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        "Pooh!" he whispered.

        "Yes, Piglet?"

        "Nothing," said Piglet, taking Pooh's paw. "I just wanted to be sure of you."

        

        — Winnie the Pooh by A.A. Milne —
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      "Kindred spirits are not so scarce as I used to think. It’s splendid to find out there are so many of them in the world."

      

      — Anne of Green Gables  by L. M. Montgomery —
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      Cambridge, England, August, 1969

      

      I listened with half-closed eyes to Ben’s easy voice, his banjo cavorting in and out of his words. I’d heard him singing this folksy, bluesy, almost ballad before, but this time, tonight, it felt different, as if he and I were alone in the smoky room, the others sent packing to their own flats and bedsits, to their ticky-tacky student halls scattered around Cambridge University’s ancient walls. I opened my eyes and squinted through the dimmed space that separated me from him, filling in the details I couldn’t really see, partly because I wasn’t an owl, partly because of the students sprawled on the floor in front of me, partly because my contact lenses needed a good clean. He was the sort of man I never thought I’d meet, let alone attract. Gorgeously lanky with olive skin and a head of tight black curls just long enough to be sexy, and twinkling brown eyes behind black-framed glasses. Charming Scottish accent and ultra-smart as well as a musician of multiple talents—banjo, guitar and piano that I knew of—and the main singer in this student folk/blues band, the Cambridge CrapOuts. He was far from a crap-out, having handed in his PhD thesis in Ornithology yesterday. Birds. His first love. Gannets, falcons… Not me, not yet. But there it was, as crystal clear as the sea on the bluest day on the Great Barrier Reef. I had fallen in love.

      A hint of a cramp low in my belly with its signature dull ache jerked me out of my daze, and for a second my breath stopped dead as relief churned, cheering wildly, through my body. I sucked in a stream of beer-stained air and let it out again. Sliding off the stool I was perched on at the back of the room, I grabbed my bulky fringed batik shoulder-bag and snuck out into the hall and into the bathroom. Thank the Lord. I’d been praying that two weeks late didn’t mean the worst…although I’d counted back the days to the one only night we’d not used a condom; exactly halfway, as it turned out, between my regular-as-clockwork periods. Whoever really ended up pregnant after one measly slip-up? I pulled my slightly grubby makeup purse from my bag and retrieved a tampon, always ready for those times when, mostly in the middle of a meeting, the period pain decided to appear. Usually annoying, but not tonight. Not even if it meant I would be shy about making love later, if Ben suggested I stay over.

      I undid my trousers and wriggled them down along with my knickers, looking confidently for the red stain that would vanquish the haze of anxiety that had dogged me for the past week or so. Nothing. White as the sands on Killara beach. They were pristine knickers purchased in a pack of three from Marks and Sparks in honor of my new hobby of weekend—and sometimes bonus Wednesday night—shack-ups with Ben. Just in case he decided to check my knickers when he ripped them off. I shoved the tampon in hard and waited thirty seconds before pulling it out again. Zip. Shit. Give it time. The cramps have just started. I pushed the tampon back in and wriggled into my sexy knickers and denim bell bottoms—another new purchase. As I washed my hands I felt it. Or didn’t feel it. The cramps, the dull period ache, had disappeared.
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      I walked to the Family Planning Clinic from the university, hoping the exercise and almost hot summer air would calm me down. My appointment was for 1pm, so I would be ridiculously early. I was already sick with nerves. Or perhaps morning sickness. Why the hell hadn’t I been on the pill? After all my campaigning for the right for it to be prescribed for unmarried women? And here’s me, idiot, relying on condoms. I’d thought about starting the pill, of course I had, but how could I have told Ben? He’d have assumed I slept around. I could hardly say I was on it because of our relationship. I don’t think it has even entered his mind that we’re a couple.

      What if I were pregnant and I couldn’t get a termination? I knew the abortion laws as well as anyone; I’d been at the front of a protest march through central London on the day the Abortion Act came into being, campaigning against the restrictions on who could have one. I never thought I’d be one of the women who had to suffer in real life. Would I have to  lie to two doctors; convince them a baby would destroy my life, my mental health? Truth is, one day I would love a baby. Three perhaps. Preferably with Ben. Who knew nothing about this. One day, but not now.

      Gilly thought I should have told him. "It will bring you closer," she said. "Isn’t that what you want?"

      "Don’t you dare tell him, not even a hint," I hissed, petrified suddenly that she would, that I should never have told her. I only did because she’d had an abortion, and now considered herself an old hand.

      "Of course I won’t," Gilly said. "Promise. But wouldn’t Ben support you if he knew? It’s his bloody fault for not wearing a condom. Why should we women have to take the blame? It pisses me off."

      "I don’t want him to know. We’ve only been dating for three months, and I don’t want to scare him off."

      "Well, good luck with that if you are preggers and the good doctors can’t find a single sign that you might spiral into deep depression if you had the baby. You have to give them some reason to allow them to bend the rules," she said. "You’d better polish up your acting skills."

      I saw a nurse first, who was very gentle with me, to the point where I was almost in tears. She didn’t ask me much; just why I thought I was pregnant and what options I had considered. If I were pregnant, she told me, the doctor would talk to me about my wish to have a termination. Then I was left alone to complete a questionnaire on depression, whether I had suicidal thoughts, if I relied on alcohol or drugs to get me through life. I considered answering a few of the questions with blatant untruths, but couldn’t in the end. I knew about these sorts of tests from the courses I’d taken in psychology to balance my English major; they had tricky lie detector questions embedded in them. I’d have to rely on this carefully chosen Family Planning Clinic’s reputation for interpreting the abortion restrictions liberally.

      My arguments that to go ahead with this pregnancy would clearly result in more harm to my mental health than terminating it at this very early stage, when it was only a ball of undifferentiated cells, would be thoughtful, emotional, intelligent. I was only 22, just graduated from Cambridge Uni with an Honors degree, and only a month into my first job as an assistant to one of the editors at a small publishing company. On the path to a career in publishing, and writing novels on the side. Must the future I’d been working so hard to achieve be upended by one carelessly stupid but surely understandable mistake? One still starlit night in a field of silking corn, when my boyfriend and I were picnicking after a strenuous evening standing like statues and watching the flights of falcons, and desire took us by surprise? That neither of us had thought to include a condom in our daypacks?

      In private defence of myself, I hadn’t wanted to miss that moonlit moment of magic; I had the hots for Ben and at that moment he had the hots for me. But nothing about this new relationship was certain yet, even though I’d already known I wanted it to be. And I still wanted it, but the words 'love' and 'commitment' hadn’t been voiced by either of us. I had thought it, wished for it said, but not this way. Not because Ben felt duty-bound because I was pregnant. He was a decent person, and I knew he would feel exactly that, duty-bound, if I told him we’d been unlucky, and then I would be in the position of having to decide whether I wanted to have a baby now. Ben would never put pressure on me to have an abortion, of that I was confident. And if I went ahead with the pregnancy, what sort of long-term partnership could Ben and I expect under those forced circumstances? No, this had to be my decision.

      But to one day have a child, to have children, to be a family, to make a family, was so much part of my very essence, my ultimate goal in life, that it was a terrible decision to have to make. I had to remind myself that this wasn’t the end of the story; I could have my children later, when the time was right. A child born to a solo mother, or to two parents who were only together because the father felt duty-bound was not part of my dream for a real family. The sort of family I had lived with and aspired to, but had never had for myself.
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      I didn’t need all my complicated arguments, or to hint at desperate psychological consequences if I had this baby. Dr. Jackson was calm, down-to-earth, and acted as if she did this all the time. Which, of course, she did. It was only me who was the novice. My first ever internal exam was hardly pleasant but not as embarrassing as I had imagined it would be, and once I had pulled my jeans back on she gave me the news. Yes, my late period and tender boobs were telling me the truth; my cervix had changed color and was softer. But she would need me to pee into a bottle as she required confirmation from a pregnancy test before proceeding with a termination. If I was up to it she had thirty minutes for our first interview, and if we needed more time, that could be scheduled for a day later in the week. I had to return anyway for my second interview with another of the doctors in the Family Planning Clinic. They both needed to be convinced that a termination was the best option for my mental health, especially as I was a healthy young woman and there was no physical reason why I couldn’t carry a baby to full term.

      Dr. Jackson looked at me with her calm brown eyes. "At six weeks the embryo is the length of a grain of rice, but it is already beginning to look like a baby," she said. "It has a heartbeat, its head and body are defined, and its arms and legs are tiny buds." She poured a glass of water and handed it to me. I gulped it down.

      "There’s no rush to make a final decision. If necessary you can leave it for another four weeks, even a little longer, as long as it is in the first trimester."

      I heard her soft voice but the rice-sized embryo stayed put in my head. A heart. Beating. Not an undifferentiated ball of cells.

      "You might find it helpful to talk to a friend, if you are sure you don’t want to involve the father. We have a psychologist here in the clinic you can talk it all through with, as well as Doctor Webster and myself. Then if you are certain you want to go ahead, and we agree that that would be the best option, I’ll use manual vacuum aspiration to remove the contents of the uterus. It’s a very safe procedure. The actual aspiration only takes about 15 minutes and can be carried out with a local anesthetic here in the clinic. We can even schedule it on a Friday so you’ll have the weekend to rest before returning to work."
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      Eight days later, it was done. Ben, thank goodness, was away on a field trip; he had left the previous weekend and wouldn’t return until Monday. I would be back to normal by then. Back to normal and on the pill. Gilly had been my strength, and had come in with me to the clinic and driven me home in her beloved yellow VW Beetle. I felt empty and soaked in guilt. More because I hadn’t told Ben than because of the abortion. The hours of counseling I’d had with the two doctors and the psychologist had confirmed for me that this was the right decision. One day, I told myself, if we became a long-term couple, I would tell him.
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      I squashed the guilt into some far corner of my mind, but at times the emotions insisted on welling up in spite of my life being mostly happy. I loved my job as trainee assistant editor, reading the submissions of would-be novelists who sometimes sent in stuff so bad I thought my own work would some day stand a chance, and sometimes words and sentences that shimmered on the page and made me both jealous and exhilarated.

      Life with Ben was good; the words 'love' and 'commitment' still hadn’t passed his lips, and I wasn’t going to be the first to utter them, but it was early days. Ben’s easy manner attracted friendship, and the vast house he shared with three other guys seemed always overflowing with students. They cooked up cheap meals in the kitchen, played guitars and banjos and the ancient piano that sat in one corner of the large main room with its tattered armchairs and posters of Che Guevara, Bob Dylan and Joan Baez, smoked endless cigarettes and sometimes pot—although drugs of any kind were still fairly scarce—and on weekends got pissed. During the week the alcohol was kept to a minimum; these friends of Ben’s were serious students with research on their minds and  the intelligence to know when and how long to party.

      At the end of a Saturday night jam session, for Ben and me it was a toss-up whether we should walk for 45 long minutes through the silent Cambridge streets and bed down in my clean and tidy room in the clean and tidy flat I shared with Gilly, or in Ben’s rumpled sheets and tumble of blankets on a mattress on the floor of a bedroom he shared with a bearded giant called Don. Don was not intrusive and snored on happily on the few occasions Ben and I slept together there, furtively making love under the unwashed sheets. But I yearned for a place of our own that had the warmth of his pad but gave us a measure of privacy, and as a bonus, clean bedlinen.

      My own work sometimes took rather a back seat, and I would often find myself at 2am on Monday morning, reading the submissions I had brought home to read in the weekend. Ben never suffered from this problem; he could switch effortlessly from guitar-playing sexy lover to serious, dedicated postdoctoral research student at will.
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      One October day I came home to find mail. Not a common finding, real mail. When I did get mail it was usually an aerogramme, its thin blue paper folded over on itself, the stamp printed on the outside. The aerogrammes I did get were always from Aunt Cathie and Uncle William, my unofficial foster parents. They would each write a paragraph or two in their familiar dear writing, Aunt Cathie’s in blue ink and Uncle William’s in black. So I knew the cream-colored envelope made of heavy paper, must be from Cassandra. Unlike her parents, she didn’t suffer from redundant post-war thriftiness. I could feel the silly grin on my face as my eyes feasted on her loopy violet writing. It was ages since she’d written. Ages since I’d written to her. I dropped my backpack and went into our tiny kitchenette. I’d make a nice cup of tea and plate up a cracker and cheese to savor with her news.

      The six months Cassandra and I had spent hitchhiking around Europe in between my starting my Honors degree at Cambridge, and Cassandra returning to Australia, seemed a lifetime ago. Four years in fact. Our adventures in Europe had been spectacularly successful, bar a few mishaps like Cassandra leaving her wallet in the Parthenon, and me getting food poisoning in Turkey. I lost my virginity, and Cassandra, who had lost hers already, became more experienced. We’d both survived our intense but brief romances, and apart from a few minor spats when tiredness and hunger got the better of us, we stayed friends and between us made many more. After she flew back to Australia, leaving me in Cambridge, we were soon taken over by our new lives and our promises to write monthly didn’t last.

      Cassandra, as always, had stayed well ahead of me, life-wise, having moved to Brisbane and gained her qualification as a kindergarten teacher before landing a job in a posh private kindie. The last letter she’d sent, months ago, had been full of a fellow from Sussex, a law student. Sebastian. A name hard to forget and typical of a lover of Cassandra. I searched my memory. Brooks. Sebastian Brooks. I remembered grinning at her description of his family,  toffy-nosed British aristocrats who sent Sebastian to boarding school when he was a toddler. Sebastian had fled to Australia to escape them, and would cut off his right arm before taking their blackmailing money. Whether Cassandra had been playing the drama card or telling the truth, who knew? She’d probably moved on to some chap called Julian by now.

      My tea made, I collapsed into a beanbag and turned the envelope over, my finger poised to rip it open.
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      When Gilly walked into our flat, I was a mess. Tears, red nose, snot.

      "Hey, what’s the matter?" she said, dropping into the beanbag beside me.

      I flapped the letter at her. "I got a letter from Cassandra… it made me homesick."

      "She’s your half-sister isn’t she? The one you backpacked around Europe with?"

      "My foster sister, not my half-sister." I grabbed more tissues out of the box and blew my sore nose again.

      "Do her letters always do this to you? Seems a bit extreme."

      I shook my head. "No. I think it’s just… just her news. And she wants me to go home next month for her wedding so I can be her bridesmaid…"—my voice petered out— "but I can’t, can I?"

      "Given your state, perhaps you should. Did you know she was getting married?"

      I shook my head. "No. She’s pregnant."

      "Ah. It’s that, isn’t it. She’s pregnant and you’re not. It’s brought it all back. You think you’re cool with it and then out of the blue, something triggers it and the emotions go crazy. It happened to me too, months after I thought I was over my abortion."

      I buried my face in my hands and we sat there, not talking. I heard Gilly get up and the kettle boiling. She handed me a cup of hot tea and I sipped it. On the coffee table sat my last cup of tea, a white glaze over it’s cold surface, Cassandra’s letter in its fancy envelope shoved beneath the plate with its uneaten cracker and cheese.

      "I can’t afford the flights to Australia and back," I said, a while later. I’d had a shower and washed my hair and felt vaguely human again. "My salary barely pays my rent. I’ll take forever to save up enough."

      "At least you don’t have to pay back a student loan, like me," Gilly said.

      I knew I should be grateful for that, but it wasn’t helping me yet. While I was at Uni, my scholarship plus my weekend waitressing job had covered most of my expenses, including my rent, but now I had graduated, the scholarship money had stopped. I blew my nose again.

      "Perhaps Cassandra could help out? After all, she wants you to be her bridesmaid." Gilly pretended to gag; the only color she wore was black. "Could she or her parents loan you the cost of the flights?"

      "They would but they wouldn’t let me pay it back. I don’t want that. They did so much for me when I lived with them. When I left, I was determined I’d be one hundred percent independent of them, and that’s that."

      I leaned over and pulled the envelope free of the plate. I turned it over, my blurred eyes moving over Cassandra’s violet writing on the back. She’d sent it from Killara, not from Brisbane where she lived now. Sender, she’d written. A bolt of homesickness churned up from the depths of my gut. Cassandra Tulloch, Killara, Oak Beach, Port Douglas, Far North Queensland.
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      Auckland, New Zealand, May, 1960

      

      Two months after my thirteenth birthday, I became an orphan.

      I found my mother when I took in her tea before I left for school, hoping it would wake her up enough to say goodbye. My nose twitching with the smell of vomit and gin, I carefully placed the mug of tea on the apple box by her bed, then picked up the bottle lying on the worn blanket and placed it upright beside the mug and the empty pill container. Mum was on her side, dried vomit coating her chin and the sheet beneath her head. She looked different from the other two times I’d not been able to wake her, and although I’d never seen a dead body before, not in real life anyway, I knew that’s what I was looking at. Already not my mum, but a corpse, vacant and cold. Just in case I was wrong I held my hand over her mouth and felt no breath, gagging as my fingers grazed the bits of carrot and horrible mince we’d had for dinner last night. Stumbling down the hall and into the bathroom, I turned the tap on full and washed my hands and then my clammy face. Wringing out the flannel I took it and a towel back to Mum’s bedroom and did my best to wipe her face and the sheet clean before wriggling the towel under her head so the disgusting dried mess I couldn’t get off was covered. Then I did what I’d seen in the movies and pulled the bedspread up to cover her face.
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      After four weeks in a foster home, and when the nicer kids at school had stopped tiptoeing around me as if they thought I might break or bawl or something, the school psychologist who had been giving me grief counseling drove me into central Auckland for a meeting with Miss McGregor, the head of Child and Family Services. I’d met her before, the day after Mum died. She looked slightly less frazzled this time than she had on our first meeting after I told her my father didn’t exist as I was the result of a one-night stand with a nameless sailor, my mother was an only child, and both her parents were dead. After she’d sat me and my psychologist down with cups of tea and chocolate biscuits, she pretended to look at the papers inside the file she was holding and said “Do you know Mrs. Tulloch?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Cathie Tulloch. We found an old Christmas card from her amongst your mother’s things. It had her address on it and so we contacted her in Australia.”

      “Australia?”

      “Yes. She and her family…”  — she smiled at me and my heart sped up while my stomach did a somersault —“they live in Queensland, way up north, where it’s always lovely and warm.” She had a thick sweater on, but her hands were practically purple. Her office was colder than our apartment used to be when the gas bottle for the heater ran out. Even I was freezing and I had my school coat on as well as a sweater.

      “William Tulloch—Dr Tulloch—is a professor at the university, and the son and daughter...” —she looked down at her notes—“Pete and Cassandra. They’re thirteen just like you. Twins.”

      I  swallowed the taste that churned up from my stomach to my mouth. “Why didn’t you give me the card? Shouldn’t I have been given all my mother’s things?”

      “The card is the only item we kept and you can have it, of course. We didn’t want to raise your hopes until we’d contacted Mrs. Tulloch. We wanted to make sure she still lived at the same address.”

      “I’ve never heard of her. I didn’t know Mum knew anyone in Australia.”

      “Mrs. Tulloch said they’d lost touch. She’d written to your mother since that card but her letter was returned and stamped as unknown at that address. She was very upset when I told her that your mother had passed away. She and your mother were close friends in Singapore during the war.”

      “But Mum was in a prison camp for practically the entire time.”

      “Yes, I know. They were both prisoners in the same camp in Sumatra.”

      The psychologist  put her warm hand on mine. A memory flickered in my head. “Cathie. I think I remember Mum talking about her. She came to stay with us when I was little but I can’t remember that and I didn’t know her name was Tulloch. She gave me a kangaroo. Not a real one. Obviously. A stuffed toy.” I blinked hard. “I still have it.”

      Miss McGregor pulled a card from beneath her notes and looked at it as if she hadn’t seen it before. “She and her husband want you to go and live with them. The Social Services in Queensland interviewed them and are sure they will be a wonderful family for you.”

      The card she handed me was homemade and yellowing, with a photo stuck on the outside. I’d never laid eyes on it before; they must have found it in Mum’s old desk amongst all the overdue electricity bills and rental demands. It didn’t look very Christmassy; more like a holiday photo, palm trees and a blue sea. Lovely and warm. I opened it and there was another photo stuck on one side of the card with a message written in neat letters in real blue ink on the other. I peered at the black and white photo. A family all in shorts. A tall thin man with glasses and dark hair, a tall woman with shoulder-length curly blonde hair, and in front of them, two skinny kids; a boy with fair hair holding a bow and arrow and a girl with dark plaits and a hugh grin. The ink on the inside of the card was faded but I could still read it.

      

      December 15th, 1956.

      Dearest Jess,

      Happy Christmas! I think of you and Olivia often and so wish you could come to Killara for a long stay. I probably wouldn’t recognise Olivia now. She was only two when we were last together and she’ll be nine now. The twins are nine as well of course.  Cassandra is quite her own person already and I know she and Olivia would be great friends, just like we were.

      Please write or even phone me if you can (reverse the charges) so we can find a time for you to fly over, perhaps during Olivia’s next school holidays if you can take time off your work (are you still working in the same Old People’s home?). I can pick you up from Cairns airport. William and the twins can’t wait to meet you. The airfares are our treat.

      Love, Cathie

      Below was a phone number and address. Killara, it said. No street name or number. Oak Beach, Port Douglas, Far North Queensland.
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      Far North Queensland, July, 1960

      

      Aunt Cathie—which is what she asked me to call her—was waiting for me at Cairns Airport. She hugged me so tightly the second she saw me that I knew I was going to like her. Especially when she let me go but kept hold of my arms and looked at my face as if she was saying goodbye to someone she loved, not someone she’d just met. She had tears in her eyes and I had to look down. “Sorry,” she said. “It’s been so long and I can see Jess in you. Your eyes are exactly like hers, rainy-day gray.”

      It was a mighty relief. I’d been having nightmares about child slavery even though we’d talked on the phone a couple of times before I’d left New Zealand.

      July in Auckland was full-on winter; rainy and cold. I was rugged up like an eskimo when I got on the plane. Here it was like opening the door of a hot oven when we pushed through the airport doors and walked outside. Crazy that it was mid-winter here too. We had nearly an hour’s drive to get to Killara. Aunt Cathie drove the  massive green 4WD Landrover like a fighter pilot. I grabbed the door handle as she raced around hairpin bends with the blue sea and white beaches a gob-smacking drop below, just missing other even bigger 4WDs and trucks whizzing past us the other way. My experience of driving anywhere was fairly limited and mainly in slow buses that stopped every five minutes.

      It was hard to imagine Mum and Aunt Cathie could ever have been such close friends, they were so different. But they must have been for her to take me on. Mum looked like me, nothing to write home about. In real life color Aunt Cathie was even more beautiful than in the black and white photo in the Christmas card; tall and tanned and her eyes were so blue they were practically violet. She had messy curly hair cut quite short at the back so that it stood out like a ballerina’s tutu. It shone gold in the hot sun and made her look like a 1930s model who rode horses along windswept beaches, which in fact, she did. She talked a bit about their horses while we were driving, and told me about Queensland and how all the stuff about everything killing you up here, from crocodiles to spiders and snakes and stinging jellyfish and even plants, was a load of poppycock. “They are around,” she said, “but they have not a jot of interest in humans.” Apparently Cassandra, Pete, and Uncle William, which is what she said I should call him, couldn’t wait to meet me. She’d refused to let them come with her to the airport so I wouldn’t be overwhelmed. She glanced at me and grinned when she said that. “Cassandra can be a bit over-the-top when she gets excited,” she said.
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      I fell in love with Killara before I even saw the house. The 4WD  turned across the highway that stretched for thousands more miles  up the East coast of this massive country, and drove through a wide driveway that divided a vast green flat area of short grass with lines of tall coconut palms sauntering across it. KILLARA, it said on the wooden sign at the beginning of the drive. Not a big flashy sign to go with the wide expanse of well-tended coconut palms, but a rough sign, a sign that looked as if it had been there long before these sky-high palms had even been planted. That’s when I felt the surge of heat deep in my belly.

      The coconut plantation ended abruptly and the drive continued through a jumbled mass of trees of all sizes and forms, some with big white flowers. Up a rise we drove and there was the house. It was entirely not what I was expecting. I’d imagined that the house on an estate with a name like Killara would be a sort of Australian version of Tara in Gone With The Wind with stone pillars and servants—a cook and a cleaner at least—and beautiful antiques everywhere.

      The dark blue wooden building that spread before us as Aunt Cathie and I got out and let our legs fill with blood again, was long and wide and beautiful. It had a white corrugated iron roof curved over at the edge and a verandah with a white balustrade across the front and around the sides. “It’s called a Kneeling Queenslander,” Aunt Cathie said, a laugh in her voice as I followed her around the side to the wide steps that led up to the verandah. "The true Queenslander is perched up on a high basement to keep it safe from floods, but this one is low to the ground."

      The big french doors all along the front of the house were open wide. Aunt Cathie started up the steps but my sneakers were bolted firm in the broad-leaved tropical grass as I stared at the view. The house was on a sort of plateau on the top of a rise and in front of me was a wide area of grass. Around its edges were trees and palms and jungly stuff, but only small bushes in front, some of them covered in flowers. The trees had been cleared away except for lower down the slope, and from the grass you could see clear across the bluest sea. Through the lower trees peeked a golden sand beach. I didn’t care about Tara any more. Who needed antiques and chandeliers?

      I turned around and looked up at the tall man from the photo. He was standing on the verandah with a girl who looked nothing like her photo. Tall and tanned like her mother but with the darkest eyes, masses of thick dark wavy hair halfway down her back, and a face that made Aunt Cathie’s seem sweet rather than beautiful. “Olivia Newman, you’re finally here,” she said, her voice a bit like her mother’s, which I’d decided must be a result of a private school education or being upper class.

      “Hullo,” I said, trying to disguise my common New Zealand accent and furious with the flush that I could feel shooting up my pallid neck. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

      “Oh my God,” she cried—I soon discovered that Cassandra never screamed—in her posh voice. “I LOVE your accent. Speak, speak, so I can hear some more!”

      And there it was, my future set out before me in that single two second interaction. The drama, the dominance, the manipulation, the generosity, the smothering, the wealth and education and land and privilege—the startling wonder of this almost woman from a world I’d never even dreamed I’d ever enter.
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      The house was perfect as it turned out. Not at all posh. Inside it had dark wooden floors and white walls and dark beams in the big main rooms with high ceilings, almost like a church. There were faded rugs everywhere and a mish-mash of wooden furniture and saggy couches. Through french doors I could see the green forest and blue sea, although the flyscreens  over the doors with lots of bird and insect splatter on them got in the way a bit. Wooden fans spun from the high ceilings in a romantic fashion.

      Cassandra led me into a bedroom with twin beds, and said I could have the one under the window if I liked. It was clearly hers going by the bedside drawers which had on the top a framed photo of a horse, a horsey magazine, and an apple core.

      “No, that’s yours. This one is fine,” I said, dumping my day pack on the other bed.

      “I can shift in a jiffy. No prob. It’s nice sleeping under the window if you’re not used to the heat.”

      “No really, I’m good here.” I was blushing again and shoved my damp hair back from my hot face, trying to ignore my reflection in the mirror on the chest-of-drawers opposite the two beds. Straight lank hair that Mum had called marmalade, but more like a horrible chewed gingernut, pale boring face with freckles, and at least half-a-head shorter than Cassandra.

      “I insist,” Cassandra said, pushing her bedside drawers across the space between the beds. “Shove those other drawers over here. They’re empty so you can put your stuff in them.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “That’s awfully generous. Perhaps we can swap beds every week or something.”

      “God no, that would be a drag.” She righted the horse photo that had fallen over in the shift. “Do you like horses?”

      “I don’t really know any,” I said.

      She grinned. “You’re funny. I was worried we wouldn’t hit it off and be stuck with each other in endless misery. But you’re exactly the sister I would have chosen if I’d been given any say in the matter. It’s dire having only a brother. I’ll teach you to ride in a jiffy.”

      She ordered me to get my swimming togs out of my case and led the way back to the kitchen. A boy with dirty-blonde spiky hair was leaning on the bench eating an apple. “Gidday,” he said. “I’m Pete, the black sheep.” His accent was a sort of cross between upper-class and Australian drawl.

      “Hi,” I said, going red as usual. “I’m Olivia.”

      “Thought you might be. Do you want an apple?”

      “OK. Thanks.”

      Cassandra rolled her eyes and Aunt Cathie frowned at her. “You can all have drinks first before you go to the beach.”

      I took the icy-cold glass from her and laid it against my cheek, then skulled it down. “Yum.”

      “Have another. It’s mango juice,” said Aunt Cathie, but Cassandra was already shoving me out the door as if the beach would vanish if we didn’t get to it immediately.

      The track wound through the bush for quite a long way with divine seats every time there was a glimpse of the sea. Not that we stopped to sit on any of them. At the bottom just before the sand there was a shed and a loo, and Pete disappeared into the loo while Cassandra and I got changed into our swimming togs in the shed. I thought Cassandra would strip off her clothes without any hint of modesty and I’d have to as well, but she turned her back which was a relief.

      The sea was heaven, absolute heaven. Warm and soft and barely a ripple. I discovered soon enough that it wasn’t always like that, but it was most of the time. We swam inside a giant net that was attached to poles on the sand like an enormous drowned hammock. I thought it was to keep the crocs and sharks away but it was to keep stinging jellyfish out. It had a few holes here and there—bigger than the tiny netting holes, I mean, obviously—but none of us got stung so either the jellyfish were giants or just couldn’t be bothered to sting humans. Pete said that they didn’t even need the net in winter because the water was only 79 degrees, too cold for stingers, but it was too much of a hassle to take it in every damn May.
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      I soon got used to everything, even their accents and Cassandra and Pete’s bickering. Aunt Cathie and Cassandra talked all the time, which was tiring at first but it meant I didn’t have to come up with stuff to say. I especially liked the Professor (that’s what I secretly called him even though I was meant to call him Uncle William). He wasn’t much of a talker unless it was worth it, but he always treated we three teens like adults with valuable opinions. I really looked forward to dinner time, not just because of the yummy food but because everyone argued and carried on about all sorts of things. Sometimes I thought of home and our lonely meal times, mostly because Mum was usually too tired to talk much and it was sausages or fatty mince if we were lucky. It was best not to think about it and concentrate on getting used to this bizarre new world.

      Off the main living room where the kitchen and the old scrubbed wooden table where we ate was, there was a big room with a giant desk and a saggy couch and saggy chairs that didn’t match and heaps of bookshelves with books piled up everywhere. I thought it was the Prof’s study but he said he didn’t have a study, it was a room for reading or sleeping or eating cake or anything else pleasant and was for everyone. He showed me lots of fascinating old books and there was even a copy of Gone With The Wind just like mine. He said it was one of his favorite novels, and so was Wuthering Heights, although he thought Catherine Earnshaw was a silly girl thinking she could love one man while marrying another for his money.

      It turned out that Uncle William was an important author in Australia and had written two novels that had won prizes. He didn’t tell me this of course, but Cassandra did one day to stop me  ‘banging on’ about how interesting he was. I felt too embarrassed after that to ask her what the books were, and I skulked around the bookshelves, pretending to look for other books but really looking for his name on the spines. No luck. One day near the end of the holidays, Uncle William asked me what I was currently writing and I didn’t know what to say. Then he said that when he is writing something new, he always thinks it’s terrible and has a hard time showing it to anyone, even a proper editor whose job it is to read drafts and help the author shape them up. So I told him I was sort of mucking around with a story set in Yorkshire (where I’d never been but where Mum had grown up and her parents lived before they died so I knew something about it other than from Emily and Charlotte) and he said he’d be delighted to read it whenever I thought it could do with another author’s eye.
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      In spite of our polar opposite personalities, Cassandra and I became friends. Best friends. Actually it probably worked because we were so different; she always had to be the center of attention, and I detested the limelight. At school we didn’t spend much time together, but at home we were rarely apart. She was fun and I’d never had a friend even remotely like her before. In New Zealand, the girls who let me hang out with them were either the other kids from the wrong side of the tracks and had nothing much to laugh about,   or were outsiders for other reasons. Even when I occasionally got pissed off by Cassandra’s bossiness, she never minded, and sometimes even apologized. I never forgot that I’d been hoisted on her out of the blue, and how generous she’d been right from the start. But I never forgot, either, that I wasn’t really a Tulloch, especially as my Kiwi accent persisted in spite of my efforts to change my vowels.

      When we made those silly secret wishes on New Year’s Day every year, my wish was always the same; that one day I’d have my own family. Sometimes I added a second wish; that I’d become a writer of novels that would make me entirely independent and with luck would also win an award or two. Cassandra didn’t have any burning ambitions other than to have five kids and ride every day. She was horse mad like Aunt Cathie and that was another reason I didn’t entirely fit; I seemed incapable of relaxing around horses, and I soon gave up pretending. Uncle William said he was on my side although in fact he was a perfectly good rider himself. Pete could ride but didn’t; he preferred the farm bike.

      It turned out that the Tullochs weren’t as wealthy as I’d thought. I discovered this at Sandalwood Private School for Girls (motto: Sandalwood Brings the Sweet Smell of Success) where lots of the girls were really wealthy. According to Cassandra, the Tullochs were classed as 'comfortably off’. She found this very amusing. University professors weren’t paid big salaries and Aunt Cathie didn’t have a job, although she did lots of volunteer work. Cassandra went to Sandalwood because the local state schools had a poor record of educational achievement, and the Tullochs believed education was much more important than a fancy house and overseas holidays. Pete had refused to go to the private boys’ school that was the twin of Sandalwood, and instead got the bus to the state school in Port Douglas. Perhaps that’s why he fancied himself as the black sheep. His real name was Gideon, but he’d decided he wanted to be called Pete when he was about six.

      I discovered that Killara — which was an aboriginal word meaning ‘always there’ or ‘permanent’ — hadn’t been in the family for generations but had been an abandoned, overgrown coconut plantation that Aunt Cathie and Uncle William bought for a song after the war. They’d lived in the worker’s cabin—now called the Shack—while they gradually saved enough money so they could rebuild the old homestead which had been partly destroyed by a fire. It had been called Killara when it was built in the nineteen thirties. The Shack was full of junk now and swallows flew in and out of a broken window and made their nests in the rafters.

      Neither Cassandra nor I managed to find out much about Mum and Aunt Cathie’s friendship, except that they knew each other casually when they were both working in Singapore as young women before the war. Uncle William told us a bit, and said we weren’t to talk to Aunt Cathie about it as it upset her too much. I knew Mum had been a nurse in Singapore, and Aunt Cathie was a waitress. They were both part of a group of Australians and New Zealanders who met up at Raffles to dance and drink cocktails. Then when Singapore fell in 1942, they ended up on the same evacuation boat sunk by the Japanese and were stuck in the same Japanese prison camps in Sumatra until the war ended in 1945.

      Cassandra and I talked about it quite a lot at first and decided that nothing could be deeper than a friendship between two women fighting to survive in a prison camp. We pledged to strive to make our friendship as deep in their honor.

      At Sandalwood, Cassandra and I were in different academic streams; I was in the A stream and she in the B stream. But when it came to everything else, Cassandra was the star. She was in the top tennis team, the top swimming team, the dressage team, and the horse jumping team (it was that sort of school). She was elected head of the student council, organized the dances with the private boy’s school nearby, and for a while went out with their Head Boy. In our final year she was the Deputy Head Girl. It was only because of her that I was even a prefect.

      I was hopeless at all sports and detested organizing things.  But in truth I didn’t care because my passion was reading and creative writing. After my first year and coming top in English, Latin and French, and second in Science, Geography and Math, I was taken on as a special project by the head of the English Department, Miss Brontë. I called her Emily inside my head as I figured Emily was more darkly dramatic than Charlotte, but her first name was sadly Sue. Sue Brontë. I ask you, what was her mother thinking? She didn’t seem much older than us, but I suppose she must have been twenty-five at least as she had all sorts of degrees. According to Cassandra, Uncle William had taught her when she was at uni. He thought she was A++. If it hadn’t been for Miss Brontë with lots of backup from the Professor, I would never in a million years have won the scholarship to Cambridge. It included all my fees, board, text books and spending money for four years of an English and Creative Writing degree. It even included my airfare from Australia to England.
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      We finished at Sandalwood in early December, 1964. As soon as Pete’s school broke up he disappeared to Melbourne where he got an apprenticeship as a motor mechanic. Cassandra and I worked our butts off as cleaners in Cairns Hospital for twelve weeks to make some money so that we could embark on our big Overseas Experience. We were both 18, me only two days past my birthday, when we boarded our plane for London. How free I felt as I showed my ticket to the air hostess, paid for by my scholarship. I knew Aunt Cathie and Uncle William loved me, almost like a daughter, and I loved them back. But never again would I have to rely on their generosity.

      When Cassandra flew back to Australia, six months later, she was fizzing over starting her new life, far away from Killara. "I’m not going back home," she’d been telling our new friends in England. "Brisbane is days and days drive from Killara." It was true, Cairns was over 1000 miles north of Brisbane, and they were still in the same State. Those sorts of distances were hard for Brits to get their heads around. But at least it was drivable. Not like the 9000 miles that now separated me from the place I’d called home for the last five years.

      As I waved my dearest friend goodbye at Heathrow, my feelings were all over the place. But the tiny trickle of homesickness soon turned to intoxication as I gazed out the train window on the return trip to Cambridge. I tried to imagine what this landscape must have been like in 1209, when the University of Cambridge was founded. Nearly 600 years before Europeans settled in Australia. Yes, it was time for me to discover at last my own life.
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      Cambridge, England, October, 1969

      

      Ben saved me from my distress over missing Cassandra’s November wedding, then staying on in Australia for a tropical Christmas. He didn’t know why I was really so down; I stuck by my decision not to tell him about the abortion. But he understood homesickness, and how upset I was about missing Cassandra’s wedding.

      "Come with me to Scotland for Christmas and New Year," he said. Then with a wink, he broadened his accent.  "First footing 'n' a' that. Lassie, ye hae nae experienced New Year if ye hae nae lived in bonnie Scootlund." He grinned. "An' Mum will be ecstatic."

      "What about you?" I asked. "Will you be ecstatic?"

      "Goes wi’oot saying, hen," he said, pulling me into a hug.

      Our Scotland holiday was wonderful. Ben’s parents reminded me a little of Aunt Cathie and Uncle William; not to look at but in their natural welcoming ways. The walks—mostly uphill—Ben took me on into the nearby Cairngorms immersed me in memories of wild New Zealand. When I was about ten, Mum and I had spent a whole week driving around the foothills of the Southern Alps, camping in rough campsites, cooking over a camp fire. Looking back, I have no idea how she managed to afford it, but as a child that didn’t even enter my head. One of my few happy memories of us. It seems to me now that it was her final attempt to pull herself out of her depression. She’d lost her job before we went on our trip and when we returned she couldn’t, or didn’t, get another one. Then came the longer drinking spells, the pills, the inability to lift herself out of bed and out of darkness.
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      Perhaps Ben and I were both loosened by too much whisky on New Year’s Eve, but one of us said the magic words first and the other said them back. We didn’t share our new commitment with Ben’s parents, but our relationship felt different after that; deeper, truer.

      Back in Cambridge, on the surface we continued as before—living separately, spending Wednesday nights and weekends together. But in a new bonding venture we joined the Cambridge anti-Vietnam war movement. Britain hadn’t added to the US madness and sent troops, mainly because of the opposition from the British public, but Australia had, and Pete, Cassandra’s twin, was one of the unlucky ones. The new friends we made through the movement—some of them were Australians and New Zealanders—assumed we were a couple, and I finally felt confident that we were. It gave me the excuse I needed to tell Ben I had decided to go on the pill. He was all for it, and said he’d spend his condom money on my favorite chocolates from now on. I didn’t mention that he could have discarded the condoms months ago.

      In February, Ben began looking for academic positions, as his postdoctoral research funding would come to an end in August. We talked about it, endlessly, and I got upset, and he suggested I might come with him wherever he ended up. He applied for lots of lecturing jobs in the UK, USA, and Australia, and got offered one in Durham, one in Iowa, and one in Brisbane. I had a miserable few days and nights while he decided which one to take, but the hot sex I withheld from him while he mulled it over worked, and he made the right decision. His boyhood obsession with the Great Barrier Reef and its birds may also have had something to do with it.
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      Brisbane, September, 1970

      In my letters to my Tulloch foster-parents and Cassandra—no longer a Tulloch but a Brooks—I’d said we were arriving in Brisbane in October, but when the university suggested Ben arrive earlier so he could participate in an ornithological conference being held at his new university, I decided not to reveal our earlier September arrival date. Cassandra loved surprises.

      We arrived at 6am, jet-lagged after a 30-hour journey, and for most of the day wandered like zombies around the motel the university had paid for, trying to stay awake. We found out some more about tomorrow’s big anti-Vietnam war march being held as part of the Vietnam Moratorium Campaign. It was advertised everywhere. Its mission was to force a withdrawal of Australian and other foreign troops from Vietnam and the repeal of the 1964 National Service Act. Pete’s birthdate had been drawn in the conscription ballot in January, 1967, and he’d been drafted after only a few months into the Second Battalion of the Royal Australian Regiment, surviving thirteen months in Vietnam. His regiment returned to Australia in June 1968, and on completion of his two years full-time service he was discharged from the army but put on the active reserve list. That was one of the issues Australians were protesting about. Not only were these guys forced into the army for two full-time years just because their twentieth birthday happened to fall on a date drawn out of a hat, after that they had to serve another three years on the active reserve list. So poor Pete was drafted back into the same regiment for a second stint in Vietnam in May this year. I had a personal reason for going to this march.

      I didn’t phone Cassandra until the evening. No answer so I phoned Killara and got Uncle William. When I heard his beautiful voice  my throat closed up. It had been over five years. His voice changed when I managed to croak out my name and that I was back in Australia. “Olivia, my love,” he said. “It’s been too long.”

      Aunt Cathie was out at some charity thing, and he thought Cassandra and Sebastian were in Melbourne for a few days. I was gutted. But we chatted on and I told him
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An emotionally piercing and absorbing account of turbulent female friendship over time,
Call My Name i

also a keen meditation on the powerful pull of connection and belonging

—the places and people that shape and change us, forever calling us home.
—Paula McLain, New York Times bestselling author of The Paris Wife and When the Stars Go Dark

' Aw‘:trd—.winning author of A Drop
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