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  This book is dedicated to those who grow in love, and have made a life for themselves in a new country.
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  Chapter 1
Unchartered Territory

1965


Valeria Allegro boarded the Qantas flight wearing a black shift dress that shaped her slim physique, a matching jacket, and a pair of cheap flat shoes inherited from her mother.  
Her heart skipped a beat as she thought about her upcoming journey to Australia. She was leaving her family behind in Laurino, Italy. Was it her choice? Partly yes, because she wanted to leave the struggle of farm work, and partly no, because she was meeting her future husband, Roberto Morandi, whom she had yet to meet. 
The marriage had been arranged by her parents and Roberto's aunt in Italy, and Valeria had ambivalent feelings about it. Would he be as handsome as his photograph? More importantly, would he be kind? 
She wasn’t sure if it was daring or foolish to marry a man she'd only exchanged letters with. She had doubts, of course—what woman wouldn’t? But it was daring and adventurous too. She was going alone to a land where she had no job and no friends. 
Her English language was far from proficient, but she hoped to establish freedom in a new country; a world filled with opportunities and possibilities. 
She pushed her purse and satchel under her seat and clasped her hands in her lap. Her stomach fluttered beneath her palms, though she wasn’t sure if it was from anxiety or excitement. What did an eighteen-year old know about city life? What did Valeria know about romantic relationships? Her father had forbidden her to have one. In his eyes, it was improper to have a boyfriend. 
Her fists clenched at the thought of her father. He had always been strict and domineering, rarely listening to what she had to say. She'd never had a voice, and he had beaten her only to prove he was the boss.  She couldn't even express her anger, as that would propel him further into brutality. What if Roberto was the same? She didn’t think she could live like her mother had, constantly fearful and submissive. No, she would be different. She would defend her children.
A pang of disloyalty shot through her chest. Her mother was a gentle, nurturing woman who had done the best she could. She had taught Valeria there was nothing she couldn't tolerate and conquer. Valeria missed her already.
Across the aisle, a young man laughed and tousled his daughter’s hair. Watching them, Valeria smiled. She would give anything if she and her father could have a relationship like that. But, he had mellowed over the years. 
She rested back against her seat and drew a hand through her short auburn waves, thinking about her new life in Melbourne. She shivered. What if it didn't work out with Roberto? Would he respect her wishes to be her own woman?
Valeria had exchanged letters with Roberto by mail and had seen his photo, showing his good looks. He appeared friendly. It would be a marriage of convenience, a marriage in name only, and she was fine with that. All she wanted were food, shelter, and the independence to start a career in dressmaking. She could never have that independence in Laurino. There, it had been all work, all the time, as she’d helped her mother and siblings tend the small farm they called home. Each day was a struggle to feed and clothe the family, and she had little time for fun. 
Breaking out of her reverie, Valeria arrived at Essendon Airport and went through customs. The clomping of feet, the indecipherable voices over loud speakers, the array of scents, and the congestion of people twisted her stomach into knots. She had never been in such a hectic space before. At home, she had always been surrounded by nature.
Valeria scanned the crowd until she spotted her future husband, Roberto.  With a sigh of relief, she noted he looked exactly like his photo. She clutched her purse to her chest, hoping he wouldn’t notice her quivering. He was accompanied by a young woman and a man of about the same age. 
Roberto approached Valeria and gave her a stiff hug. He smelled faintly and pleasantly of woody aftershave. “Hi there, Valeria. It's good to finally meet you. How was your flight?” He kissed her on the cheek.
Valeria's heart skipped a beat. “Fine, and—aah, nice to finally meet you, Roberto.”
He had vivid green eyes and jet black, wavy hair, with smiling eyes and a muscular build as if he was sporty and fit. He turned towards the woman and man beside him. “This is my sister, Angela, and her husband, Marco.”
Angela gave Valeria a reserved smile and smoothed her hair. She wore it in a tight bun that enhanced her sparkling green eyes and expressive face. Serious, but attractive. She wondered if they would be friends.
She knew her mother wouldn't approve of Angela’s miniskirt and loose-fitting blouse, but Valeria thought it must be the current trend in Melbourne, and she liked the look. She kissed Angela on both cheeks, feeling awkward amongst strangers and a little uncomfortable with Angela’s detached air.
Marco wore pleated pants and a check shirt. He had a crew cut, blue eyes, and a robust face, giving him a warm, handsome appearance. Valeria kissed him on both cheeks too. His smile lit up the area. Valeria liked his relaxed and easy-going manner.
After picking up her luggage from the baggage claim, they headed towards the car. Roberto and Marco loaded the white Valiant with the luggage and drove to the exit, where Roberto paid a man who sat in a tiny booth. Valeria watched with interest and suppressed a smile. She’d never travelled very far outside her village until now, and the ritual seemed strange to her. It reminded her of fairy tales where trolls demanded payment in return for passage. 
Roberto drove, and Valeria discovered that her new residence was in a suburb called Brunswick. She'd be living with Roberto, Angela and Marco in a house they had bought together. She didn't mind living with another couple. Their presence might distract Roberto from his marriage to Valeria. She wasn't sure she was ready to be alone with him. The thought of what he might expect from her made her mouth go dry. She didn't know what she could offer in the marriage.
Valeria fidgeted on the way to her new home, but said little. She was content listening to Angela speak about her upcoming wedding in the week ahead and the plans she had made.
She peered through the window of the car as they passed by a vast garden with overhanging trees, a lake, and large playgrounds. Women assumed to be mothers, chased laughing children. Seagulls fluttered near their feet in obvious search of food. Would she ever be as carefree as those women, as interested in their children as if they didn't have a care in the world? A yearning for family hit her deeply in the stomach as she thought about her mother, sisters and brother. She quelled another pang of guilt as she realised she didn't miss her father as much as the others.
Roberto drove into a worn, cracked driveway and stopped. Valeria had read up on Australian homes, realising the structure before her was an old classic brick house with delicate metal lace work, a pitched roof, and bay windows. It looked like a Victoriana style home, bordered by hedges, with a rose garden surrounding the house and a wide, trimmed lawn in front. A lemon tree stood at the side of the house, and the property was massive and well kept. She knew from his letters that Roberto was an avid gardener who enjoyed the outdoors. He must have been the one who maintained the garden.
As they strolled indoors, a statue of Jesus lined the mantelpiece. Paintings of Jesus and Saint Michael hung on the wall, and a mauve cotton sofa covered with a handmade crocheted blanket sat opposite. The house had a warm, cosy feel. 
The display of religious items reminded her of her mother, who had prayed the rosary each evening before going to bed. Valeria smiled, remembering her mother’s fingers gently touching each bead in turn.
Her mother was a religious woman, but in her own way. She always wore a cross around her neck and believed in angels and the divine. She had once told Valeria about the archangels, Saint Gabriel and Michael, and how she drew strength by praying to them. Valeria grew up believing in the strength of the angels and divine intervention, but angels also allowed free will.
During a tour of the house, Valeria flicked through a book about Italy on a tall bookshelf. She glanced through books about Australia, and a few romantic fiction novels written in Italian. 
Roberto smiled as he neared her. “Feel free to read any of those books.”
Valeria nodded. “Thank you.” She ignored the spice of his cologne, and remembered that in his letters, he had mentioned his love of reading. 
She trailed a finger along the spines and studied the titles, trying to glean something of the man who owned them. He was interested in travel, it seemed. Or did these ones belong to Angela or Marco? 
She turned away and hurried through the rest of the house. There was a large living room with a television, venetian blinds that hid the sunlight, two medium-sized bedrooms, a bathroom, and an outdoor patio. The flooring was complete with plush green carpet, and the high ceilings created an illusion of space.
Roberto and Marco walked out to the back garden while Angela started cooking lunch. Valeria settled her suitcase into her room and started unpacking. 
The room featured a queen-size bed and squeezed her suddenly trembling hands into fists. Her mind raced with the implications. But spotting a mattress beside the bed made her breathe a sigh of relief. Roberto obviously planned to sleep on the mattress. 
Valeria placed clothing in the drawers, nightgowns and toiletries in the bathroom, and then sat on the bed with clasped hands. She closed her eyes, thinking about her new life until Angela called her out for lunch, breaking her out of her reverie.
The meal was exquisite. Back home, there had been little to eat. Her parents had struggled to feed the family, but this…this was a feast of homemade lasagne, crumbed chicken, and scalloped potatoes. Valeria felt
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