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Foreword 
 

 

When the heavy stone of a world war drops into the 

tranquillity of peace, its ripples reach far and wide, disturbing 

the lives of all they touch.  This is the story of two young 

people whose entire teen years coincide with those of a war 

that changed their lives profoundly. 

In 1939, when World War Two begins, they live on opposite 

sides of the world. As the conflict drags on into its fifth year 

and the adolescents reach maturity, the widening ripples 

eventually bring about their meeting. But will the many 

obstacles in their way, prevent a happy ending? 

 

 

 

 



 



CONTENTS: 
 

Chapter One:   The Girl -- Sydney Bound  1 

Chapter Two:   Magic Moments  19 

Chapter Three:   The Boy  30 

Chapter Four:   Fresh Pastures  42 

Chapter Five:   The Adolescent Boy  62 

Chapter Six:   The Flame Burns Brighter  70 

Chapter Seven:   To Nurse -- or Not To Nurse  79 

Chapter Eight:   Birth and Death  90 

Chapter Nine:   The Man  104 

Chapter Ten:   The Working Girl  117 

Chapter Eleven:   Charles and Geoffrey  126 

Chapter Twelve:   HMS Pennywort  136 

Chapter Thirteen:  WAAAF 151 

Chapter Fourteen:  HMS Ursa 169 

Chapter Fifteen:  Point Cook 182 

Chapter Sixteen:  Rathbaron 193 

Chapter Seventeen:  Battle Stations 205 

Chapter Eighteen:  An Engaging Time 218 

Chapter Nineteen:  Now is the Hour 242 

Chapter Twenty:  Rescue 253 

Chapter Twenty-One:  Oceans Apart 267 

 

 

 



 



1 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE 
 

'The Girl—Sydney Bound' 

 

Australia, 1939 
 

 

'You crying, Sis?' 

'Course not!' she said indignantly, turning her head away 

and making much of jerking the window up in its sash. 

'There’s a cinder in my eye.'  

This was quite likely, as unwary passengers poking heads 

from open windows often discovered for in December 1939 

train engines, especially on the Outback lines of New South 

Wales were still coal-fired.  Carriages were outdated too, 

consisting of a series of small compartments the public 

nicknamed 'dog boxes'.  Each contained its own toilet and two 

long hard seats running at right angles to the railway line.  

Doors, between the seats either end, gave direct access to 

platforms.  For safety, as there was a long drop to the ground, 

the doors were always kept locked unless stopped at a station. 

For obvious reasons there were no dining cars, so stops of at 

least twenty minutes were made at large country stations every 

few hours to allow passengers to buy food and drink. The 

engine too, needed to load coal and water. All these time-

consuming stops made a 400-mile journey to Sydney stretch to 

more than eighteen hours.       

To Wendy and David Bailey it was a huge adventure, never 

before having travelled without adult supervision.  When their 

mother's friend invited them for two weeks during the school 

holidays while their parents and elder sister packed up and 

moved to a large country town, Edie Bailey had refused at 

first. Repeated promises to follow her instructions implicitly, 
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finally prevailed, although it wasn't until waving to the fast-

diminishing figures on the platform, Wendy was sure their 

overly-protective mother was really letting them go. 

The familiar buildings they knew so well slipped past and 

rapidly merged behind them as they clickety-clacked along the 

track bounding Towsers' Paddock, the huge tract of bush 

where they had spent so many leisure hours of their childhood. 

She had blinked back stinging tears as its contours came and 

went, not expecting such pangs at leaving behind the tiny, hot, 

dusty town where she'd spent her entire life of thirteen years 

and nine months.  In her mind's eye, she was seeing their 

beloved Toddy prancing joyously beside them once more; 

watching her bound forward after quarry. She felt afresh the 

shuddering misery of having to kill a suffering rabbit maimed 

by a trap, and relived the blind terror of the day of Toddy's 

death when, running away from home with David, they fled 

from the imagined occupant of an old humpy hidden in the 

bush. Tears splashed hotly then. The loss of their small dog 

had been the most poignant of her life and time had not yet 

ground away the sharp edges of her grief.   Busily shining the 

seat with his short pants as he slid from one end to the other, 

he didn't seem much concerned.  

She examined herself critically in a small mirror.  Red 

eyelids emphasized the dreamy blue-grey of her eyes which, 

along with fair skin, she had inherited from her father's side. 

She longed for a golden tan, but her mother, constantly 

pointing out the ravages a harsh and cruel climate had wrought 

on her own once-beautiful skin, was fanatical about always 

wearing a hat. The arrow-straightness of her glossy dark hair 

prompted her usual silent lament: Oh why was she the only 

member of her family without curls? 

She stood, swaying with the train, to lift a battered school 

case from the long luggage rack above her head. 

'Hope no one else gets in', David remarked with a 

possessive glance around the compartment,  'then we'll have a 

whole seat each to sleep on tonight.' 
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'We'd be lucky -- we've a long trip ahead', she reminded, 

handing him some comics.  'Here, have these.  I've got my 

"Anne of Green Gables."' 

Once absorbed in a book, he knew she was oblivious to all 

else.  

To retain her attention he asked quickly,  'what will we do 

if no one meets us?  Maybe Sister Noller has forgotten we're 

coming -- has already gone into the Army to nurse the 

soldiers!'    

'Don't be a goose, David,' she sighed.  'You know perfectly 

well she's not joining up until after our holiday. Only 

yesterday she phoned Mum to say her brother was driving her 

to Central Station to meet us.' 

The yellow eyes his sisters teasingly called, "Cat's eyes", 

widened. Twenty-one months Wendy's junior and a good head 

shorter, he made up for lack of height in bouncy exuberance.  

'But what if Hitler bombs their car on the way there?' 

'David!'   She was losing patience.  'The war is in Europe.  

The Germans won't bomb Sydney! Their planes can't carry 

enough fuel.'   She turned determinedly to her book.  

Knowing it was useless to persist, he opted between comics 

and the dreary sameness of trees or paddocks of sheep flitting 

past, growing increasingly bored and fidgety, so by the time 

houses appeared and the train slowed he had changed his mind 

and was ready, even eager, to yield part of his seat to a genial 

companion. 

As protesting iron wheels ground to a screeching halt 

beneath them and he managed to slot the window into its sash, 

he raised his eyes to meet the icy regard of an enormous 

woman with a florid, melon-shaped face looming on the 

elevated platform outside; saw her gaze fall to the empty seat 

beyond.  

Clutching an oversized handbag in one hand, and the 

grubby hand of a tiny girl in the other, she stood impatiently 

tapping a pudgy foot as the guard unlocked the door with his 

big brass key. Pushing him aside as it swung open, she leant 

forward and tossed the bag onto the seat beside David before 

snatching up the child and dumping her in too. As he watched, 
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fascinated, she turned and bellowed at smutty-faced twin boys 

who danced cheekily behind her,  'Git in, youse!' as she 

reached for two bulging suitcases standing on the platform. 

Wendy looked up startled, as cases shot along the floor past 

her toes and banged up against the far door.  Jerking away 

from a massive elbow as it fanned her brow, she smothered a 

yell as a foot descended heavily upon hers, and drawing it 

back was treated to a disdainful sniff and a muttered,  'Serves 

yer right. Some thinks they aughta have all the room.  Nearly 

broke me bloomin' neck over yeh!' 

Flushing hotly from both pain and affront as she tenderly 

rubbed her throbbing instep, Wendy bent her head low over 

the book.  Only obedience to her mother's strict insistence on 

respect for one's elders kept her from responding to the 

woman's rude remark.  The twins were romping, rolling and 

wrestling on her seat, dusty shoes constantly brushing or 

kicking her clean starched dress, while the small girl was 

ensconced in the window seat opposite. 

Grunting audibly, the woman hoisted the cases one at a 

time and slammed them onto the rack above her head.  Picking 

up her bag and telling the girl to lie down and go to sleep, she 

lowered her massive bulk, spreading herself like an inflating 

balloon until, squashed in his corner and forced to inhale her 

cheap perfume, David could scarcely breath.  

It wasn't until alerted by a timid,  'Mum! I gotta go!'  

Wendy saw with annoyance how her brother had been forced 

into the toilet-seat corner.  No one ever sat there by choice. 

The only way into the tiny room behind a narrow, inward-

opening door in the varnished panelling was by lifting his 

hinged seat! 

During the long afternoon, David was on his feet many 

times.  Excitement had woken them at an early hour and 

Wendy, succumbing to the delicious drowsiness induced by 

the lulling rhythm, failed to see him repeatedly shaken awake.  

Finally, he gave up in disgust and sat staring miserably from 

the window.  

'Don't know how she manages to cram her bulk into the 

tiny cubbyhole', Wendy thought, having woken as the woman 
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herself emerged. ' Pity she wouldn't get stuck…stay there the 

rest of the trip.' She conveyed these thoughts to David with a 

twitch of her eyebrows and he chuckled aloud at the rude and 

comic picture his imagination conjured.  Unfortunately the 

sudden sound woke the sleeping boys, causing the woman to 

dig her elbow cruelly into his side and hiss, 'Shut up, you! 

Now look what yer done!' 

The twins began squabbling at once.  Wendy, in an effort to 

quiet them, appealed to her brother,  'Perhaps the boys would 

like a loan of your comics?' 

'No thanks!' snarled the mother, intercepting the offering 

and tossing them on the floor.  'They're not allowed that trash!' 

David's dive was too slow.  The girl reached them first and 

began tearing them to shreds, poking her tongue out cheekily 

while her parent looked on approvingly.  Wendy, gritting her 

teeth, reached across to grab them, but the child snatched them 

up and kicked her savagely on the shins.   Seeing the train was 

approaching a town, she then carelessly chucked them aside to 

kneel up and gawk from the window. 

'I'm buying a hot pie when we stop!'  David cried, all else 

forgotten as the train drifted into the station and passed a sign 

marked 'Refreshments'. He sniffed appreciatively as appetizing 

aromas wafted in. 

His sister shook her head.  'You know we promised not to 

get out until we reached Sydney. What if you got left behind?' 

'I wouldn't!'  He scowled at her rebelliously.  'I'm not a 

baby!' 

'Well, you're not getting out', she said firmly, opening her 

small case. 'Mum specially packed these so they wouldn't go 

off in the hot weather.' 

'What are they?' he groaned.  

'Peanut butter and vegemite.' 

'I'm buying a pie', he repeated obstinately, smacking his 

lips at the prospect, 'so there!' Then he produced the smile, 

which usually melted her heart. 'Pleeese, Wend -- I'll be quick, 

I promise.' 

She wavered for an instant then, remembering her mother's 

insistence, shook her head emphatically. 
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Thrusting out his lip sulkily, he turned to stare outside.  

The train had now come to a full stop. Windows were 

dropping, heads thrusting forth all along the train as 

passengers waited like hungry animals to be let loose.  As 

soon as the guard reached their door, the woman felt for her 

handbag and heaved herself up. 

'Fifteen minutes only!' warned the guard as he turned the 

key and hurried on. 

Minutes passed and passengers began wandering back 

carrying brown paper bags. The girl set up a whine for her 

mother. A whistle blew.  'All aboard', echoed hollowly along 

the emptying platform as the thudding feet of stragglers beat a 

lively tattoo on the concrete. Still, she hadn't come!   

The child's whining, accompanied by the banging of doors 

as the guard advanced along the carriages, swelled to a shrill 

crescendo before David, not unkindly, said, 'Put a sock in it, 

Kid. She's coming.' 

She wrenched at the door, vast bosom heaving, and melon 

face mottled.  Stumbling in, to collapse on the seat, she 

complained bitterly between panting of the service; the 

excessive prices, how she'd been ignored and forced to wait 

until last. However, Wendy, observing her closely, detected 

pie crumbs in fat folds at the corners of the ugly mouth. 

As the train gathered slowly rolled forward, she opened one 

of two paper bags she clutched and shoved a pie at each of her 

children.  'Here -- consider yerselves lucky!'  

Small sharp teeth clamped into golden-brown flaky pastry.  

The tantalizing aroma of seasoned pie filled the compartment. 

David sat very still, staring ahead with a look of total 

disinterest as the woman tore open the other bag to reveal two 

more pies.  Selecting one, she bit into it greedily.  Rich brown 

gravy oozed and fell, trickling its way down the ample bosom. 

Cursing, she replaced it in the bag now balanced precariously 

on fat knees and turned to hunt in her handbag. Seconds later, 

the slow-moving train came to a sudden stop before shunting 

back without warning.  As great iron buffers smacked into 

buffers behind and shocks hit, the pies toppled and began to 

fall. They landed with dull plops on the dirty floor.  At the 
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same time her handbag slipped and making a grab, she 

overbalanced and fell squarely on top of the pies, the contents 

of the handbag scattering.  

When she heaved herself up with grunts and groans to 

expose to full view the great bottom covered with a glutinous 

mess of dark-brown meat and gravy, Wendy's eyes met 

David's. They couldn't help it; he let out snorts of pure glee 

while she fell about in helpless giggles. 

The woman's features reddened and twisted unpleasantly as 

she furiously swept up her belongings. When David stood up 

to retrieve an article for her, she snatched at it rudely and 

barged past into the toilet. 

'I might have a vegemite sandwich after all', he announced 

having almost gained control.  That started them both off 

again. 

The sandwiches had long gone and the engine slowing for 

the next stop, before the woman came out. Collecting her 

luggage and herding her children roughly before her, she left 

the moment the door was unlocked.  David thought he 

glimpsed them climbing aboard again further along but as 

daylight was fading he couldn't be sure. 

'Don't switch the lights on', Wendy told him. 'Perhaps then 

we won't be disturbed.' 

She unbuckled their blanket roll, tossed him a small 

cushion and turned in herself.  His eyelids were already 

drooping as he mumbled,  'we will be nearly there when we 

wake, won't we?'  

She lay listening to the rasping clank of wheels, the 

groaning of metal against metal as the train swayed. Light and 

shadows flickered across her face as they passed through the 

town. Lifting her head, she glimpsed fleeting silhouettes so 

charcoal-black the darkening sky appeared light in contrast.  

Leather creaked under her as she wriggled uncomfortably on 

her hard couch and thought longingly of her soft kapok 

mattress at home.  With a touch of homesickness, she 

wondered if she'd ever see the old place again. They'd had 

some happy times there -- when her parents weren't rowing 

about leaving and such!  Now that, thanks to her suicide 
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attempt, her mother had finally gotten her wish, things might 

be different. Against her will, her thoughts returned to the 

trauma of that day.   

They were all home for the midday main meal, when the 

row began. It was hot weather and Edie was, as always, after 

'slaving' over a hot stove, complaining unhappily of her lot.  

Sid set his lips in their usual tight line when his wife nagged, 

and said nothing. Wendy guessed it was because anything he 

said was likely to inflame the situation. However, today he 

made the mistake of asking why she didn't serve cold meat and 

salad instead. 

'Cold meat!' she screeched. 'Where can I get cold meat 

without cooking it first in this hellhole of a town? I swear I'll 

die if I have to spend another summer in this climate. All you 

care about is your work, yapping to your friends…' 

As she raved on and on, Sid sat calmly eating his dinner 

while Wendy had tried to shut her ears. She'd heard it all 

before, many times, and hated hearing her berating their 

father.   

She could never remember what had finally triggered her 

mother's act, but the vivid picture of her tipping an entire 

bottle of Aspros down her throat with them all looking on, 

became etched on her brain forever.  Her father's yell as he 

leapt up, the clatter of falling cutlery, still rang in her ears. 

Grabbing the back of her neck, he had thrust his big hand into 

her mother's mouth to claw out the tablets before she could 

swallow them.  Aspros scattered, but unluckily her lower 

dentures also fell on the floor, and broke in two.  Afterwards, 

Edie accused him bitterly of deliberately hurting her mouth 

and breaking her teeth. 

'What else is a man supposed to do? Let you die?' he had 

responded angrily, while she snapped back that he didn't have 

to be so rough. 

Though Edie tried to convince her children that she only 

did it to frighten their father and had no intention of killing 

herself, Wendy had been unable to forgive her mother and 

thought the less of her for it. Sometimes, especially when 
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remembering the 'cigarette butt incident', she even felt she 

hated her! 

She had been home from school sick, lying on the kitchen 

couch, when that row started over butts Edie discovered on the 

hob of her stove. Sid's smoking was another prime source of 

argument. Edie so deplored the 'filthy habit' she would never 

let him smoke in the house.  She kept on nagging. Evidently, 

this time his silence infuriated her, for he was straining the 

potatoes for dinner, back turned, when Wendy was horrified to 

see her mother snatch up a lump of wood from the firebox and 

raise it above his head.  Frozen with fear for him, she must 

have choked out some cry of warning for he looked up just in 

time to deflect the blow onto his shoulder, grab her arm, and 

wrench the wood away.  Later, when her sister Win (who lived 

nearby at that time) came to visit, Wendy had been amazed to 

see her mother displaying bruises on her arm and making out 

that she was the injured party. 

'I will never ever marry a man I don't love enough to live 

anywhere with', Wendy vowed passionately before she drifted 

off.  

She woke with a start, staring at bottle-green upholstery 

just inches from her nose as she struggled to remember where 

she was. The blanket had slipped off during the night and her 

limbs felt stiff and cold. Then she saw they had left the plains 

far behind; were now in the mountain ranges. Reaching for the 

blanket to draw around her shoulders like a shawl, she smiled 

to see David, still on his back, breathing heavily through his 

mouth. 

In the east, the pearl-grey dawn was retreating before the 

sun's power until the sky was ablaze with rose.  She stared in 

admiration, for beauty, in all its forms, always stirred her 

emotions.   

She felt fresher after splashing cold water on face and arms 

from a hinged steel washbasin in the toilet. With used water 

and sewerage falling directly to the ground below, passengers 

were requested not to use toilet facilities when standing at a 

station. This made using them a rocky affair in such a confined 

space. She dipped her comb in the water as it sloshed back and 
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forth, her empty stomach and the excessive swaying making 

her slightly queasy.  Peering at her reflection, she pinched her 

pale cheeks to give them colour.  Back in the compartment, 

she poured a glass of lukewarm water from the decanter on the 

wall,  wrinkling her nose at the stale taste but feeling better for 

it. 

David sat up rubbing his eyes. 'Are we nearly there?'  

'I think so.'  She pointed. 'Look at the rows and rows of 

tiled roofs and the tiny backyards. Back home, they're four 

times as big! Their fences have wooden palings too, instead of 

wire-netting strung between posts.'  

Their train puffed swiftly past small suburban stations. 

Now they were entering industrial areas. The pair excitedly 

pointed out brand names of familiar household products in 

huge lettering, thrilled to see where these goods were made. 

The maze of stockyards between Homebush and 

Flemington were of particular interest. 'Look!'  he cried, 

pointing to names he knew as well as his own.  'Pitt, Son and 

Badgery!  And Dalgetys -- gosh!' 

Wendy shared his enthusiasm.  For as long as she could 

remember, she'd seen these names on calendars hanging in her 

father's dusty Stock and Station agent's office; had read them 

on letterheads addressed to him; heard them mentioned 

frequently in business conversations.  They were rattling past a 

trainload of sheep now, tightly packed into their prisons.   

'Gee, Dad might have helped truck those', David pointed 

out. 

'It is possible', she agreed with a shudder.  'Poor things, so 

this is where they end up. I wonder if they feed the poor 

animals before slaughtering them.'    

Reminded of the many times she had watched her father 

counting sheep into trucks, she was feeling familiar pangs at 

thoughts of their fate. When she protested fiercely at seeing 

them packed in so tightly, he had patiently explained it was to 

keep them from being thrown about by the jolting and perhaps 

badly injured. If these sheep had just completed a similar 

journey by slow goods train without food or water, it would 

have taken them twice as long! 


