in my life, Dad, my health, my chance for children. Ben. Surely, I’ve the right to not lose the chance to complete my novel?

      She let loose the button. Her mother must understand why she couldn’t give up her novel. Especially now. ‘Writing Amy Robsart’s story makes me feel like God. From nothing, I’ve made something.’ She sought the right words, gripping her hands so tight they hurt. ‘That’s what made me well again. Creating. Forgetting about dying.’ Glancing sideways at her mother, Lucy decided she deserved a pointed reminder. ‘Besides, Robert Dudley betrayed Amy, just as Ben did me.’

      Refusing to pay attention to her mother’s impatient gesture, Lucy looked behind her novel. Pinned high on her noticeboard was one of her favourite quotes. It described exactly how she felt about writing:

      Every artist dips his brush into his own soul, and paints his nature into his pictures – Henry Ward Beecher.

      So strange about her story. It had started after she had grabbed one of her father’s books about Robert Dudley to read during one of her long chemotherapy sessions. She had only taken it because her father once owned it. Flicking through its pages, she seemed to smell his scent, and he felt close to her. And still alive, somehow. She hadn’t expected the writer to arouse her anger when he described Amy Robsart as a passive, silly woman. That description only made the writer seem silly. And blind. While everyone can be silly, few women are ever inwardly passive.

      That book ignited a fire. The more she thought about Amy, the more inspired she became, the fire burning brighter and brighter. The long dead Amy, a woman who likely died from breast cancer, stepped out of the shadows, lived again, and became real. She became even more real once Lucy discovered about Ben’s affair. Yes, Amy is real to me. As real as anything in my life. I can’t fail her. Night and day, I hear my Amy’s voice, her command to tell her story. I want that pile of paper good enough to be an actual book. I want it as badly as I have ever wanted anything in my life. Like God, I want to look at what I created and say, ‘This is good.’ She poured her life force into her work until the clay lived and breathed. It is my child, the only child I will ever have. Born out of my heart and mind.

      Her mother stirred beside her. ‘Six weeks...does it have to be six weeks?’ Her words pierced Lucy’s heart. Straightening her shoulders, she kept her gaze on her manuscript.

      ‘Lucy, answer me, please!’

      Loosening her intertwined hands, she shrugged. ‘I don’t know how to answer you. I only know I must do this.’ She braved a look at her now scowling mother. ‘Six weeks won’t make much difference in the scheme of things.’

      Her mother clasped her hand. ‘The doctor said this?’

      She averted her face. She hadn’t spoken to the doctor about the trip. He had ended their appointment by telling her to arrange a time for a biopsy with his receptionist as soon as possible, but she had left his surgery without a backward glance.

      During the days of surmounting breast cancer, writing was the only thing to salve those awful days of chemo and then radiation; sometimes even writing wasn’t enough. Do I have the courage to go through it all again? She took a deep breath and lied.  ‘Yes, Mum.’ She licked her dry mouth. ‘I will deal with the tumour as soon as I get back.’

      Her mother tutted as if she didn’t believe her. But she rose from the bed and crossed to the desk. She stared at the paper on the desk, the hard copy mountain of the novel. ‘You haven’t even got a publisher for it...’

      Joining her mother, Lucy lifted her great-grandmother’s iron that acted as the paperweight for her manuscript. Below that, on the first paper, she had typed its title in bold: AMY, THE BELOVED.

      ‘That doesn’t matter.’ She wound her arm around her mother. ‘I started this for me... I’ll finish this for me.’ Tightening her hold, she kissed her mother’s cold cheek. ‘And for you. Mum, if you get the chance, you can read it while I’m gone.’ She skimmed through the first pages, tempted to read the dedication out aloud: To my beloved mother, Fiona Ellis. No – let Mum find it for herself.

      ‘I wouldn’t mind your thoughts. Who knows, it might surprise you.’

      ‘Do you think I’d ever doubt you capable of writing a wonderful book, Lucy?’ Her mother sniffed and wiped her nose on a scrunched-up tissue. ‘Nothing you do will ever surprise me... Even going to England alone now.’

      She leaned across to kiss her mother’s soft, yielding cheek again. ‘I’ll be all right.’ She smiled. ‘And I won’t be alone once I get to England. Please promise me you won’t tell Pop and Joanna.’

      ‘You know I talk to Jo almost every week. This is something she should know.’

      Lucy sighed. ‘I’ll tell her.’ Her aunt was only just over twenty years her senior – and now far more her good friend than an aunt. ‘But not straight away. I’ve so much I want to do. I don’t want anyone to fuss or worry until I get most of it done.’

      ‘All right’ Her mother hugged Lucy and kissed her cheek. ‘Go. Go with my blessing, and my love.’

      Tightening her hold again before breaking apart, Lucy feared she might yet shatter into pieces. But then the Magpies carolled again, and rain swooshed in the wind. The partly opened window let in the sweet smell of jasmine. Life no longer felt dark. ‘I’ll email you every day. Before you know it, I’ll be back home.’

      Putting her travel documents into her carry-on bag, she replaced the iron on the manuscript again. ‘When you read it through, don’t be afraid to use your red pen. It needs editing. The history, though. I’m confident I’ve done a good job; the research is sound. This trip will make certain of that.’

      Her mother pushed aside her wispy, short fringe. Deep, permanent lines furrowed across her brow and blue rings from a sleepless night scored deeply under her eyes. ‘I am certain there will be no problem with the history. You’ve been obsessed with the Tudors since you were a little girl.’

      ‘With Dad and his love of the Tudors, how couldn’t I be?’
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      Lucy fell, down, down, down a dark tunnel towards bright light. A bell-like voice enticed her to let go. Star-like light blinded her. It drew her closer and closer until she was moments away from being one with it – whatever it is. She was Alice in Wonderland, tumbling down the rabbit hole, close enough to own the last mystery.

      Drowning, she fought her way back to the surface. She jolted awake, face awash with cooling tears. Her heart pounded hard and fast in terror. Let it go. Let the dream go. She punched her pillow, closed her eyes, focused on steadying her breathing.

      Fluffing out the pillow, she settled her head again. Tears trickled by her ears and an awful emptiness gnawed at her insides. Before cancer, I dreamt of having a baby. Now I am back at dreaming of death or dying.

      Next to her on the bedside table, the radio alarm clock blazed out 3:32 like a bright beacon. In two more hours, the alarm would go off for the airport. She sat up in bed, turned on her bedside lamp.

      Her feet hit the cold floorboards. ‘Shit,’ she said through gritted teeth, now fully awake. She put on her slippers, grabbed her dressing gown from the end of the bed, and dashed over to her desk chair. Switching on her desk lamp, she reached for her novel and grabbed a pencil, flicking over the title page to her novel’s beginning. Does it work to start my story with Amy already dead and in Limbo with her guardian angel? She chewed the end of her pencil. I love my Angel, but it doesn’t mean other readers will like where my imagination has taken me. But surely I need to write from my heart? It’s the only way I can, no, want to write.

      Lucy took the pencil away from her mouth and started reading:

      
        
        LIMBO

      

      

      
        
        ’Do you wish to speak to me now?’ asks my Angel.

        ‘For what purpose? You always know the answer.’

        My Angel laughs softly. ‘Do I? Why not ask your question then?’

        Annoyed, I tread deeper into the mist. Behind me, I feel my Angel waiting for me to speak.

        ‘I long for a message from my Lord husband.’ I sigh, turning back. ‘I long to speak to Rob. My Robert.’

        ‘You will speak to him soon.’

        ‘So, you say.’ I lower my head in reverence. My Angel is too beautiful, and too bright to gaze at for long. I do not know if my Angel is male or female, but I believe the being male, a being who never leaves my side.

        We walk together in a strange place. A place that belongs neither to Earth nor to Heaven. Time no longer exists here – not in ways I remember. I linger between one moment and the next. Thick mists swirl around me. Sometimes, this haze breaks apart as if with morning light. I see then the faces of my loved ones. They watch. They wait. But never Rob. Never my Rob. It has been like this since the beginning.

        I inch forward, peering through the mist. In this strange place, only I and my Angel seem to possess any true substance. I steel myself to look at my winged companion. ‘Robert spoke little to me the last year of my life. Why should it be any different in death?’

        ‘All is different now.’

        ‘You have said that many times, too.’

        ‘You are still angry.’

        ‘I am a fool.’

        ‘You are not the first to be so, or to say so.’

        ‘You speak bluntly.’

        ‘I speak the truth. I can only speak the truth.’ My Angel’s hand flutters across mine like the wings of a passing butterfly. ‘Tell me why you think you are foolish?’

        ‘Because I have waited for so long, and I have hoped. I hoped when my Lord husband came from the world of the living into the world of the dead, he would wish to be with me. Perchance, since he died like a man should, he does not tarry like I do, shut out from Heaven. Am I right in thinking this?’

        ‘It is not for me to say.’

        ‘Then your so-called truth tells me nothing. All you do is ask me questions.’

        My Angel laughs. At the sudden burst of rainbow colours before me, I blink.

        ‘It’s why I am here. I will ask you questions until there are no more questions left to ask. Tell me, what disturbs you?’

        ‘Disturbs me? You know that by now.’

        ‘Do you wish to speak of it?’ my Angel asks.

        I stay silent.

        ‘If you wish, you may return for a time.’

        ‘Go back?’

        ‘To relive the days that keep you here. Amy, it is time for you to break free from the past.’

      

      

      The cell phone rang, yanking Lucy from the pages of her novel, and back to here and now. Shivering, she realised she was cold, but the incessant ring first demanded answering. She dropped the page back on the pile of paper and rummaged within the handbag on her desk. The desk light glinted on a silver case. Like always, her phone wasn’t in the pocket in the bag meant for it, but hiding right down in the bottom, under the usual stuff, with her Australian and United Kingdom passports, travel itineraries, and her airline ticket. She flicked open the phone. The name Cara flashed and the time: 6:00am.

      ‘Oh, shit.’ Her alarm had failed to go off. She answered her phone to hear Cara’s voice.

      ‘Haven’t you got a plane to catch?’

      She rubbed her cheek. Her best friend had volunteered to come over before six, to take them all to the airport, and bring her mother, who had never desired a driver’s licence, home again. Phone to her ear, she raced down the hallway, speaking into it. ‘Sorry, I didn’t hear you knock on the door.’

      ‘Isn’t Fee awake?’ Cara asked.

      ‘Don’t know. I’ll check now.’

      Hearing her mother respond sleepily to her knock, she opened the door. ‘Cara’s here,’ she said before taking in the rumpled bed of her mother’s restless night. Above the bed, a portrait hung on the wall. Entitled Lucy in her Elizabeth mood, it had been Ben’s birthday present to her mother in the early days of their marriage. It was still one of Ben’s best award-winning works– a painting of her sitting under a tree, reading a history book. Two years ago, the portrait had hung in pride of place in the lounge room of her family home, but after the breakup of Lucy’s marriage, her mother had hidden it away in her bedroom.

      Unable to take her eyes from the painting, Lucy hugged her arms tight against her body. She had fallen in love with Ben almost from their first meeting. She believed she had found her soulmate – the man she would have children with; the man she would grow old with. Fuck cancer for destroying everything.

      ‘Getting up now,’ her mother said sleepily.

      Lucy almost jumped at hearing her mother’s voice. Aware of time racing by, she murmured a “Thank you,” and hurried to the front door. She opened it to find Cara, like her, still holding her phone to her ear. They snapped them shut at almost the same instance and grinned at each another. Behind Cara’s towering form, the sky shimmered with all the colours of dawn. The wind strengthened, ruffling Cara’s short, blonde hair around her round, pretty face.

      Lucy hugged her. ‘Go and make yourself a cuppa; I’ll get myself ready.’

      Cara stepped inside and glanced at the luggage and laptop bag waiting by the front door. ‘I’ll put your stuff in the car first.’

      ‘Life saver!’ Still worried about the time, she dashed off to the bathroom, whipped off her dressing gown and pyjamas to shower.

      Hot water flowed over her head and gushed over her body as she soaped herself up. Before the long months with little rain caused water restrictions to come into force, she had showered for a blissful twenty minutes. There was something about water pouring all over her head that always made her think more clearly; sometimes it gave her the words she needed to propel her story forward. Now these permitted four minutes gave her time to feel grateful that life had blessed her with Cara. They had been steadfast friends since kindergarten and shared so much together. She turned off the water and grabbed a towel to wrap around her body, and another for her wet hair. When she caught sight of her reconstructed breast in the mirror, she paused. How much she still hated it.

      Coming out of the bathroom, she looked down the corridor to the kitchen. Her mother stood by the sink drinking her morning cuppa, dressed in her favourite black slacks, red jumper, and matching woollen hat. As if guessing their owner’s mood, her mother’s Siamese cats, Meredith and Alex, in their most regal Egyptian poses, guarded her on either side. Lucy blinked at their bold stares that held her judged and in contempt. Cara sat at the table, her face behind the morning’s paper. The headlines halted Lucy. Global warming. Senseless and tragic deaths. National reasons for shame. She sighed. How the human soul festers with unhealed, self-inflicted wounds.

      Dressed and ready, she hurried to the kitchen. Checking her watch, she snatched an unclaimed piece of toast from the toaster, spread it with peanut butter, and poured a coffee.

      Cara looked over the paper. ‘Oh, before I forget, Eloise wishes you a safe trip. At least I think that is what the love of my life said when the alarm went off this morning at five.’ She leaned forward, peering at Lucy, and scowled. ‘Gee you’re thin. Get some fat on you, girl,’ she said before disappearing behind the headlines again.

      Her mother sipped from her cup, her eyes challenging her. She took another bite from her toast, knowing the reason behind her mother’s look. She knew Lucy told Cara almost everything, but she couldn’t tell Cara she might not put on any weight in the foreseeable future. Or the reason, why. If she did, Cara would only back her mother and tell her to cancel the trip. She would not do that for anyone. Not even Cara.
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        * * *

      

      Luminous pink and red clouds spread across the east by the time Lucy neared Cara’s car. The morning sky brought to her mind Shakespeare’s words from “Venus and Adonis”:

      Like a red morn that ever yet betokened, Wreck to the seaman, tempest to the field, Sorrow to the shepherds, woe unto the birds.

      If there was a storm tonight, she would not be here to see it. Happy to escape Melbourne’s unusually cold winter for the hoped for gentle warmth of an English summer, she almost skipped the last steps to the car. Her mother took the nearest backseat, while Lucy slid into the front passenger’s seat, locked the door, and clicked on her seatbelt.

      Cara turned on the ignition and lifted her head to the mirror, then frowned over her shoulder before backing out of their driveway.

      ‘Couldn’t you book a flight at a sensible hour?’ she asked.

      Lucy shrugged, checking her handbag once more. ‘I thought ten was a sensible hour,’ she muttered. ‘I just forgot you need to be at the airport three hours before the flight.’

      Cara huffed, turning onto the road.

      Driving away from her home nearly caused Lucy to falter. In the backseat, her mother was a picture of dejection.

      Cupping her chin into a palm, Lucy turned to her window. It made it so much harder that her mother had only her now. Should she have told her mother what her doctor had said? With her past medical history, he told her the chance of the small tumour being cancerous was far higher than he liked. Lucy shuddered, remembering his look and the way he half closed his eyes when she had asked him about her prognosis if he proved right. He had couched his response in cautious doctor speak, but not one word of it reassured her.

      She sighed. On this street she had played with her friends, most of them neighbours. Her father taught her to ride her bike on the pavement outside their home. She had once frightened old Mrs Bruce, their next-door neighbour, witless when she had got a concussion at fourteen right outside her house; over confidence with her new skateboard saw her going in one direction and the skateboard in the other. She rubbed her temple in memory, and her head began to hurt, reminding her of this alien thing growing in her brain. Of her maybe cancerous brain tumour. And that she was escaping from facing that prospect.

      Inhaling and letting out a deep breath, she took in her street again. In all the time she had lived here, she could only remember three deaths, Terry and Kate’s six-month-old baby through cot death, her father at just forty-eight and Mrs Bruce’s husband at over ninety. Shivering, she settled back deeper into the seat. Soon, I’ll be in England. Think of that. Think of that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      With the matching day bag topped on it, Lucy dragged her wheeled luggage, navigating another busy airport on another early morning. The strap of the laptop bag bit into her shoulder, but she ignored it. Or tried to. The hardest part of the journey was behind her. People milled around the arrival lounge of Heathrow Airport, eyes searching for the emergence of that special person. She searched, too, for any sight of her aunt.

      Five years ago, with Mara, Jo’s lifelong partner, remaining behind in England to take care of Pop, Jo had stayed with her mother until Lucy was out of the worst of her treatment and the doctors told them the news was all good. After Jo flew back to England, they had returned to communicating by email and phone. During the last four years, the family had sorrowed about the death of Mara, but also celebrated news, like when Max and Sarah fell in love, followed by their wedding. In the last year or so, Jo’s photos and emails of cheerful news far outnumbered Lucy’s.

      In the past, despite Jo’s shorter height and petite build, Lucy never had trouble seeing her because she blazed forth her presence from the crowds. A fashion designer, Jo never failed to dress the part. She always styled her dyed hair perfectly to frame her pale, oval face. Her most recent photo showed she had taken to enhancing her large green eyes with eyeliner and changed her hair colour to black. Lucy halted and pulled at the strap of her laptop bag. The bag seemed heavier than ever. There was no sight of her aunt.

      ‘Darling,’ said a voice behind her.

      Lucy spun around and fell into Jo’s warm embrace.

      ‘Such an ungodly hour, my girl! You must know I only get up at dawn for my flesh and blood.’

      Lucy laughed. Jo almost echoed Cara’s morning greeting twenty-six hours ago. She kissed her aunt, breathing in the smell of her expensive perfume. In her smart red silk top, wide belt and narrow black skirt, Jo seemed more like Aunt Mame, one of Lucy’s favourite fictional characters, than ever. Jo grabbed the handle of her wheeled luggage and strode with a brisk, determined step towards the exit and the airport short stay car park. Lucy rushed after her, floating on a cloud of exhaustion, but kept alert by the need to prevent her laptop bag from swinging too much. When Jo unlocked the back of her compact car, Lucy chewed her bottom lip.

      ‘Won’t my bag be too big for it?’

      Jo grinned. ‘It a lot bigger than it looks. My car’s like me – little but versatile’ She glanced at the wheelie bag. ‘Would you like me to put the bag in the car for you?’

      She shook her head. ‘Thank you, but I can manage. It’s not heavy.’

      Joanna raised her eyebrows. ‘Not heavy? But you’re here for six weeks.’

      Laughing, Lucy loaded her laptop and luggage into the larger-than-expected rear of the car. ‘I can tell you what I’ve packed.’ She grinned at Jo. ‘And it weighed fifteen kilos, exactly.’

      Jo lifted her eyebrows again. ‘Packing must have been a serious business for you to get it down to that weight.’

      She shrugged but kept silent about the gifts she had brought for her English family. The opal necklaces for Jo and Sarah, a braille book for Pop, a new biography about her grandfather’s favourite author, to join the two braille gardening books from her mother, and a bottle of expensive Penfold red wine for Max that she had bought in duty-free. Bringing gifts had given Lucy even more reason to think wisely about what she packed for her trip. Something she was thankful for now.

      She grinned. ‘Packing is always a serious business. I’ve travelled to England far too many times not to know the sense of keeping my luggage weight down to something I can manage.’ She slipped into the passenger’s side and put on her seatbelt.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ Jo asked, navigating out of the maze of the Heathrow carpark.

      ‘What?’ she sputtered. Has Mum broken her promise and blabbed already? She stared at her aunt. Jo’s eyes remained locked on the road.

      Making her turn into the M25, Jo answered with distraction. ‘The trip, dear. Are you jetlagged after the flight?’

      She relaxed, realising Jo made small talk. She studied the car choked road. ‘Absolutely exhausted. Crammed into peasant class is not my idea of fun.’ She gritted her teeth. ‘I may upgrade my ticket to business class for the return home.’

      Jo laughed. ‘As bad as that?’

      She sighed. ‘I always forget how much I hate window seats on long flights, and I hate squeezing past two other passengers to get to the aisle just to stretch my legs. The poor woman sitting in the aisle seat had it far harder than me. The person in front of her put his seat down, and she had hardly any room to move. I got so annoyed about his lack of consideration, I directed the cold air onto him and squeezed by just to push back his seat for her.’

      Changing lanes, Jo chuckled.

      ‘How’s Pop?’ Lucy asked.

      Jo leaned a little forward and peered ahead into the traffic. She tightened her lips. ‘Enjoying cramping my style. How my dear mother ever put up with him, I do not know.’

      Jo had moved back to her parents’ large house in Eltham after the death of Aunt Mara. It seemed the best solution all around, since Pop had lost most of his sight. He hated the thought of selling the house that had belonged to his own grandfather and had been his home all his long life. His failing vision didn’t prevent him from getting around; he knew his own house like the back of his hand.

      Financially independent and able to pick work assignments, ones not taking her too far or too long away from her elderly father, Jo gave her own house to her son and his wife.

      ‘All’s well with Max and Sarah?’ Lucy had missed their wedding two years ago. Finding out about Ben and Nicola left her too broken-hearted to accept the invitation to their whirlwind wedding, or face coming to England. Then her heart broke anew when Aunt Mara’s death happened not long afterwards.

      Manoeuvring into the next lane, Jo grinned. ‘I don’t think they’d mind me blabbing out their news. Darling, Sarah’s pregnant. Imagine, I’m going to be a grandmother.’

      Surprised, Lucy twisted around to face Jo. Max talked about Sarah in his emails as if she was fully dedicated to her career and hadn’t mentioned that they were trying for a baby. ‘When did they tell you?’

      Joy lit her aunt’s dark eyes. ‘They announced it four nights ago when they came over for dinner.’

      Lucy turned to her window. Four days ago, she had received her test results. Life and death, always hand in hand.

      ‘They told us over dessert.’ Jo laughed. ‘I was wondering why Sarah had lost the taste for wine. They’re absolutely glowing.’

      Max was born one month before Lucy, Jo’s only child from a brief marriage at twenty. Lucy remembered what Jo had shared with her five years ago. ‘Mara became Max’s other mother from the day he was born. Matt, his father, wasn’t around by then. He had taken a job in New York when our marriage collapsed. I suppose I had been too honest with him about why I wanted a divorce. It took him some time to understand or to forgive me. But I could not bring a child into the world knowing my life was a lie. I was six months pregnant. I do not know how I could have got through those first months of telling the world I was gay without Mara by my side.’

      She had known about Jo and Mara from her earliest years. When she was twelve, she had asked her father why others thought it shameful they lived together in what their family recognised as a marriage. He had told her not to worry what others thought. Love was love, and it was as simple as that.

      She rested her hand briefly on Jo’s. ‘And you, dear Aunt, anyone new I should know about?’

      A slight smile tugged at Jo’s lips. ‘Like I said, your grandfather’s cramping my style.’ Taking a hand off the steering wheel, she pushed her short, well-styled hair behind a well-shaped ear. The circular cluster of small diamonds on her earring, a long-ago gift from Mara, sparkled with the movement. Lucy reached for the amethyst stone hanging on a silver chain around her neck. Mara had given it to her for her sixteenth birthday. Wearing it always gave her comfort.

      ‘No, that’s unfair,’ Jo continued. ‘It’s not been that long since my darling Mara passed on. Few people are lucky enough to find the love of their lives. I’m one of the lucky ones, and nobody can ever take her place.’ Jo glanced at Lucy. ‘I hope you understood why we didn’t tell you and your mother how ill she was. Mara knew you were going through a lot. She made me – and Max – promise not to worry you or your mother.’ Jo rubbed the top of her nose with her knuckle. ‘It happened so fast. We thought there would be time. Or a miracle.’

      Lucy shifted in her seat. ‘Believe me, we did understand.’ Her chin trembled. ‘Times like that make me curse the distance separating us all.’

      Silence fell. With loss tearing at her heart, Lucy heard Aunt Mara’s laugh in her mind. She swallowed, rubbed her eyes and concentrated on the view.

      When Jo changed lanes, Lucy glanced at her aunt.

      ‘Now you, my dear,’ Jo said, ‘do you want to talk about your life or wait until you get over the jetlag?’

      ‘Let’s wait please.’

      On a near hill, the square tower of a Norman church reminded her of the pictures of St Michael’s at Cumnor – Amy’s church – she had gathered for her research. The lushly green landscape around this unknown Norman church seemed almost unreal.

      Each time she visited England as a teenager and adult left her amazed by its empty fields. As an Australian, she took for granted open spaces. Here, London was less than one hour away, and its population was close to half that of the whole of Australia. For as long as she remembered, making sense of these long stretches of land, mostly empty of human habitation, created in her mind an illusion of a virtual reality. She yawned. Now, getting her bearings in England mirrored the crafting a new scene in her novel. Was it because a novel created a kind of virtual reality as she constructed Amy and her world?

      Too tired to think more, she yawned again and closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The tall white gates were already wide open when they drove down the driveway to the house. Pop waited in the front garden with sunlight shining off his bald head. He waved from his deck chair, his hand fluttering like a white leaf in the gentle wind. Ruby, his golden retriever guide dog, lounged at his feet.

      ‘Soaking up the sun again.’ Jo turned her attention from her father and parked the car. ‘I’ll take your bags to your room while you say hello. Tell him I’m putting the kettle on. We’ll have a nice, hot cuppa and you can go for some decent shut eye.’

      Lucy smiled. ‘Before I go for that sleep, I better phone Mum to let her know I’ve arrived.’ She stopped herself from saying she would stick to far less expensive emails after that call. Pop and Jo would only argue they did not mind her using their phone for calls to Australia, and they would insist she not pay for them, either. She preferred to avoid that argument – and not impose any more costs on her grandfather and aunt for the sake of her visit.

      She got out of the car to a welcome of a thin summer warmth and walked towards the garden. Yellow, pink, mauve, and red roses, her grandmother’s favourite flower, bloomed around. A breeze breathed in and out their perfume. When Lucy’s grandmother died over a decade ago, Mara had helped Pop to maintain the large garden. Since Mara’s death, Jo had taken over its care.

      The garden’s vigour made her think about her mother. Now retired from full-time teaching, thanks to her husband’s life insurance, Mum had thought about selling the large family home but couldn’t bear to lose the enormous garden and orchard. While the interior of the house cried out for care, the garden and orchard grew lusher and more beautiful with every new year. Caring for both was her mother’s passion, her mainspring, and her comfort since losing her husband.

      Lucy suddenly realised how alike they were – dealing with tough times by completely immersing themselves into their passions. I will finish my novel. I will finish it for you, Mum.

       She approached Pop and Ruby. He looked like a man who
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