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Chapter One

An Undiscovered Country
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Lydia Hawkins loved takeoffs, but hated landings. Takeoffs were so hopeful and landings seemed anticlimactic. To her, landing felt like an ending, not a beginning. As she braced herself for the dreaded impact of wheels to tarmac, Lydia felt an ominous shudder shoot up her spine. Her long plane journey had come to an end, but a new path lay, sprawled ahead of her. This particular landing would be anything but anticlimactic. She pulled at her long, chestnut ponytail. Her black cap and sunglasses made her almost unrecognizable, if the image from her phone’s selfie-camera was to be believed. Her faded blue jeans and long- sleeved blouse, ensured that barely an inch of skin was visible. She tugged at her sleeves, pulling them down past her wrists. Lydia examined her pale hands and they were trembling. She interlocked her fingers and wedged them between her knees. 

A wave of clicking spread through the airplane, as impatient people relieved themselves of their seatbelts. Lydia wished for a moment that she could keep hers fastened until the aircraft took off again. She fantasized about travelling forever, although travelling coach for all eternity was plain unappealing. Lydia tried to picture herself in first-class, but couldn’t. Who was she, anyway? Suddenly, the harsh crossfire of an argument cut through the cabin; something about luggage? Lydia tried to block out the disturbance, but found it impossible. The cutting words hacked their way into her head. To Lydia, it sounded like the cruel dissonance of a car crash. Lydia suddenly felt quite ill.

“You getting up, love?” enquired the elderly gentleman, sitting in the window seat beside Lydia.

“Guess I have to, huh?” she replied meekly.

“First time in Australia?” asked the man in a shaky, Australian drawl that made Lydia forget her jitters for a moment and smile.

“As a matter of fact, it is.”

“Where is that lovely accent from?”

“I’m from the States. Colorado,” said Lydia, instantly regretting being so candid with someone she didn’t know.

“Well, you’re going to have a rippa’ of a time, blossom,” said the older man with a wink.

“That’s good, right?” questioned Lydia playfully.

The brief interaction with the stranger had provided Lydia with a needed distraction. It had muffled the chattering in her mind. She even found herself a little excited by the thought of her new life. Maybe she really could become someone different, given enough time. It wasn’t too much to ask, was it? People had done similar things throughout history: disappearing from one world, only to reemerge across the sea, in a new one, for the purpose of building something better for themselves. Lydia had spent hours as a child, pawing over maps of the world, embarking on long journeys in her mind. Where had that little girl gone? The one who at five-years old, would stay up late, drawing lions, tigers and kangaroos by torchlight. Back then, she had thought that all of those animals lived together on the same island. She was so sick and tired of who she had become. Later in life, when things had taken a turn, Lydia learnt to smile along with other carefree twenty-somethings, but she was never really one of them. Now in her thirties, maybe it was her chance to start over. She stood up, smoothed out her sleeves and readied herself for the new world.

As Lydia rounded her way past the buxom, bubbly and very blonde flight attendant and exited the plane, she was greeted by thick, tropical warmth. It reminded Lydia of sinking below the surface of a hot bath. There was a floral scent in the air, accompanied by something that Lydia couldn’t quite put a finger on. The sunlight was more brilliant and golden than any she had encountered before. Despite the shimmering heat, she could see brooding, storm-cloud laden mountains, off in the distance, as she walked the path to the terminal. Lydia tried her best to commit the landscape to memory. Perhaps she would buy some paints later on; she hadn’t painted anything in such a long time. There was something dreamy and intoxicating about the place, but Lydia was quick to snap herself back to reality; she’d have to keep her wits about her.

‘Welcome to Coolangatta Airport’, read the brightly colored sign overhead. Lydia dragged her wheeled suitcase toward the main exit and tried to remember how to pronounce the name of the locale. She couldn’t remember quite how the plane’s Captain had said it when they were coming in to land. There was a lot about this country she was yet to learn; it cemented just how far from home she now was. Suddenly, she felt her stomach churning and nausea came at Lydia in waves. She bolted across the terminal to the bathroom and burst into the only empty cubicle, before vomiting convulsively. 

As she washed her face, too spent to really notice the looks from others, Lydia realized that she wasn’t tied up in knots over being so far from home. Sure, she was sad to leave behind her mom, her sister, her job and of course, her friends. She had changed her mind about leaving her life behind, at least a dozen times before buying the ticket. Lydia had felt unbridled anguish when the plane’s landing gear had left the ground and the world she once knew, shrunk out of sight. But, no, it wasn’t the thought of the eight thousand or so miles between her old home and what would soon be her new one. It wasn’t the feeling that she was so far away; it was the fear that she wasn’t far away enough.

Lydia walked through the automatic doors and interior cool surrendered to tropic humidity. People buzzed all around, busily kissing hello or goodbye. A teenaged boy with long, dark hair, strummed a guitar as a blonde girl in a midriff, sang something written before she was born. Then, a sudden streak of white, as a flock of birds zoomed overhead, screeching like they had just witnessed a crime. A spray-tanned man in a white, linen shirt, whizzed past Lydia, making kissy noises at her as he went. Lydia stared at her feet and released her grip on her case, so she could smooth out the sleeves of her top. She was about to seek out the sanctuary of the terminal once again, when her ears were accosted by a loud shriek.

“Yooooooooo hooooooo!” Lydia’s nerves gave way to relief as she clapped eyes on a familiar face. 

“You look like you could use a drink!” announced the culprit, jovially.

“Oh, it’s you. I thought a fire alarm had gone off!” quipped Lydia. “It’s great to see you, Dora.” The pair embraced tightly, Dora wrapping her arms around Lydia’s waist, as she was almost a foot shorter than her friend. 

“This all you brought?” questioned Dora, as she deftly slipped from Lydia’s grasp and grabbed hold of her luggage.

“Yeah. It was all pretty hasty,” replied Lydia with a far-off look.

“Never mind, petal. New life: new wardrobe!” returned Dora, throwing the small case into the back of her tiny car.

“Thanks for coming, Dor,” said Lydia breathlessly, stopping before opening the passenger door. “This is all just so...”

“I know, love. I know.”
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Dora wove the little, aqua-blue hatchback through traffic like a racecar driver, but she spoke as calmly as someone riding the bus, “You’re going to love my rental property, Lyds. I’m a bloody spectacular landlord too. I never interfere, I never nag about the rent. Well, I’ll never nag you, cos’ you’re a good mate. You pay when you can and not before, my love. When we first met, in the states, I knew instantly that we were kindreds, you and me. Anyway, I had this other couple in, hippies from a place called Nimbin, down south a bit, I’ll take you there one day if you like, but oh, my word, they were hopeless when it came to paying the rent...” rattled Dora. 

Lydia half-listened, but she was distracted by the ocean; she could see it through the open, driver-side window, just past Dora’s - very animated - face. She had never seen the sea up close and now here it was. The water was azure blue and the reflected sunlight shone, diamond-like, on its surface. Tall, pale buildings rose up on either side of the wide road; buildings with names like: ‘Pacific Towers’ and ‘Ocean Paradise’. Dora was forced to slow down, as they plunged into mid-week traffic; it allowed Lydia the chance to watch people going to, or coming from the beach. The locals really stuck out, with their perma-tans and sun-bleached hair. The women looked as though they had been created in a test tube; each one more perfect than the last. Lydia tugged at her sleeves; it would have been intimidating, if she wasn’t so intent on not being noticed. But would covering up make her stick out more? At any rate, she would limit her trips outdoors.

Dora pulled into the driveway of the old rental house, to the tune of much sputtering and backfiring. “Are you going to make it home?” asked Lydia with some concern.

“No worries! She always sounds like she’s at death’s door, pet, but Delilah has a lotta’ heart for an old girl.”

“You named your car Delilah?”

“Oh, she’s a total minx,” replied Dora with a cheeky wink.

Lydia looked up through the dusty windshield, “Why does this house have legs?” she enquired.

“It’s a Queensland thing. Cos’ of the, you know: flooding.”

“Should I be worried?” asked Lydia, with more than a hint of trepidation.

“Nah! It hasn’t flooded here in....days,” said Dora, with a straight face.

Dora motioned a jangly, Bangle-laden arm for Lydia to exit the car and head inside. The warm air was tempered by a sea-breeze and there was a scent that Lydia guessed to be coconut husks; there were fallen coconuts all over the front yard. A good number of coconut palms had sprung up in random places around the front of the house, alongside what looked like avocado and papaya trees. The stairs up to the front porch creaked and there was a crooked fly-screen door, that fell languidly to the side when Lydia pulled it open. The main door was reassuringly solid and it opened to reveal a long hallway with rich, dark timber flooring. Lydia explored every corner and was happy to find that every room was tastefully furnished with beautifully maintained pieces from the nineteen-fifties.

The main bedroom featured a handsome, freshly polished, brass bed-frame, sporting a brand new, luxuriantly clothed mattress. There was a very fine, see-through curtain, draped over the bed from the ceiling. 

“For the mozzies,” remarked Dora, materializing behind Lydia.

“Mozzies?” Lydia queried.

“Mosquitoes. I forget that you’re from a whole other country. Mozzie is Aussie for mosquito, pet,” replied Dora.

“They’re bad here?” 

“They’ll carry you away and make you their Queen,” Dora said cryptically. 

There was a fireplace in the main living room that Lydia figured she would never need in the Queensland climate. The mantle was painted a crisp white and it was adorned with large shells and other things from the ocean. There was a comfortable looking sofa setting and two large, cane chairs with lavish cushions. Lydia clicked with the kitschy charm of the place immediately; there was a sense of innocence, but something else, sadness maybe. Lydia daydreamed about the lives that had possibly intersected in the house over its long life. 

There was also a feeling that some of those energies hadn’t completely moved on.

“You can feel it, can’t you?” enquired Dora, appearing in the doorway of the main bedroom like a specter.

“What am I feeling, exactly?” replied Lydia, her eyes squinting to see the unknown.

“The specialness of this house. I feel like...destiny awaits you here, love.”

Lydia stared at Dora, silhouetted against the syrupy sunlight. She looked like a gypsy in her dangly, amethyst earrings and peasant skirt. Dora’s flaming, Celtic red hair was kept off her triangular face with a patterned head-scarf. Her large, grey eyes were soulful and deep; her confident smile always seemed to say: ‘I know things that you don’t.’

“I’m gonna’ let you unpack your comically tiny suitcase and get settled. I took the liberty of setting up a pre-paid phone for you, it’s under my name and you don’t have to worry about paying a bloody thing. I’ll take care of it. I left my address written down for you on the fridge and you have my phone number if you need anything, okay my pet. There are some essentials for you in the kitchen and clean towels in the bathroom,” said Dora warmly.

“Dora. Thank you so much. You’re my only friend in the world right now.”

“You just take care of yourself, Lyds. I’ll pop over and check on you some time. I’ll bring my home-made strawberry wine. You’ll bloody love it. See you, petal.”

Lydia felt a swell of love for Dora at that moment; they hadn’t seen one another for a year at least
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