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This book is dedicated to all the brave, hard-working group settlers who helped build the town of Northcliffe in Western Australia – and also to the people of today’s Northcliffe, who made me welcome, generously sharing information so that I could create this story.


ENGLAND, LATE 1923

Norah
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Norah Webster looked up from her machining as the charge hand stopped next to her.

‘You’re wanted at home, lass. Urgent.’

She shoved her chair back and stood up. ‘Do you know why?’

‘The lad didn’t say. I’ll have to dock your pay for the time you’re away from your machine, mind.’

But she wasn’t listening. She grabbed her coat and ran all the way home with it flapping open.

She’d moved back in with her parents after the war when she lost her job as a porter at the railway station to a returned soldier. She was ashamed at having to seek their help, but as a widow, she found it impossible to earn enough to run a house of her own on women’s peacetime wages, let alone provide properly for her eight-year-old daughter Janie. But she consoled herself with the thought that her money helped her parents out, too, so she was still paying her way.

When she got there, Norah saw a group of solemn-faced neighbours gathered near their house. They greeted her in subdued voices but avoided her eyes. Pushing open the front door, she heard her mother’s anguished weeping coming from upstairs and her steps faltered.

She climbed the stairs slowly, stopping in the doorway of the front bedroom, still panting from running home. Her mother was kneeling on the floor by the bed, weeping loudly and unrestrainedly, holding the hand of the still figure lying there. She didn’t even notice her daughter.

Norah went forward and knelt to put an arm round her. No need for anyone to say her father was dead. You couldn’t mistake that look. ‘What happened, Mum?’

Annie clung to her. ‘He dropped dead at work, just keeled over and died, they said. They fetched the doctor straight off, but it was too late, so they brought him home. The first thing I knew was when they knocked on the door. Oh, Norah, he’s gone, left me! How can I bear it?’

More sobs erupted from her and all Norah could do was hold her and let her weep for a while. She looked over the top of her mother’s head at the calm face of her dad. Such a lovely man. So hard to believe he was dead. Tears welled in her eyes, but she didn’t give in to the desire to weep. Someone had to stay strong, do what was necessary and organise the funeral. Her mother was a weak woman, who’d depended on her husband. What would become of her now? What would become of them all?

After a few minutes Norah decided this couldn’t go on and said gently, ‘You have to stop crying now, Mum. We’ve things to do.’

But Annie went into hysterics and couldn’t be calmed. In the end they had to send for the doctor, who gave her something to make her sleep.

Norah sent a neighbour’s lad round to tell her sisters what had happened, and almost as an afterthought, told him to go to the slipper factory afterwards to tell them she’d be taking the rest of the week off to bury her father.

Her sisters arrived and they went to see their father, then wept together. But neither of them was prepared to lay him out, so Norah did it.

By the time her daughter came home from school, she’d done that and made arrangements for the funeral, too. Well, that was easy enough to do, wasn’t it? Her parents had taken out burial insurance a long time ago, paying threepence a week to ensure they had a decent send-off, not a pauper’s funeral. The insurance company only dealt with one funeral firm, who offered a standard service to those insured, so you didn’t get any choice about the details unless you could pay extra.

And they couldn’t. Neither she nor her sisters had any money to spare because times were hard.

Janie fell silent when she heard what had happened and whispered, ‘Like Daddy.’ She cried softly and sadly. She’d been her granddad’s favourite and maybe he’d spoiled her, but they both had so much fun together that Norah hadn’t tried to stop him indulging the fatherless child. She tried to comfort her daughter, but what could you say, really? Death was so final.

After her daughter had sobbed herself to sleep, Norah lay awake for a long time in the back bedroom, lying very still in the double bed they shared, staring bleakly into the darkness. Was it possible to provide for herself, her mother and Janie without her father’s wages?

However carefully she did the sums, it wasn’t. The pennies didn’t stretch that far, with her wages little more than half a man’s. That meant they couldn’t keep this house, or any other.

On the Saturday afternoon of that same week, Andrew Boyd knocked on the door of his fiancée’s house and waited for Betty to answer it. For once, she wasn’t smiling, didn’t invite him in.

For a few moments they stared at one another then he asked the question whose answer he’d already guessed from her expression. ‘Did you read the pamphlet I gave you?’

‘No. I threw it in the fire.’

He was shocked by that. ‘You didn’t think I might want it back?’

‘It was all lies. I don’t know why you believe them.’

Her voice was shriller than usual and he wished she’d chosen somewhere more private for this confrontation, but that was Betty all over. She never thought before she acted.

He repeated what he’d been telling her for a while now, only he said it more strongly. ‘It wasn’t lies. It was a chance for us, and a good one, too. You know how I hate my job, hate this town as well. I feel stifled here after going overseas during the war. Other countries are warmer, brighter, more cheerful.’

For a moment he turned his head to scowl at the long row of shabby little houses built up the hill in steps, each dwelling exactly fourteen foot wide. Folk here lived on top of one another. Soldiers had lived together even more closely in the barracks. He longed for space and air and bright sunshine, and the freedom to do as he wanted with his life, to be on his own if he wanted. ‘I’ve tried, Betty. God knows I’ve tried. But I can’t settle down here. And why should I when there’s a better alternative?’

She took a step backwards, the tears she seemed able to produce at will running down her face, and said in a voice throbbing with emotion, ‘Not even for me? You said you loved me, Andrew, but you can’t have meant it.’ Pulling out a lace-edged handkerchief, she dabbed delicately at her eyes.

‘I did mean it. You know that. And even if I stayed here, jobs aren’t safe these days.’

‘You’re the charge hand at the foundry. You’ll always have a job. They don’t lay off charge hands.’

‘Don’t be so sure about that. They had to put people on short time at the spinning mill this week and they cancelled a big order at our works. So now we have to put our men on short time, too.’

She waved one hand impatiently. ‘It’s always been like that. Full on with work, then short time, and later things start picking up again.’ She pressed one hand to her breast in a theatrical gesture. ‘If you love me, you’ll—’

‘Love won’t make jobs for people. You should read your father’s newspapers instead of wasting your money on that stupid Picture Show magazine.’

She abandoned the pose to glare at him. ‘It’s only twopence a week and if you men can go and waste your money watching football matches, I don’t see why I can’t take an interest in the cinema.’

It was an old argument and he shouldn’t have raised it again, but when she started posing and acting like those silly film stars she adored, it really got to him. Especially now. ‘No one will be able to afford to go to football or the cinema if things go on like this. Business is bad all across the north and getting worse. You’d think we’d lost the war, not won it. And anyway, that doesn’t change the fact that I can’t stand being shut up inside that damned noisy workshop all day.’

She gave him one of her soulful looks. He’d thought them beautiful when he first met her, but knew now she was playacting half the time, modelling herself on her favourite film stars. It was starting to irritate him, but still he wanted her, couldn’t help himself, she was so soft and pretty.

‘If you insist on going to Australia, I can’t marry you, Andrew.’ She pressed one hand against her breast and bowed her head.

The silence was broken only by the striking of the town hall clock in the distance and a dog responding with a couple of half-hearted barks.


Get it over with, he told himself. You know she’ll never change her mind about this.


He could see her watching him out of the corner of her eye, knew she was hoping her dramatic ultimatum would force him to stay. Only he’d told her the simple truth: he couldn’t face staying. Still, it was hard to say the words.

When he’d met her, six months after his wife died, he’d fallen madly in love. Betty was not only pretty, but cheerful and lively. She made him laugh and feel whole again. What man who’d been through the war wouldn’t enjoy the prospect of a rosy, smiling woman like her to brighten his days? It had seemed like a miracle that the prettiest girl in town loved him in return.

But love wasn’t enough, not for him, and he steeled himself to look away from those big blue eyes. ‘So you never even read the pamphlet or tried to find out about what it’s like in Australia. It’s a wonderful country, Betty. A man can make a good life for himself and his family out there. Just think, we’ll own our own land.’

‘What use is that to people like us? It’s farmers they need to work the land. You’re not one – you know nowt about farming, nowt! And I’m not going to be a farmer’s wife. Let alone I like living in town, it’s back-breaking work, farming is. Besides, I’ve told you before and I meant it: I’m not moving away from my family, not for anything. I’ve brothers and sisters here, Andrew, and my father’s a widower.’

She spoke in broken tones but he could see no tears and there was a watchful look in her eyes. It was as if she’d turned suddenly into a stranger, someone he didn’t know, someone very different from the woman whose kisses drove him mad with longing, the one who snuggled against him in the cinema, warm and soft.

He pushed those memories away. He’d made his decision. It was the only one possible because there were his sons to think of as well as himself. Taking a deep, shuddering breath, he took a step backwards.

Her mouth fell open in shock and she stretched one hand out towards him. ‘Andrew, love, don’t do this. You’ll feel better about everything once we’re married, I know you will.’

‘I won’t change my mind, Betty. They’re giving land to ex-servicemen out there in Western Australia, just giving it away for the asking. And I’m going to ask for some.’

He watched as she fumbled for her ring finger and took off the engagement ring he’d given her, an extravagance she’d coaxed out of him. She held it out, mute now, her lips a tight thin line, anger rather than sorrow in her face.

When he took hold of it, she didn’t let go for a minute and he realised in shock that she expected him to let her keep it. Well, he wasn’t going to do that. He’d spent far too much money on her over the past few months already. He jerked it away from her and put it in his pocket.

She stepped back, scowling blackly, no longer pretending to weep.

‘I wish you well, Betty.’ He turned away and strode off down the street, not looking back. It was over, his brief dream of a happy married life, a life more satisfying and exciting than his placid first marriage had brought.

The only dream he had left now was to move to Australia, make a better life for himself and his sons, and by hell, he was going to make it come true, whatever he had to do.

And surely a government wouldn’t lie about something as important as giving land to ex-servicemen?

After the funeral, Norah’s family gathered at the house for a conference. They put all the children in the back room and forbade them to go outside and play on such a solemn day. It had poured down during the funeral and although it had stopped now, the skies were heavy with more rain.

Norah kept her head bowed as her eldest sister’s husband stood up. She didn’t want them to see how bitter she felt about the blows fate kept dealing her, losing her husband, losing her war job, now losing even her home.

‘No need to tell you all why we’re here. We have to decide what to do for Mum and Norah.’ He paused, cleared his throat, then said it. ‘Me and Emily can take Mum in, give her our front room, but we can’t take you and Janie as well, Norah love, well, not for more than a few days, any road. I only wish we could. And we can’t help you with the rent, either, because I’ll be on short time from next week.’ He paused as there was a murmur of sympathy. ‘So, unless you’ve got any ideas, keeping Dad’s house is out of the question.’

She shook her head, her throat aching from holding back tears.

Her youngest sister gave her an apologetic look. ‘We’ve got Phil’s father living with us already, so we’ve not an inch of room left at our place, either. You can always come to us in an emergency, but not permanently. Sorry, love.’

Norah could only manage a quick nod. She knew they’d help her if they could.

‘You an’ Janie will have to find lodgings,’ her sister Emily said. ‘I’ll ask around.’

‘Thanks.’ She listened as they went on to discuss how to sell the furniture, how to get every extra penny for it they could, so that Mum would have a little something behind her.

Only once did Norah interrupt. ‘Some of the furniture is mine. I’m sorry, but I can’t let you have that. I may need it, or if I have to sell it, I’ll need the money it brings for me and Janie.’

There was silence, then her brother-in-law said, ‘Sorry, love. We weren’t thinking.’

‘Me and Mum will start sorting through our things tomorrow, separating hers out,’ Norah said. ‘If we’re out by next Friday, it’ll save paying another week’s rent. I’ll ask at work if I can store my stuff in the old shed for a few weeks, just till I see how I’m placed. I’m sure they’ll let me. They’re not using it just now.’

After that she let them talk, didn’t dare open her mouth in case the sobs burst out, as pieces of her mother’s furniture that she’d polished and cared for nearly all her life were shared out or priced.

She hadn’t many pieces of her own left. Her life didn’t seem to add up to much, even though she’d always worked hard.

She felt quite desperate inside, but tried not to let it show.

Andrew walked his sons to Sunday school, usually one of his favourite activities, because it gave them time to chat about their week without the rest of the family listening in. Today, however, he answered the lads mechanically, still feeling upset.

He’d told his family yesterday that he wasn’t going to marry Betty after all and they’d been shocked. His sons were more worried that this might prevent them going to Australia, which they both regarded as a wonderful adventure, than about losing Betty, whom they’d merely tolerated.

His biggest worry was how he was to get accepted for the West Australian government’s Group Settlement Scheme if he didn’t have a wife. The information he’d been sent made it very plain that a man who had children needed a woman to work alongside him and care for them. There were schemes for single men, but not, it seemed, for widowers like him. He’d sent for another pamphlet to replace the one Betty had burned, just to be sure of the details. But he knew most of them by heart, really.

A little lass pushed past them and ran helter-skelter down a steep part of the path. She let out a shriek as she slipped on a damp patch and fell heavily against a low granite wall that guarded the grave of one of the richer families. Immediately she began to wail, clutching her knee and he could see the blood trickling from a bad graze, even from where he stood.

He moved to help her but a woman got there first, so he held back. Within seconds she had the child sitting on a nearby gravestone and had taken a clean handkerchief out of her pocket, passing it to her own lass, who ran off to dampen it.

Andrew turned to his sons. ‘Off you go to Sunday school, lads.’ He watched in pride as Jack and Ned ran down the hill, then slowed to walk sedately through the side entrance of the church hall. At ten and seven years old, they were a fine, sturdy pair. All three of them were living with his cousin Lyddie at the moment, had been since his wife died. But Lyddie was expecting her first baby, a miracle after years of trying, and she wasn’t well. She was finding it hard going, caring for them all, so whatever happened, he had to make some changes and find a permanent home elsewhere. He’d been holding off doing anything because of going to Australia.

The lass came running back with the handkerchief, dampened now, and stood to one side watching while her mother cleaned the gravel from the child’s knee. The woman waved her daughter off towards the church hall, then attended to the wound. She talked cheerfully the whole time to distract the injured child, asking her name and where she lived. Such a capable woman, bonny too in a wholesome way, her brown hair cut short and curling in the nape of her neck underneath the brim of her hat. He couldn’t imagine Betty doing this sort of thing for a stranger. But he couldn’t imagine this woman stirring a man’s senses as Betty did, either – or even trying to.

He sucked in his breath on this thought and turned away, striding along the narrow streets to his cousin’s house. When he got there, however, he found that her parents-in-law had arrived earlier than usual for Sunday tea. Somehow, today, he couldn’t face sitting with them in the front room that Lyddie kept so neat, a room where you hardly dared move in case you knocked over an ornament. He didn’t want to make laborious conversation or hear the old couple saying the same things they said every week.

He felt he needed to be free of such restrictions today, free to have a think about his future, so called out, ‘I’m going for a walk till it’s time to meet the lads, Lyddie love. I only came back for my coat because it’s a bit parky outside.’ Winter was coming on quickly. He was dreading it. He grabbed his overcoat from the hallstand and was out again before anyone could protest.

In spite of the intermittent showers, he pulled his collar up and went for a brisk walk, heading up to the moors’ edge. No time to go further or he’d have enjoyed a real tramp across the tops. He had a lot to consider and always thought better in the open air.

He wasn’t giving up. He was going to Australia and getting his own land, whatever it took. He’d never wanted anything as much in his whole life.

After she’d helped the little girl who’d fallen, Norah decided to go for a walk. She’d spent the last four days shut up in the house, sorting through their possessions. Her mother had alternately wept and snapped at her; she’d tried to be patient because it was hard to lose your home and become dependent on your own children, she understood that.

But today Norah reckoned she’d earned a quiet hour to herself, so went to walk briskly round the new park. Only that was too tame, too full of people, so she made her way up the hill to where the wind blew freely across the moors and she didn’t have to pretend about anything.

Stopping where the streets ended, she stared wistfully up the narrow track that wound between two farms. Beyond them the moors rolled away into the distance, empty, bare, beautiful. She loved to tramp across the tops, wished she had time to go further now. Ah, why torment yourself? she thought. You can’t get away, so you must just paste on a smile and get on with it.


She turned abruptly, bumping into someone so hard he had to grab her to steady them both.

‘Sorry. I wasn’t looking where I was going.’ As he let go, she looked up at the man, who was righting his cap now. She’d seen him outside the church hall earlier with two lads. It was rare for her to look up at a fellow, because she was tall for a woman. Her husband had been shorter than her.

‘That’s all right. No harm done.’

He smiled, but the smile was forced and she could see that like her, he was upset about something. The town hall clock struck the hour just then and they both stopped to look down at it over the sloping rows of rooftops.

‘Sunday School won’t be out for another half-hour,’ she said, thinking aloud.

‘I saw you taking your daughter there,’ he said. ‘She looks like you.’

Norah smiled. ‘Yes. I hope she doesn’t grow as tall as me, though. It’s a disadvantage for a woman. I’ve seen you outside the church a few times with some lads. Your sons?’

‘Yes.’

‘They look a fine, healthy pair.’

He smiled, his eyes shining with love. ‘They are.’ As the wind whistled round them, he shivered and rubbed his gloved hands together briskly. ‘Best to keep moving in weather like this.’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll walk back into town with you, if you’d like a bit of company.’

She nodded and he fell into place beside her.

‘I don’t really need to meet my lads,’ he said after a while. ‘They’re old enough to come home on their own. But we’re living with my cousin for the time being and I like to get out of the house as much as possible, to give her a bit of time with her own family. My wife died last year, you see.’

It seemed easy to confide in him in return. ‘My husband died early in the war, so I’ve been on my own for a while. I live in Varley Street at the moment.’ She sighed. ‘It’ll be a wrench to leave it.’

‘You’re moving?’

‘I was living with my parents, but my father’s just died. Mum and I can’t manage the house on my wages so she’s going to live with my sister and I’ll have to find lodgings for me and Janie.’ She saw him glance at the black armband, which was all the mourning she could afford.

‘I’m sorry.’

She shrugged. ‘I’ll manage. You have to, don’t you?’

‘You’ve no other relatives who can take you in?’ It was the usual solution.

‘No. One sister’s taking Mum and the other already has her husband’s father living with them.’

There was still ten minutes to go when they arrived back at the chapel, so they walked past it by unspoken consent.

‘Shall you look for a house of your own now?’ she asked to make conversation.

‘I’ve not decided what to do, yet.’

She shivered and dug her hands into her coat pockets. ‘Winter’s coming on fast this year.’

‘Aye. I’m not fond of the cold weather, not in a town anyway.’

By the time they got back, the scholars were coming out of Sunday school. He waved his sons over, said goodbye and left her.

Nice man, she thought, then forgot him as Janie came out, talking earnestly to another little girl. Janie always had a best friend to cling to, didn’t like to do anything on her own. She was a pretty child, and healthy looking, which always pleased Norah.

This was what mattered. Her daughter. Somehow, she’d find a way to make a decent life for the child. Maybe she could take in sewing and work on it in the evenings to earn a bit extra – if they found lodgings with enough room for her sewing machine, that was. The places she’d looked at so far offered only a tiny bedroom and limited access to cooking facilities. She’d have to sell everything to live in such a small place, which upset her. And she hated the thought of living in another woman’s house, having to ask to do anything! Absolutely hated it.


What can’t be cured must be endured, she reminded herself for the umpteenth time, and took Janie’s hand, forcing back the unhappy thoughts and talking as cheerfully as she could manage. Janie had been very close to her granddad and was taking his death and the coming move very badly, clinging to her mother and crying for the slightest thing.

Norah was trying to be patient, but it was hard when she was grieving and upset herself.
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When he got home from work on the Tuesday afternoon, Andrew was pleased to see that the new pamphlet about group settlement in Australia had arrived by the second post. It looked even more smudged than the previous one. They must have made a lot of copies. Perhaps all the places offered by the scheme were full up, all the land taken.

He greeted his cousin Lyddie, then took the pamphlet into the unheated front room, reading every word of it again.

But he’d remembered it accurately. With a groan, he buried his head in his hands.

Lyddie came into the room. ‘Are you all right, love? You’ve been looking down in the dumps lately. Is it because you’ve finished with Betty?’

‘No. Well, not exactly. It’s mainly because I need a wife to get a place in Australia. I’d set my heart on going. Stupid, I know, when I haven’t even applied to the scheme yet to see if I’m suitable.’

She frowned, opened her mouth as if to speak then shut it again.

‘Say it! Tell me I’m a fool to dream like this.’

She sighed. ‘All right. You’re a fool, Andrew Boyd. But not for dreaming of a better life for yourself and the lads – for dreaming of going to Australia with that Betty. I never believed she was the right woman for you, never. She only wanted you because you’re tall and good-looking.’

He could feel himself flushing at this compliment. They weren’t given to tossing praise at people in his family.

‘And can you really imagine her on a farm? I can’t. She’s such a frivolous piece, I’d feel sorry for any man she married and when it was you, well, I was that upset. She won’t stay faithful, you know. That sort never do.’

He stared at her in shock. ‘You never said anything.’

‘When you got engaged, I bit my tongue many a time, because you seemed happy.’ Another hesitation, then she laid one hand on his arm, looking up at him earnestly. ‘Are you sure it’s over with Betty?’

‘Quite sure.’

‘Then why don’t you marry someone else? There are other women who’d jump at the chance of wedding a decent fellow like you, yes, and they’d go to Australia with you in a blink.’

‘Now you’re talking nonsense. Let alone I can’t just walk out on to the street and ask a stranger to marry me, there’s not many who’d want to leave their families and go to live on the other side of the world.’

‘There might be.’

‘You know of someone?’

‘No. But I could ask the curate’s wife for you. She knows everyone in this part of town, Mrs Reddish does. I could go and see her about it.’

‘Don’t be daft!’

‘What’s daft about it? You’ve got problems and getting wed would solve them.’

He couldn’t think straight, he was so surprised by this suggestion. Maybe that’s why he agreed that Lyddie should speak to the curate’s wife.

But after she’d gone out, he wished he hadn’t. He couldn’t do it, he just couldn’t attempt anything as intimate as marriage with a complete stranger. Still, he consoled himself with the thought that no decent woman would be that desperate and he wasn’t interested in women who weren’t decent.

He was horrified when his sister came back looking smug. ‘Never say you’ve found someone!’

‘Of course I haven’t, you fool. But Mrs Reddish thinks she might know someone. The woman’s a widow and a hard worker. It seems life’s dealt her a few blows lately. She’s got a daughter, though, so I’m to let the curate’s wife know if that puts you off. But if you are interested, you could meet the woman and see if you’d suit.’

‘I’m not interested. I don’t know what got into me earlier even to consider it. It’d never work.’

‘Mrs Reddish thinks it’s the perfect solution for both of you. She says if she was twenty years younger, she’d go out to Australia like a shot.’

‘The only sort of woman who’d accept an offer of marriage from a complete stranger is a lunatic.’

‘Or one who’s desperate to give her child a better chance in life,’ Lyddie said quietly. ‘You’re not the only one to want that, you know, Andrew. Meet this woman, at least, before you say no.’

‘Don’t push me, our Lyddie.’

‘Someone has to. You’ve been restless ever since the war, but your wife was dying and you stayed in your old job for her sake. I respected you for that.’ She linked her arm in his. ‘It’d cost nowt to meet this woman and see if you take to one another. Go on, give it a try, love. To please me.’

And some madness made him agree.

She stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. ‘I’ll go back and tell Mrs Reddish straight away.’

When the door knocker sounded that evening, Norah was in the kitchen, sitting with a cup of tea she’d just made, toasting herself by the fire. Her mother had moved out this afternoon and most of the furniture had gone with her, so the house no longer felt like home. And now that Janie was in bed, the place was quiet – far too quiet.

She was surprised to find the curate’s wife at the door.

‘Can I have a word, Norah?’

She realised she’d been staring rudely. ‘Sorry. I’m a bit – preoccupied at the moment.’

‘No wonder.’

When they were sitting in the kitchen, she poured Mrs Reddish a cup of tea and waited to find out what she wanted.

‘I know you’ve got to break up your home and find lodgings, dear.’

‘Yes.’

‘I may have a better answer to your problems.’

And hens might bark, Norah thought, but tried not to show how much she doubted this because Mrs Reddish was a kind woman, a sincere Christian who’d helped a lot of people, unlike the vicar’s wife, who was a stuck-up snob.

The other hesitated. ‘It’s – a bit of a drastic solution I’m offering, Norah, so I’ll just come straight out with it. I know a man who wants to go and live in Australia. They’re giving away land to ex-servicemen out there, you see. He’s a widower with two lads. He’s just broken up with a young woman he was engaged to, and a good thing too, because she’s a flighty piece. But he can’t go to Australia unless he has a wife to work alongside him and – and well, I thought of you.’

If a flaming devil had jumped out of the fire and started dancing on the table, Norah would have been no more surprised than she was by this suggestion. Struck dumb, she could only gape at her visitor.

‘I know it’s a bolt from the blue, but it’d solve both your problems.’

‘Are you – serious about this?’

‘Yes, of course I am. You don’t think I’d come here if I wasn’t.’ Mrs Reddish waited and nudged gently, ‘Well? Are you willing to consider it?’

Norah should have said no straight off because it was a ridiculous idea. But she’d felt so low tonight at the thought of going into lodgings that heaven help her, she couldn’t dismiss it out of hand. ‘I don’t know. I can’t seem to take it in.’

Mrs Reddish clasped her hand and looked earnestly into her eyes. ‘Let’s concentrate on the facts. That’s always a good way to start. The man is a widower with two sons. He was engaged to that Betty Simpson, who works in the draper’s shop, but she wouldn’t go to Australia with him so they broke up.’

Norah glanced across at the mirror and let out a snort of derision. ‘Well, he wouldn’t even look at a plain maypole like me after her. I know her by sight. She’s the prettiest lass in town.’

‘And one of the silliest, too. It’d have been a disastrous match. He’s not only got a good brain, but he’s a sensible, caring sort of man who wants to give his sons a better life than they could have here. If you married him, you could do the same for your daughter.’

‘I can’t—’

‘Shh! Don’t say no. Think about it overnight.’

‘But I—’

Mrs Reddish stood up. ‘I’m not listening to anything you say now. Consider your future carefully, then come and see me first thing tomorrow morning if you’re interested in pursuing matters, in which case, don’t bother going to work. We’d need to act quickly, before you lose your home and he loses his chance of a place on this scheme. Just remember: he needs you as much as you need him, so it’d be an equal bargain.’

And she was gone, leaving Norah so astounded she stood there in the hall for ages before the cold draught from underneath the front door made her shiver and she went back to her place in front of the kitchen fire.

It was a ridiculous idea.

Wasn’t it?

Andrew slept badly. Why was he letting his cousin push him into this? And why was he getting so het up? He was probably worrying for nothing because what sensible woman would agree to go out to Australia with someone she hardly knew?

Only – what if this one did say yes? Where would that leave him?

He was being stupid.

No decent woman would possibly agree to it.

And anyway, they had to meet first and they might not like one another, probably wouldn’t.

No, it was the daftest idea he’d ever heard of.

When he went downstairs, the boys were eating their breakfast. Lyddie beckoned to him and said in a low voice, ‘Mrs Reddish sent a message round. You’re to stay home from work this morning. If you don’t hear anything by midday, it means the woman isn’t interested. If she is, Mrs Reddish will send for you to meet her.’

All the air seemed suddenly to vanish from the room.

‘Did you hear what I said, Andrew?’

‘Yes.’

‘Will you do it?’

He shrugged, couldn’t frame a single word, it all felt so unreal.

Lyddie gave him a strange look, but didn’t say anything else. Luckily it was a fine day, so after the lads had gone to school, he got out his tools and went into the back yard to repair a chair he’d bought for pennies, a fancy rocking chair that had been damaged. It always soothed him, working with wood did. He should have gone into carpentry, not metal working.

By morning Norah had decided to tell Mrs Reddish she couldn’t possibly consider her offer. But then the woman from across the road came over to look at the furniture that was left. She lingered to study Norah’s sofa. ‘I think I’ll take this off your hands as well, but I’m not giving you more than three shillings for it.’

Three shillings for a sofa like this! And the pitiful offer came from a woman who was comfortably off, with a husband and three grown children in full-time work. Norah’s gorge rose and she couldn’t, she just could not, give her sofa away so cheaply. She’d set fire to it, rather. ‘I’ve another offer to consider, so I’ll let you know.’

‘Take it or leave it now.’

‘Then I’ll have to leave it.’

The woman sniffed. ‘Some people don’t know how to accept help.’

‘And some people don’t know how to offer it generously.’There was a moment’s silence, the visitor glaring at her, and Norah was sorry she’d lost her temper. ‘I’ve got to go out now, I’m afraid. I have to see someone.’

‘I wondered why you weren’t at work. I hope nothing else is wrong?’

‘No.’ Norah held the door open. She couldn’t dredge up a smile, however hard she tried. When she’d closed the door, she let out a little growl of anger and stared blindly at the wall for a few moments, then straightened her shoulders and muttered, ‘Why not?’

To be offered so little for the sofa was the final straw. What had she to lose by going round to see Mrs Reddish? She could always say no to the man, if she didn’t like the look of him.

And if she did like him, did want to go further with this . . .?

She blushed, then clicked her tongue in exasperation. She’d think about that if it happened. Her dad had always said, ‘Never meet trouble till it knocks on your door.’ Eh, she missed his kindly wisdom, she did that. What would he have said now? The answer popped straight into her mind: Find out more, Norah love. Don’t do owt till you know what’s involved. So she would do just that.

She changed into her Sunday clothes and put on her best hat. After checking her appearance in the mirror she set off.

Halfway there she stopped, suddenly afraid. Was she making a fool of herself? Then she started walking again. She was just going to find out a few more details today, that’s all. No need to get her knickers in a twist.

And anyway, no one would know about this except the curate’s wife, who knew how to keep things to herself.

Mrs Reddish took her into the little sitting room at the back of the shabby curate’s house behind the church. Norah sat nervously on the edge of the chair, wishing she hadn’t come.

Mrs Reddish looked at her, eyes narrowed. ‘You still haven’t made your mind up, have you?’

‘No. I don’t even know why I’m here today. Begging your pardon, but it’s a daft idea. This man might be anything, a wife beater, a drunkard, a—’

‘I know his family because his cousin is a regular attender at our church and his sons come to Sunday school. They look happy when they’re with him and his love for them shines out. He’s well thought of by his employer, too. I knew his first wife because I used to visit her when she was dying and she could say nothing but good about him and the way he was looking after her.’

‘Oh.’

Mrs Reddish passed across a crumpled piece of paper. ‘Early this morning he brought this round for you to look at. It’s information about the scheme he wants to join in Australia. I’ll leave you to read it while I make us a cup of tea.’

Norah read the pamphlet carefully, then read it again. It did sound a good opportunity for an energetic man. But it’d be hard work for everyone concerned. Well, she wasn’t afraid of hard work.

But she was afraid of saying yes out of desperation and then regretting it bitterly for the rest of her life.

She looked up as the door opened again.

Mrs Reddish was carrying a tray. She set it down and smiled at Norah. ‘A cup of tea?’

‘That’d be lovely.’

Not until she’d eaten a small currant bun and accepted a refill of her cup did Norah speak. ‘I – don’t know what to say. I came here thinking I’d probably refuse the offer, but I’ve looked at the pamphlet and – you’re quite sure about his character?’

‘Yes.’

And suddenly a wild longing to escape from a bleak future swept through Norah and she spoke recklessly, before she could change her mind. ‘All right. I’ll do it!’

After that things moved so quickly she could only sit in cold terror as Mrs Reddish took over.

Someone knocked on the front door and Andrew, who’d been lost in thought, jumped in shock at the sharp sound. He heard his cousin answer it, then the door closed and she came into the front room.

‘Mrs Reddish has sent word for you to go round to her house. The woman is waiting for you there, wants to meet you.’

It was the last thing he’d expected. He didn’t know whether he was happy about this or not, but he was definitely nervous.

‘Oh, Andrew, I’m so glad for you.’ Lyddie came and gave him an awkward hug, her belly coming between them, reminding him that he had to find a new home quickly before the child was born, as well as everything else.

‘I must be mad,’ he muttered.

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means I’ll go and meet this woman. More than that I can’t promise till I see what she’s like.’

‘That’s all I ask, love.’ She put up one hand to pat his cheek. ‘I think this is going to work out well.’

He didn’t. He couldn’t imagine why he was even doing this. How could he possibly marry another woman so soon after Betty?

‘Tell me more about him, Mrs Reddish,’ Norah pleaded.

‘He’s called Andrew Boyd. His older son Jack is ten and Ned’s seven. He’s a widower. It’s better if he tells you the rest himself.’ She reached across to grasp the younger woman’s hand. ‘Don’t screw up that pamphlet. He’ll want it back.’

Norah looked down in surprise at her clenched fist, then smoothed the paper out slowly and carefully. ‘I shan’t know what to say to him.’

‘He’ll be feeling the same, I dare say. Just tell him what’s in your heart. It won’t be easy, but if you’re brave, I’m sure you’ll manage.’

The door knocker sounded and before Norah could tell her kind hostess she wasn’t feeling brave and had definitely changed her mind, Mrs Reddish had whisked out of the room.

There was no escaping now.

It seemed a long time before the door opened again and Mrs Reddish brought a man in. ‘This is Andrew Boyd. Andrew, this is Norah Webster.’ She left without another word.

To Norah’s surprise it was the man she’d met the previous Sunday. From the look in his eyes, he recognised her too.

‘Won’t you sit down?’ But her voice betrayed her, wobbling.

‘Thank you.’

She studied him carefully. She remembered him clearly from their walk but now she studied him more carefully. He was a fine figure of a man, tall and moved as if he was strong. His hair was a very dark brown and his eyes were a deep blue, fringed in long, dark lashes any woman would have killed for. And he had a gentle smile. It was the smile more than his good looks which attracted and comforted her. ‘Please tell me about yourself, Mr Boyd, and – and about your plans for Australia.’

Andrew had been studying her just as carefully, liking her neat appearance and the light brown hair, with wisps softening her high forehead and curls nestling into the nape of her neck. She wasn’t pretty, but pleasant enough looking, bonny, folk would call her. She looked healthy, with rosy cheeks and clear blue eyes. He remembered the kind way she’d helped the little lass the previous Sunday. He wanted someone who’d be kind to his lads. ‘I didn’t realise it was you Mrs Reddish was talking about.’

‘No. We didn’t exchange names.’

He was shocked to realise that for the first time, he was taking his cousin’s suggestion seriously.

‘I’ve read the pamphlet,’ Norah prompted.

So he told her everything he knew about the scheme and about Western Australia, which was further away from Sydney, it seemed, than Rome was from London, a very isolated place where they wanted more settlers to create dairy farms.

When he ran out of facts, he took a deep breath and looked at her, waiting for a response.

‘It sounds – interesting.’

‘Mmm. Would you tell me something about yourself now, please?’

He listened as she spoke about her daughter, family and job. He smiled to think of her working as a porter during the war and a little voice inside his head said it’d be good to have a strong woman working beside him on a farm. Now he came to think of it, he must have seen her at the station when he came home on leave. But he’d never noticed her, had always been too eager to see his wife and boys, because it was his family he’d fought for, the only sane reason he could find for that vile war.

When Norah stopped speaking, he abandoned caution, because now that he’d met her, this felt possible. ‘I think we both need to make changes in our lives. And I reckon we could get on all right together.’

‘How can anyone tell that?’

He shrugged. ‘You can’t, not for sure, even if you’re madly in love. But I feel comfortable with you and Mrs Reddish speaks well of you, so . . . I’m willing to get married if you are. If you’re happy to come out to Australia, that is.’

Norah looked at him, thinking over what he’d said. Strange that he’d chosen that word. Comfortable. Yes, she’d felt comfortable with him on Sunday and even now, she wasn’t uncomfortable with him.

‘And I promise you, I’d try to be a good father to your Janie, and – well, I’d ask you to look after my boys, be a good mother to them. I think a lot of them.’

She studied his face again, saw only sincerity there, and yet it was such a big step to take that it was a few moments before she took a deep breath and said, ‘All right, then. I’ll do it.’

Not the most romantic of proposals, she thought afterwards, more like a business arrangement.

And what was wrong with that?

Only she’d married for love the first time and been happy, too. She wasn’t sure whether an agreement like this would be enough for a lifetime.

Well, too late now. It’d been too late for anything but drastic measures when her father died.

And there was Janie’s future to think about, as well as hers. She could put up with anything for her daughter’s sake.

She’d miss her family, though she’d not miss living in a town. Her spirits lifted just a little at that thought.

It was one thing to tell Andrew she’d marry him, another to tell her family. Norah waited till her daughter got home from school and told her first.

Janie stared at her in shock. ‘I don’t want you to marry anyone, Mum! I like it with just you and me.’ She burst into tears.

Norah cuddled her but when the tears stopped, she said firmly, ‘If I don’t marry him, our life won’t be very nice. We’ll only have a small room to share, no kitchen, no yard to play out in, nothing.’

Janie started crying again, clinging to her mother. She’d been crying on and off ever since her granddad died.

Norah sat the child up straight and said sharply, ‘Be quiet now! It’s not for you to decide something like this. I’m marrying Mr Boyd and that’s it.’ She watched Janie mop her eyes and look at her pleadingly and repeated, ‘I’m your mother and I’m doing this for you. And you know you didn’t want to live in Mrs Carson’s house. You didn’t like her at all when we went to see the room.’

Janie gulped. ‘Is he a nice man? Will I like him?’

‘I think he’s very nice and I like him. Do you know two boys at Sunday school called Jack and Ned Boyd?’

‘Ned’s in my class, but the boys sit at one side and the girls at the other. I don’t play with them or anything. And big boys are rough.’

‘It’s their father I’m marrying, so that’d make them your stepbrothers. Wouldn’t it be nice to have brothers?’

Janie’s bottom lip was sticking out and she was scowling. ‘No. I don’t want to share you with anyone.’ She burst out crying again. ‘We’ll not be sleeping together if you get married. You’ll be sleeping with him!’

‘I used to sleep with your father and it made no difference to you.’

‘I was only little then. Now I’m bigger I’ve slept with you for ages and ages. I don’t want to sleep on my own.’

‘Well, you’ll soon get used to it. And think how exciting it’ll be to go on a big ship.’

‘Will my aunties be coming too, and grandma?’

‘No. They’ll be staying here.’

More tears trickled down Janie’s face, but she caught her mother’s eye and didn’t start sobbing. ‘Will we have our own home again in Australia?’

‘Yes.’ Norah hugged her. ‘It’ll be all right, love. You’ll see. Now, put your coat on. We have to go and tell your aunties and grandma, then tomorrow Mr Boyd is coming round after tea to meet you.’

‘I don’t want to meet him.’

‘Don’t start that again!’

At her older sister’s house there was an uproar when Norah explained what she was going to do. Emily sent for their other sister and her husband, then all of them tried to persuade Norah to change her mind.

‘You don’t even know the man!’ her mother wailed.

‘Mrs Reddish does. She speaks well of him.’

Janie began sobbing again and crawled into her grandmother’s lap, looking accusingly at her mother.

‘How can you think of leaving us and going so far away?’ Emily wept. ‘We’d never see you again.’

In the end Norah took Janie home and left her family to talk things over, as she was sure they were dying to do. They’d already upset the child, made her sob and protest again.

‘They don’t want you to marry him, Mum,’ Janie said as they walked along the street. ‘Please don’t do it.’

‘I’ve agreed already. I don’t break my promises. And as I keep telling you, we’ll have a better life with Mr Boyd, much better than living in lodgings and scraping for every farthing. And you’ll like him when you get to know him, I’m sure you will.’

‘I won’t! I hate him.’

‘If you ever speak like that again, I’ll turn you over my knee and give you a good spanking, young woman!’

Janie stopped walking to stare at her in shock.

Norah stared right back. ‘I mean it.’

She felt dreadful, but what did an eight-year-old child know about the harsh facts of life? Especially one who’d been spoiled as Janie had. This was the only chance she had to make a better life for herself and her child. And Janie would have to learn that the world didn’t revolve around her.

Norah looked round at the smoky little town and then imagined a neat little farm with green fields and trees. They’d have cows and chickens, lots of fresh air and sunshine. Everyone said Australia was a sunny country. That would be so good for the children.

She had to hold on to that thought and not let her own fears, or those of an eight-year-old child, overwhelm the good sense of it all.

Both Norah’s brothers-in-law went round to Andrew’s house that very evening, without telling her, to size him up and question him about the Australian scheme. That embarrassed her when she found out from her sister Emily the next day.

Andrew came round to meet Janie in the evening after work, as agreed. When Norah tried to apologise for her brothers, he smiled. ‘I’m not upset by their visit. I’d feel the same if it was my sister. I hope I was able to set their minds at rest.’

He turned to Janie and solemnly held out his right hand. ‘I’m pleased to meet you, lass.’

Janie shoved her hands behind her back and scowled at him so darkly, Norah cleared her throat and gave her daughter a look. But Janie didn’t take his hand, just said in a toneless voice,‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Boyd.’ Which made it perfectly clear that she was anything but pleased.

After that, Janie said nothing. But she watched him. She always did watch people, that child did. And she was always nervous with strangers.

Norah was relieved that he didn’t try to push Janie into talking to him but turned back to tell her about his hopes and plans for this venture to Australia.

When he’d gone, she realised in mild surprise that she’d enjoyed his company and found what he had to say interesting – more than that, it had roused excitement in her.

She turned to Janie. ‘There. That wasn’t so bad, was it?’

But Janie ran out of the room and could be heard sobbing in the bedroom.

Norah sighed, but didn’t go after her.

This move was her decision, not that of an eight-year-old child, and the more she saw Andrew Boyd, the more she liked him. Moreover he talked like a sensible man who’d thought things out, not a fool rushing blindly into something. He’d even suggested they go out to a dairy farm whose owner he knew slightly the following weekend and try to learn something about milking and feeding cows.

It made sense to find out about the creatures who would be the basis of their livelihood.

And it would give her a chance to get to know him better, because they weren’t taking the children with them this time. They were going to learn.

When she refused to change her mind about marrying Andrew Boyd, her family grudgingly admitted that he seemed all right, but they still thought going to Australia was a stupid, risky thing and begged her not to do it. They didn’t want to lose her.

She didn’t want to lose them, either, but they couldn’t help her out of her predicament and Andrew could. And somehow, her family’s opposition, not to mention Janie’s continuing sulks, made her more determined to go through with it, though she woke a few times in the night in a cold sweat at the enormity of the step she was taking.

There was one thing that still worried her: going to bed with Andrew. He’d expect it, any man would. And she was prepared to do it because she’d quite enjoyed bed play – but she didn’t want to do it yet, not till she knew him properly.

Strangely, it was he who raised the matter. He’d acted quickly to carry on renting her mother’s house until they left for Australia and as they were checking through what was left by way of furniture, both his and hers, he said gruffly, ‘After me and the lads move in, I think you should continue to sleep with your daughter and I’ll sleep in the other room with my sons. I’ve got bedroom furniture for the three of us. Even on the ship – well, we’ll see how we go. After all, we don’t want to start our life in Australia with a baby on our hands. And by that time Janie will know me better and not resent me so much.’

Norah murmured agreement, but felt a bit disappointed. It seemed a cold way to approach a marriage. Maybe you could do that when you didn’t love your spouse, be driven by your brain not your feelings.

She wished it was different, though, wished he was in love with her, wished he’d kiss her passionately and . . . Oh, she was stupid! She’d be wishing for the moon next.

The marriage took place on the following Friday afternoon, by special licence, with just her mother and sisters in attendance, together with the three children, kept home from school for such a special occasion. His cousin Lyddie had intended to come too but she’d started the baby early.

The ceremony seemed unreal to Norah. She repeated the familiar words dutifully, heard Andrew’s deep voice making his responses, and when the curate pronounced them man and wife, she stood frozen in shock as her new husband kissed her cheek.

What had she done?

After it was all over, the two of them took their children back to the house. There was a cake to eat, a fancy one Norah had made herself, and she was glad to see the boys tuck in and accept her offer of a second piece.

‘You’re a good cook,’ Andrew said, also taking a second piece.

‘I like cooking.’

‘Good thing, because Jack here likes eating.’ He ruffled his older son’s hair and smiled down at him.
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