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There was no warning before the British soldiers marched up and took Vati away. No warning at all.

One moment Vati and I were standing in front of the Raffles Hotel, where we had just taken afternoon tea. Vati had nodded to the doorman to have his motorcar called over. When it rolled up, only seconds later, he had told our driver, Hassan, to take Fraulein Gretta home, and to come back to his office for him at 5 o’clock.

“Yes, Herr Kohler,” Hassan nodded.

I tucked my violin case securely under my arm. It was Tuesday – I had violin lessons with Madam Chen in the town on Tuesdays and Fridays, and then Vati and I, as a special treat, always had afternoon tea together before I went home. Hassan passed me my dustcoat and I pulled it on over my dress. I was too hot already, but the dustcoat was not intended for comfort. It was to keep the road dust off my dress.

My amah, I knew, hated Vati’s motorcar. She prided herself on keeping my white dresses as crisp as meringues and pristine, dazzling white. But dustcoat or not, my starched dresses never survived a drive unblemished. I climbed up into the motorcar. It was brand new; Vati had been one of the first businessmen in Singapore to have a motorcar. He was very, very proud of it.

“Tie your hat on well now,” he told me. “Remember how fast you will go! Mutti will not be pleased if you lose your hat. Or if you get freckles on your nose.”

I sighed. Vati could as easily have said “more freckles” because I already had a good sprinkling. Mutti despaired of them, and was forever dabbing my nose with lemon juice in an attempt to make them fade. But it was always hot in Singapore, the sun blazed down relentlessly, and it was so hard to remember to keep my hat on.

Vati stepped back, giving the paint on the car door a quick, surreptitious polish with his handkerchief. He did not let Hassan see him. It was Hassan’s job to keep the motorcar gleaming, and he was very conscientious. But Vati was so proud of that motorcar! I grinned at him, and he grinned back as Hassan prepared to drive off. But then, suddenly, there was the sound of marching feet and the driveway was blocked by a group of British soldiers with an officer at their head. I turned to look. It was not unusual to see groups of British soldiers marching around the town, now that war had been declared between our two countries. So far, they had not really bothered us. But these soldiers were marching directly towards us.

“V–Vati?” I said.

Vati’s face had frozen. “Hassan!” he said. “Take Fraulein Gretta home. Go now. Go!”

Hassan glanced at him and nodded quickly. “At once, Herr Kohler.” He twisted a lever and the engine roared.

The British officer stopped beside Vati and said something. I could not hear the words over the noise and rattle of the engine, but I could see the officer’s face, stern and unfriendly. Vati shouted to me, over the engine, “Gretta, tell Mutti – tell Mutti–”

I never heard what I was meant to tell Mutti. Hassan drove off with a jerk, my hat went spinning into the air, and I saw the soldiers lined up beside Vati. It looked as if – they couldn’t be – they appeared to be taking him prisoner! I forgot all about my hat. I sat rigid, clutching the edge of the seat. Vati – a prisoner!

Our house was a little way out of the town, and I had never covered the distance so quickly. Hassan drove like something demented, dodging around cows and scattering chickens like squawking confetti as he hurtled through the kampongs. Usually, I would have been trying to catch a glimpse of monkeys swinging in the trees that lined the road. Or enjoying the flowers that bloomed scarlet and yellow and white. Today, I stared straight ahead, willing Hassan to go even faster, until the wind created by our speed made my eyes water. Hassan swung the motorcar into the wide driveway of our house with a slide of the wheels that made me catch my breath, and sped up the avenue of wide-spreading trees that led to the green lawn and the white house.

At once I could see that it did not matter that I had not heard the message Vati wanted me to give Mutti. Because British soldiers were there already.
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It took two weeks – just two weeks – to turn us from an ordinary, respectable Australian family into something called “enemy aliens”.

Enemy.

Aliens.

Us!

Two weeks to get Pa locked up in jail – it was a jail, even if they called it an internment camp – leaving Ma and me and my brother Franz at home, our bakery shop vandalised and closed, wondering how we were ever going to manage. Or really, how Franz and I were going to manage. Because Ma wasn’t managing at all.

The war had been going for several months before it happened. Pa had been concerned and unhappy, of course. After all, we were at war with the country he’d been born in – Germany. He’d lived for fifteen years in Australia, though, and he’d been naturalised. He was a real Australian. But his parents, my grandparents, were still in Germany, and so were his two younger brothers. And now, in 1914, because Britain had declared war on Germany, Australia had been drawn into the war too. Pa was worried about his brothers, my young uncles, Werner and Heinz. Would they have to join the army? Would they have to fight the British, maybe even Australians?

That seemed very strange to me, that my uncles might be fighting my own country. Even though I’d never met them, they were still my family. I’d written letters to them, and received presents from them. My letters were always in English – no one in my family spoke German except Pa, and even he had said rather sadly that he was forgetting it. Sometimes he had to puzzle over the letters from Germany for a bit before he could translate them for us. The only German words I knew, in fact, were the little pet names Pa called us. I was his little mouse, his mäuschen, Franz was his little bear, his bärchen, and sometimes the pair of us were his little treasures, his schatzis. My mother was his sunshine, his sonnenschein.

And Ma was Pa’s sunshine. His face lit up when he closed the door to his shop every evening and came upstairs to our flat. Covered in flour as he was, she always ran to hug him. “My sunshine,” he’d say. She’d tell him about all the things that had happened that day, and about any little thing that had gone wrong with complete confidence that Pa could fix it for her. And he always did. Anything from a broken clothesline to a mouse in the pantry, or the fact that the iceman had come late that day and that just wouldn’t do, because if there was no ice in the ice chest, the food might go off, mightn’t it? And Pa would fix the clothesline (even though I’d told Ma it was easy to knot the broken ends together, and I’d do it, and it was no problem, Ma would always say “We’ll wait for your father to take care of it”). And he’d deal with the mouse, and promise to have a word with the iceman, and Ma would be happy again, and Pa would hug her again. “My sunshine.”

Pa would take off his floury apron and help Franz and me with our homework, while Ma bustled about cooking our tea, singing as she went. Ma was a great singer. There were always songs in our house, solemn ones like hymns that told about sweet chariots swinging low, or the old rugged cross on the hill; happy ones about little glow-worms shining and glimmering, and someone asking his girl if she’d let him call her sweetheart; traditional Australian songs about being bound for South Australia, and walking by Brisbane waters and hearing convicts bewailing their fate; even absolutely frivolous ones about girls who looked sweet upon the seat of bicycles built for two, and an invitation to someone called Bill Bailey to please come home. Ma loved to learn a new song, and nearly every Sunday afternoon we went to the Botanic Gardens by the river in the middle of town, to hear the bands that played there each week.

After tea, as it grew dark, we’d sit on the back verandah of our little house in Red Hill until the mosquitoes drove us inside, and sometimes Ma would sing some more, or Ma and Pa would talk about how the day had gone in the bakery shop. Pa baked ordinary breads, white and brown, big fat double loaves, but he also baked some of the things he’d learned from his own father, who was a baker too. German breads like dark, heavy rye bread, little wheat rolls called brötchen, sweet pumpernickel, twisted brezels, and sometimes he made crisp, spicy apfelstrudel or linzer torte, oozing with jam. At Christmas he made stollen, coated in powdered sugar and stuffed with dried fruit and almonds. German people came from all over Brisbane for Pa’s stollen.

All those delicious things that Pa made were exactly where the trouble began.
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We had not always lived in Singapore. My older sister and brother sometimes talked of what they remembered of Germany, of villages in pine forests, deep blue lakes, houses built with roofs so steep that snow would just slide off them. I thought I remembered some of these things, but it was as if I had read about them long ago, in a book of fairytales.

What was real, to me, was the dark tangle of jungle at the back of our house, and the wide green lawns in front of it that had to be mowed every few days because the grass grew so quickly.

Real was having to be watchful when I went out into the garden, in case there were snakes. The kind that could kill you very, very quickly. Cobras. Kraits. Real was the high ceilings in our house, and the fans that turned lazily, stirring heavy, sluggish afternoon air. The little, almost-transparent lizards that ran upside-down across the ceilings, hunting insects, crying Chik! Chak! Chik! Chak! as they ran. The afternoons that grew hotter and hotter, until the sky seemed to be pressing down on the top of my head as black clouds rolled in, then the crash and boom of thunder as water poured from the sky as if thrown from a bucket, in sheets I could not see through. Then, in half an hour, it would all be over. The sun would come out and the land would steam, white mist rising from the ground.

I was spoiled, of course. We had servants, plenty of them. I knew I could drop my clothes on my bedroom floor and would find them washed, starched and hanging back in the wardrobe a day later. I took it for granted that I had an amah whose job it was to look after me, and only me. If I glanced out the window I would see gardeners trimming bushes, cutting lawns, gathering flowers. We had a servant to drive our car, and another to look after my father’s horse, and my pony. We spent our spare time at the lovely German Club, a beautiful, specially built white house with wide verandahs where we met friends, dined, and attended musical concerts and stage performances. It was a very special, privileged way of life. It was the only life I had ever known.

I had known a change was coming, even before the war began. My sister and my brother, in turn, had been sent back to Germany to attend high school and then university, while living with my grandparents. We had not attended a school in Singapore. Our parents felt that none were suitable – certainly there were none that taught in German – so our mother had taught us when we were younger, and then we had had tutors until we reached high-school age. Now my turn was approaching. I was not unhappy about it – I knew it was what was right, and I was looking forward to continuing my music studies. My violin teacher in Singapore, Madam Chen, agreed it was time for me to go. She had little more to teach me, she said with a smile.

If anyone was unhappy it was my mother. All three of her chicks would be gone. She was pressing my father to return to Germany permanently. He was not happy about that – he liked his life here, so he had not set about making the enquiries Mutti had asked of him with any great enthusiasm. Or at all, actually.

Now, he had left it too late. Far too late.

I leapt from the motorcar and ran to my mother, who pushed me behind her as if she needed to defend me.

A British officer looked down at me. “And this is?”

“My daughter.”

He glanced at a paper in his hand. “Ah, yes. I see there is a child.”

I didn’t consider myself a child, not at twelve years of age, but I was not going to argue with a British officer. Especially one whose men carried guns.

I watched my mother’s face as the officer explained what was going to happen to us. My father had already been arrested, he said. In this British colony, he was considered the enemy. Vati had been placed in a detention barracks. Now, we would have to follow him.

“Now?” my mother said. She put her hand up to her throat. “We must go now? Leave our home?” She looked around the house, and the group of servants hovering in the doorway rustled and whispered urgently to each other.

“You have a little time,” the British officer said. He stood stiffly, looking thoroughly uncomfortable. Perhaps he was uncomfortable, arresting one frightened woman and a girl. “You are allowed to pack some things. Clothes . . .” It was clear he had no idea what essentials a woman and a girl might need.

“We will be in this – detention barracks – for how long?” my mother said.

“I really couldn’t say, ma’am. Possibly until the war is over. I will come back tomorrow. You must be ready then.” He turned to go, then stopped. “It would be of no use thinking of leaving Singapore, ma’am. All German ships have been confiscated.”

It was clear that the thought of escaping had never crossed my mother’s mind. “Leave? Without my husband? Where would we go?” Then the officer’s words hit home. “Our ships? All confiscated?” There was a long pause. “And our house?” Mutti said.

The officer looked even more uncomfortable. “The businesses and property of the enemy in British colonies have also been confiscated,” he said. He touched his hat in a curt salute. “Tomorrow,” he reminded us.

Mutti and I stood in the doorway and watched him join his men. They marched away down our driveway.

“What are we going to do?” I whispered.

Mutti pulled herself together. “We must pack some things. Clothes. Food? Yes, I think food. We do not know what will be in these – barracks.” She said the word as if it left a very unpleasant taste in her mouth. “So – we must start. Hassan, Maryam–”

Mutti turned to issue orders to the servants, who had been clustered in the doorway, watching. Now, as we turned around, we saw that every one of them was gone. Melted away like the mist after the monsoons. The doorway was empty.
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I was in the shop with Pa one afternoon when Mrs Braun walked in – or crept in, really. She half-hid behind the door, and she was watching the street outside.

Pa and I glanced at each other. Mrs Braun was a good customer. She came in almost every day for bread, walking from her nearby home to do her daily shopping. She always had a hearty “Good morning!” for us. It wasn’t like her to creep.

“Is everything all right, Mrs Braun?” Pa asked.

Silence. Pa tried again.

“And what can I get for you today? Your usual rye bread? And I have some fresh brötchen, just baked–”

Mrs Braun put up her hand to stop him. She didn’t come out from behind the door.

“Nothing, thank you,” she whispered. She seemed afraid that someone outside might be listening. “I just, well, I just came, I thought I should come to say – well, goodbye.”

Pa stared at her. “Goodbye? You are going away?”

Mrs Braun swallowed nervously. “No, no, nothing like that. And, and, it’s not Braun any more, it’s Brown now. My husband, and the boys, they think it’s best if we have an Australian name, you see, and he says, my husband says, I shouldn’t go to a German baker, I should go to an Australian one. But I’ve been coming here so long, Mr Muller, that I just had to come and say goodbye–”

She peered out into the street again. Her hands plucked at the handle of her shopping basket.

Pa’s face darkened. “I’m sorry you should feel like that,” he said.

Mrs Braun – Brown – looked at him, and her eyes dropped. Then she scuttled out from behind the door, faster than a mouse running from a storeroom when the door is opened suddenly, and disappeared into the street.

Mrs Braun was not the only customer Pa lost, though she was the only one who came to say goodbye. The others just stopped coming. The rye bread and brezels and apfelstrudel sat on the counter, growing stale.

“Perhaps I should stop making the German breads and cakes,” Pa said to Ma. “For a while, anyway. I’ll just bake ordinary bread.”

But the customers didn’t come back.

Then the posters went up. They were ugly, frightening. Franz and I saw the first one on our way home from school. The words at the top read, MUST IT COME TO THIS? ENLIST! And there was a picture of a horrible, leering soldier with his hand outstretched, grasping with hooked, greedy, grabbing fingers. The shadow of his hand fell over a map of Australia.

“What does it mean?” Franz asked.

“It’s meant to be a German soldier,” I said. I was having trouble believing it. “They want men to join the army to keep the Germans out of Australia.”

Franz’s eyes grew wide. “Are the Germans going to come to Australia?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “They’re a long way away.”

“But the soldier is horrible,” Franz said. His eyes grew even wider. He wrinkled his forehead. “Are Germans all horrible?”

I thought about that. “Pa isn’t,” I said. “Our friends aren’t. Our uncles and our grandparents in Germany aren’t. You know that.”

Franz nodded slowly. “Yes. But German soldiers are?”

I was as confused as Franz was. “I don’t know,” I said.

We didn’t tell Pa about the poster. I think we hoped it would just be the one, and that Pa wouldn’t see it. But soon more posters appeared. One had a drawing of a creature like an ogre, all fangs and claws. It was threatening a globe of the world, and it was wearing a German army uniform.

Then there was another one with a map of Australia, but the names of the cities had been crossed out and German names scrawled in their places. Brisbane became Bernhardiburg; Sydney was Nietschburg; Melbourne Zeppelinburg. The writing at the top said AUSTRALIANS ARISE! SAVE HER FROM THIS SHAME!

There were more and more of the posters. People were stopping to look at them, shaking their heads. I thought, at first, that they were saying how dreadful the posters were, but when I got closer I could see that they were agreeing with the ideas on the posters. I heard the words Huns, Krauts, Jerries being muttered.

Soon, those words weren’t only being muttered, they were being called out, aloud, in the street. I saw some boys shouting after Mr Braun. People stared, but no one stopped the boys or said anything to them. Changing his name to Brown hadn’t done Mr Braun any good, I thought. Those boys knew exactly who he was, and what his real name was.

I knew those boys, they went to my school, and I didn’t like them. They were Samuel and Joseph Stanley, the sons of another baker. His shop was at the opposite end of the street to Pa’s, and I’d seen Mr Stanley looking sour when people – like Mrs Braun – walked past his shop to buy their bread and cakes from Pa.

But Mrs Braun was buying her bread at the Stanleys’ shop now. Weren’t the boys satisfied with that? They’d taken Pa’s customer. It seemed not, because now Sam and Joe were taunting Mr Braun, calling “Hun! German!” after him. Mr Braun put his head down and walked faster. The boys saw me watching.

“And you’re another one, Tilly Muller!” Sam and Joe shouted. “Hun! German!”

What? What did they mean?

“I’m Australian!” I shouted back. “Australian as you are!”

“Your father’s not! He’s a Hun!”

I didn’t know what to do. My first thought was to hit them, as hard as I could, but there were two of them and they were both bigger than I was. My second thought was to get Franz. Sam and Joe would still be bigger than us, but we could show them they couldn’t call us names and get away with it. I ran for home. Sam and Joe followed, calling after me.

Pa heard the noise. He came out, glaring at Sam and Joe. “You should be ashamed! Tormenting a girl! Be off with you. Don’t come here again.”

Sam and Joe weren’t about to take Pa on. They ran off, but they were still shouting “Hun!” as they went.

Pa thought I was upset. He tried to comfort me. “They are ignorant boys, they do not know what they are saying.”

But I didn’t want comfort, I wanted action. I was boiling mad. “Everyone’s saying it!” I said. “Not out loud, but they’re all saying we’re German. As if it’s an awful thing to be.” I stopped. I could hardly say it. “Huns. They say we’re Huns.”

Pa’s face was set and angry. “Ordinary people, good people, do not say this.”

I knew a lot of them were saying exactly this.

“Those boys will not come back,” Pa said.

But I thought they would. And I was right.

Very early next morning Pa went down, as he always did, to start the baking. It was only just light when we heard him running back up the stairs.

“This is terrible, terrible,” I heard him say to Ma. He seized a bucket and a scrubbing brush and ran down again. We all followed him through the shop and outside. We stopped in shock. Someone had daubed the words HUNS and GERMUNS onto the front of the shop in white paint. Pa was staring at it in anger. Ma looked at it and cried. “Who would do such an awful thing?” she wanted to know.

I was sure I knew.

“Sam and Joe Stanley,” I said.

“Those boys?” Pa said. “How do you know it was them?”

“Because you told them off,” I said. “And because they can’t spell, either of them. You see? They can’t even spell ‘German’!”

Pa filled the bucket with water and scrubbed the words off. “There, all gone,” he reassured us. “All gone. It’s all right now.”

It wasn’t all right, of course.


[image: ]


[image: ]

Mutti and I stumbled inside to a strangely empty, silent house. Our house had always been quiet, but never totally silent. There had always been someone moving quietly about, carrying cold drinks and cups of tea, opening and closing shutters, sweeping leaves off the verandahs and trimming plants. Now there was no one. Even the little lizards that ran up the walls and across the ceilings seemed to have gone into hiding.

“What has happened?” I asked. My voice seemed to echo in the empty rooms. “Where has everyone gone?”

“They have heard the news. They are frightened of the soldiers. I think they will not be back,” Mutti said grimly.

“Then we will have to–”

“Yes. We will have to pack. We will need–” Mutti paused. I realised she had probably never had to pack anything for herself. Not for years, at least.

“Suitcases,” Mutti said. “Yes. We need suitcases.”

We looked at each other. We had no idea where such things were kept.

“I will find them,” I said.

I did, at last, stored in a small, airless room at the top of the house. I pulled them out carefully, checking for spiders, centipedes and snakes.

Mutti had already begun making piles of clothing on our beds. I filled the suitcases. Dresses. Underwear. Vati’s suits. Shoes. Hats. We had no idea how much we would need; how long we would be forced to stay away from our home.

Now, in the kitchen, Mutti was staring rather helplessly into the pantry. “What will we need? What should we take? Will they feed us? They will surely feed us!”

“Food that will keep,” I said uncertainly. “Tins?” I thought that some foods came in tins.

We did not have many tins. Our cook had shopped for fresh food daily, at the markets. We took what we could find: some imported German jams, biscuits. Dried sausage. Pâté. All delicacies, really. We filled another suitcase.

It began to grow dark. We realised there was no one here to offer us cold drinks before dinner. No one to cook dinner, in fact. No one to turn down beds, light lamps, fill baths, draw mosquito nets around the beds. We looked at each other again, then did these things ourselves.

“It will be all right.” Mutti was trying to sound reassuring. She was not succeeding.

We found something to eat, but could not eat it, then I went to bed, but the silence of the house defeated me. Before long I made my way, barefoot and in my nightwear, to Mutti’s room. “Can I sleep with you?” I sounded like a small child.

“Of course.” Mutti moved over to make room for me in her big bed. I curled up beside her. But we did not sleep.

In the morning Mutti made coffee. It was hot and welcome, but still we could not eat. We sat and waited. In the middle of the morning a truck came, with British soldiers. There were already some women in the back. And suitcases.

Mutti and I came out of the house. The British soldiers looked at us curiously, as if we were something strange and exotic. Yesterday, I thought, they would have passed us in the street without comment. Today, we were Germans. The enemy.

The British officer was staring at our pile of suitcases in disbelief. “You have too much. You cannot take it all.”

“Too much? How much can I take? What is allowed?”

He seemed to be making a quick decision. “Four. You can take four suitcases.”

Mutti closed her eyes in despair. “Four only?”

“Yes. Four. Which ones? Quick. We must go.”

Mutti chose the suitcase with food, then one suitcase of clothing for each of us. I was sure she had no real idea what was in them. The soldiers started to heave them up onto the back of the truck, and indicated we should climb up too.

“We must travel in the back of the truck?” Mutti protested. The soldiers sniggered slyly at each other.

“Yes, ma’am.” The officer had clearly had enough. “In the truck.”

Mutti turned her back on him, ignored his proffered hand and clambered up, assisted instead by the women already in the truck. I could see that some of them had been crying. I would not cry, I resolved. I would not let these horrible soldiers see me upset. I snatched up my violin from the pile of left-behind suitcases and prepared to climb on.

“Four only.” A British soldier grinned unpleasantly and tried to stop me.

I could not speak much English, but I understood him. I clutched my violin to me. “I will not leave my violin behind.” He made a move as if to take it, and I swung myself away. His expression changed; he scowled at me.

“Private!” the officer barked. “Leave it! Let the girl take her violin.”

I gave the soldier a triumphant look. That was a mistake; he heaved the last of our four suitcases roughly onto the truck. I wondered if any of our jars of German jam would survive the impact.

The truck set off. This was very different from riding in Vati’s motorcar. The truck rattled and thumped over every bump in the road. We passed through kampongs where people stopped and stared, incredulous at seeing European women in the back of an open truck. We came to the outskirts of the city, drove down Orchard Road, kept driving. Where were we going? To the docks? Were we to be put on a ship?

We were going, we found, to Tanglin. There were British army barracks there, large ones. “They are going to put us in the British army camp,” one of the women said.

The truck drove up to large, closed gates. Soldiers came out, glancing at us curiously, and spoke to the officer. All around the camp were fences, strong wire fences with barbed wire coiled on the top. The gates opened, and as the truck drove through, I looked back. The gates were closing behind us.

“We are prisoners,” one of the women said.
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But no. We were not prisoners, not prisoners of war, we were told, because we were not soldiers. Instead, we were enemy aliens. We had not been imprisoned, we had been interned. Which was apparently a different thing. This was all explained to us later, after we had been driven to a set of long, low buildings with thatched attap roofs and verandahs along the fronts – the sort of buildings that our servants had lived in, in the grounds of our houses. Inside, there was one small room at one end, and the rest of the building was one long room filled with narrow cot-style beds. There was a bathroom block not far away, and fences all around. Being interned felt little different to being imprisoned to me.

But we paid little attention to the buildings at first, because a group of men was waiting for us – and one of them was Vati.

I was so relieved – I had thought I might never see him again. I rushed to him and threw my arms around him. Now, at last, we were together, even if we were in a very strange place.
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It did not take the ladies long to assess that the place was not only strange, it was entirely unsuitable.

“We are all huddled in together,” they said. “No separate accommodation for families. Not enough bathrooms. Where must we eat? How long will we be here? It will not do.”

The men had already been here overnight, and had been spoken to by the British officers. They tried to explain. “We have no choice. We have to stay here. We do not know for how long – for as long as the war lasts, maybe.”

They explained to us the difference between being prisoners of war and being interned. There were a few real prisoners of war here – seventeen of them. They had been the officers and crew of the Emden, a German navy ship that had been attacking British ships in the Indian Ocean until it had been sunk off the coast of Australia, and much of its crew lost. The remaining officers and crew had been sent here. The rest of us were enemy aliens. Some of the families we knew, but others were strangers to us; they had been sent from the island of Penang and other places in Malaya.

For a while, we were objects of curiosity. Off-duty British soldiers regarded us curiously through the fences. Some laughed. Some jeered. Our men told us to ignore them, to stay away from the fences. They would soon lose interest if we did not react, they said.

The ladies turned their energies to sorting out how three hundred of us, more or less, were to fit into the attap-roofed buildings. It was too much for some; they sat on the narrow beds in despair. Some cried. One family was in total distress, and Mutti tried to comfort them. “It is not so bad,” she told them. “We will not be here long, I am sure.”

But the family had real reason for distress. They had lived on the nearby small island of Palau Ubin, on their coffee plantation. The British soldiers had come for them, just as they had for us. But their eighteen-year-old daughter, terrified, had panicked and run into the jungle. They had called and called, the soldiers had searched, but she could not be found. In the end, the soldiers had insisted that they leave without her. No one knew where she was. Her mother was distraught, and could not be comforted.

Two days later a British officer appeared at the fence, and was conducted to the anxious family. Everyone could tell, from his expression, that it was unlikely to be good news.

It was not. The girl’s body had been found at the foot of a cliff on the island. Whether she had fallen by accident or had thrown herself over in despair, no one knew. The local natives had discovered her body and had already buried her. It was what her family had feared.
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In those first days, we tried to establish a system and a routine. Beds were moved, pushed together in some places and apart in others, and sheets hung up to divide family areas. Our belongings were kept in our suitcases under our beds. There was nowhere else to put anything, and besides, we had no idea if we might be moved again, with little or no notice.

We queued to use the ablutions blocks – the bathrooms. We queued for the very unsatisfactory food that was provided, and for a place to do washing and hang it to dry. We found that it was up to us to keep the barracks clean, there were no servants here to wash and iron and sweep. It was not at all what we were used to.

And it was boring – so boring! There was nothing to do, nowhere to go, only the same few faces to see again and again and again. Most of the conversation was complaints, and grumbles, and small, petty disputes. I had no tutors. Mutti tried to teach me, but we had not packed books. We had not thought of books. I had my violin, but I had not thought to pack music. And every day was the same, day after day after endless day. We began to think we might indeed be kept here until the end of the war, whenever that might be. We had no news from outside.

The weeks went on. Christmas came. It was 1915. January, February. In February, a whisper went through the camp that some of our men had been contacted furtively by Indian soldiers in the British army, and asked if they would join a planned mutiny against the British. The Indian soldiers were unhappy with their conditions, it seemed. Our men considered it. It would be a chance, perhaps, to escape. The men gathered in discreet groups and discussed it, but most – peaceful civilians – refused to take part.

One afternoon we heard gunfire. It was far away in the camp, but we did not know if it would come nearer, or what was happening. We sheltered in the ablutions blocks. The gunfire went on, at intervals, for a few days, then ceased. Later, we heard that the mutiny by the Indian soldiers had been put down, but that one of the crew of the Emden had escaped in the confusion. We hoped he would succeed in getting far away, and perhaps even return to Germany.

The days went endlessly on until May, when word went around that we were to be moved. Not just moved to another camp in Singapore, but sent overseas. Germany? Could we be being sent back to Germany? We were so hopeful. It would surely be too good to be true!

It was. We soon found out where we were going. Not to Germany. We were being sent to Australia.
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Not long after those horrible words were painted on our shop, a policeman came to see Pa. We knew him, he was Constable Harvey – we often saw him in the street and he had always seemed perfectly friendly. Now he didn’t look friendly at all.

“You are Wilhelm Muller?” he demanded.

Pa looked at him in surprise. “You know I am.”

“You are German?”

“By birth, yes. But I am now a naturalised citizen. I am Australian.”

Constable Harvey looked at a list he held in his hand. “But born German. You must report to the police station and register your address.”

“I must report? But you know where I live! You are here.”

“No matter. All Germans must report and register.”

Pa tried to argue, but Constable Harvey was determined. Pa must register himself as what Constable Harvey called an “enemy alien”, and he should come and do it right away. Now.

Pa was forced to walk down the street to the police station beside Constable Harvey, looking just as if he was being arrested. Pa was ashamed. Mortified. He had never been in trouble with the police in his life. Now he was an enemy. An alien.
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Pa came home soon after, no longer accompanied by Constable Harvey. He was upset. “People in the street were looking at me,” he said. “They knew where I had been. To the police station! As if I was a criminal. A criminal! As if I had done something wrong. It is a disgrace!”

He was so upset that he had to go upstairs for the rest of the afternoon. Ma went to look after him. “You and Franz can look after the shop, can’t you?” she asked me anxiously. Of course we could. But there was no need. There were no customers.

And this was the way things continued. There were fewer customers each day. Franz and I knew where they were going. The Stanleys’ bakery had never been so busy. Sam and Joe were even doing deliveries, carrying large baskets with fresh loaves in them, and taking them right to people’s homes. They shouted when they saw us. “Good Australian bread we’re making! None of your nasty rubbishy Hun stuff!”

“You wouldn’t know a good loaf of bread if it bit you!” Franz shouted back. “Your bread’s full of holes!” That was an insult, and as bakers’ children, we all knew it. Franz meant Mr Stanley was a lazy baker, he didn’t knead his bread enough. Kneading was hard work, but if you didn’t do it properly, the finished bread had holes all through it. Pa’s bread never had holes. The Stanley boys didn’t like Franz’s comment, not one bit.
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The next morning, one of our shop windows had been broken – it must have happened in the night. It was cracked right across, though we’d heard nothing. We all surveyed the window in dismay. “It’s that Joe and Sam Stanley!” seethed Franz. “I just know it is!”

“How can you know that?” Pa asked.

Franz stopped. He shuffled his feet. Pa waited. “I had a bit of a fight with them,” Franz admitted at last.

“A fight? You hit them?” Ma was horrified.

“No, no. I didn’t hit them.”

Ma and Pa were relieved, and gave Franz a lecture about name-calling doing no one any good. Franz seemed to agree. But later he said to me, “So I didn’t hit them. Not this time, anyway. But I might.”

All of this was upsetting for everyone, but it was affecting Ma the most. She was looking worried all the time. She was upset when people didn’t come into the shop, but she was even more upset when they did. It seemed as if she was watching them, waiting for them to say something unpleasant. She didn’t sing around the house as she usually did. It was like having a poor, pale shadow of our smiling, sunny mother. It worried Pa deeply, even if Ma told him that there was nothing wrong. And it made Franz angry.

“All those stupid people not coming to our shop! All those stupid people thinking ‘Germans. Huns.’ And especially those stupid Stanleys. I hate those Stanleys!”

“Ma and Pa said keep away from them,” I reminded him.

“I am,” said Franz. “But I can’t help it if they won’t keep away from me, can I?”
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On Sunday, Pa suggested we should go to the Botanic Gardens, as we’d often done, for the afternoon concert at the bandstand by the river. Ma had always been keen to go, to enjoy the music, but now she seemed reluctant. “There will be so many people there,” she said.

“And so?” said Pa. “There are always people there.”

“They might–” Ma paused. “They might – say things.”

Pa frowned. “Let them. We cannot stay home forever because of ignorant people.”

Ma appeared unconvinced. Franz and I glanced at each other. Pa was right, quite right, we knew, but still . . .

To please Pa, we all put on our Sunday best and walked to the Botanic Gardens.

It was quite a long walk and we were all glad when we reached the Gardens. It was very pleasant by the river, in the shade of trees. A band was assembling in the pretty, white bandstand and people were gathering on the grass, to listen.

I glanced over at the ships in the river. There were always ships there, waiting to load and unload their cargoes at the wharves. Ships coming and going from places all over the world. Today, three of the ships had German names. I pointed them out to Pa.

Pa frowned. “Yes, I have heard about them. They are German ships, they were here when war broke out and they have been detained.”

“Detained?”

“The government has taken control of them,” said Pa. “They say they are British ships now.”

“Oh.” I thought about that. “But they must have had German crews,” I said. “What’s happened to them?”

Pa shrugged. “I imagine they are detained too.”

I gazed at the ships again and this time I saw, coming down one of the gangplanks, a lady and two little girls. They stepped carefully onto the bank. They must be coming to listen to the music too, I thought. “Look, Pa,” I said.

Pa was surprised. “One of the officers must have had his family on board,” he said. “That is bad, very bad. I imagine they will be detained, too.”

“Can we talk to them?” I asked. “At least, can you? The lady might not speak English.”

Pa smiled at me. “You want to know all about them? Well, we can try to introduce ourselves, if the lady will let us.”

Ma didn’t want to come. She was sitting on the grass, keeping a very watchful eye out for people who might try to be unpleasant. Franz stayed with her, while Pa and I approached the lady and the two little girls.

“Excuse me,” said Pa. He was speaking German and I could only pick up a word here and there, but I could see how the lady’s face lit up when he addressed her. “Excuse me, but I see you have come off the German ship, and my daughter was anxious for us to introduce ourselves. I am Wilhelm Muller and this is my daughter, Mathilde. We live here in Brisbane. You are visiting, I believe?”

“Visiting?” the lady said. “Hardly visiting. We are prisoners.”

I couldn’t understand her, of course, but Pa told me what she had said later. I waited while they talked, and smiled at the little girls, who peered at me and smiled shyly back. I noticed, however, that although Pa and the lady were talking quietly, people around us began to notice that they were not speaking English, and to pay attention to them.

At last Pa and the lady said goodbye, and we went back to Ma and Franz. Pa sat down. “Tell us what she said, Pa!” I said.

“Well, she is the wife of the captain of that ship, the Prinz Albert,” Pa said. “She and the little girls came on this voyage as a holiday. Now she is sorry she came. They had just arrived in Brisbane from Japan the day war was declared. The very next day, she says, Australian soldiers boarded the ship and said they were seizing it for Britain. They were told they were enemy aliens.”

“Like you were told, Pa,” exclaimed Franz.

“Yes,” said Pa. “Like me. Though I am naturalised. They were told they had to stay on board, under guard. For two weeks they did that, then their ship was towed to this mooring near the Gardens. The lady says in one way this is better, because they can go ashore. Her little girls like to go and see the kangaroos and emus in the zoo in the Gardens, though they must be back on board by 6 pm. But it is also not so good, because people walk up and down the riverbank and peer at them, and sometimes rude boys call names. Even throw stones, sometimes.”

Franz and I looked at each other. We knew rude boys who did things like that.

“Now, the lady is worried because there is talk they might be told to leave the ship, and she does not know where they could go. There is a camp, she says, for detained Germans, but she does not think that would be a good place for her little girls. She asked if I knew how the war is going, might it be ending soon. They are allowed no news from Germany. All they see is our newspapers, and she does not like to read them, she says they are full of bad things about Germany.”

Franz was confused. “Does she mean the things the newspapers say about Germany aren’t true?”

Pa thought a moment. “No, that is not what she means. But the way German newspapers report things could be different from the way our newspapers report them.”

Franz looked even more confused, and I did not understand either.

Pa sighed. “It is very difficult to explain.” He paused. “You know the posters you saw – of German monsters? If there were posters put up about the war in Germany, how do you think they would show the English soldiers? The Australians? Might they be shown as monsters too?”

“Oh,” I said.

“But–” said Franz.

Pa opened his mouth to explain further, but suddenly Ma leaned over and touched him on the arm. “Listen to the music, my dear,” she said meaningfully. I looked around to see that, once again, people near us were paying rather too much attention to what we were saying. I was quite sure they had heard Pa and the lady from the ship speaking in German, too.

Soon after that Ma decided it was time we went home.
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It was only the next week when the worst thing of all happened.

Franz and I were coming home from school and there were more of those horrible posters, on the walls of shops and pasted up on fences. Some of them we’d seen before: the terrible monster wearing a German army helmet, with blood-stained hands reaching out to crush the world. And one with a row of German soldiers, their rifles pointing at cowering, terrified men and women. But now there was a new one. It showed a man standing idly, with his hands in his pockets, while other men fought a bushfire in the background. The poster said: WOULD YOU STAND BY WHILE A BUSHFIRE RAGED? GET BUSY AND DRIVE THE GERMANS BACK!

“What does it mean?” Franz asked, scowling at it. He knew it didn’t mean anything good.

“I think it means men should go and join the army,” I said. It was rather obscure, I thought. “That good people wouldn’t just let a bushfire burn, they’d go and help, so now they should go and help with the war.”

Frank thought about that. “So it means the Germans are like a bushfire?” he said uncertainly. “As bad as a really big bushfire?”

“I suppose that’s what it means,” I said, though I wasn’t quite sure.

“All Germans?” said Franz.

I was silent.

“Yes, all Germans!” shouted someone behind us. “Huns! The Boche!” It was, of course, the Stanley boys. They weren’t brave enough to say it right to our faces. They stood across the road and yelled. People stopped and stared at them, and at us.

“You’re a Hun, Franz Muller!” they yelled. “So are you, Tilly Muller!”

Franz snarled and started to run at them, but I caught his arm. It was no good fighting them. There were people around. There’d only be trouble.

“No!” I said. “No! Come on, we’re going home.”

I dragged Franz off, but I shouted at Sam and Joe as I went. “We’re Australian! Australian! And you’re stupid, the pair of you.”

I got Franz home and we told Pa about it. He calmed Franz down and agreed that the Stanley boys were wrong, quite wrong, and that we were Australian, all of us. “But having a German background is nothing to be ashamed of, no matter what people are saying. Most Germans are good people. They only want peace.”

“Then why are they joining the German army?” Franz demanded. “And fighting?” Pa had no answer for that.

Franz was quiet. Then he disappeared for a while. I supposed he was still upset, that he needed some time to get over it, and he’d gone to think things through. He was back by tea time, but he was pale and silent.

Ma had just served up our tea and was putting the plates on the table. Pa came upstairs, saying happily, “Ah, that smells good!”

And then there was a pounding on the door of the closed shop. Pa went down again to open it. “No one could surely be wanting bread at this hour,” he said.

It wasn’t someone wanting bread. It was two policemen. Someone, they said heavily, had torn down posters in the street. Government posters. Someone had suggested that perhaps they should make enquiries at this address. Would Mr Muller have any knowledge of this incident?

Franz and I were listening at the top of the stairs, Ma not far behind us. Franz’s face was as white as the flour that Pa used. I knew at once who had torn down those posters.

Pa turned and looked up at us, and I could see that he knew, too. He turned back to the policemen.

“Yes,” Pa said. “I do have some knowledge. I know who did it. It was me.”

The policemen didn’t believe Pa for a moment. Someone – and I was sure it was the Stanley boys – had turned Franz in. But Pa insisted he had done it, and in the end the policemen had to take his word for it.

“You’ll have to come with us,” they said. “Destroying government property is a serious matter.”

“Come with you?” Pa said. “Come where?”

“To the police station first. Then I should think, given the offence, you’ll go to a detention camp. You’ll probably be detained as an enemy alien.”

Behind me, Ma made a soft, strange little sound and I turned to see her, even whiter than Franz, leaning on the wall and slowly beginning to slide down it. I caught her and lowered her to the ground, and ran to the kitchen for water.

When I turned to look down the stairs again, the outside door was still wide open. But there was no one there. The policemen had taken Pa away.
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Australia! Why in the name of heaven would we be sent to Australia? We had expected that we would continue to be held in Singapore; we had hoped (though we had hardly dared to) to be returned to Germany. But Australia! I knew little of it, just that it was a British colony, right at the edge of the world. Such a long way away!

The discussions about it were endless. The protests we made to the British officials were endless, too, but they were of no use. No use at all.

We knew very little of the way the war was going. The only news we heard was passed on by guards, and of course that news was all from a British viewpoint. But surely Germany was winning the war. We must be! And the war, or so the talk went, could be over quite soon. Perhaps even by Christmas. But by Christmas we would be so far, far away in Australia. It did not make sense. But perhaps war never made sense . . .

Just a few weeks later, we were told to pack up our belongings and be ready to travel. The ship we were taken to was small and dirty. I couldn’t believe we were meant to travel on it. It was not at all like the smart, clean, tidy ships of the company that Vati worked for. As well as being small and dirty, it was very, very crowded as we all boarded.

“This is not going to be a pleasant voyage,” Mutti said, as we were shown to a cabin with eight bunks in it: bunks that had clearly been hastily built and squeezed into a space meant for other purposes. Vati was in a cabin with other men, and there were just a few, tiny bathrooms for all the passengers.

Mutti was right. It was not a pleasant voyage. We were expected to stay out of the way of the crew, and had to spend most of our time in our cabins. It was crowded, and hot at first, but as weeks passed and we sailed further south it began to grow cold. Of course, I realised, the seasons were reversed – it would be early winter in Australia. None of us had warm clothing; we had lived in the tropics, after all. The men had jackets, but women tried to keep warm with shawls and wraps improvised from blankets.

At last we were told that we were approaching the top of Australia. Our nasty, dirty little ship sailed through a very beautiful area of small islands, reefs and distant, pounding surf. Then, one morning, we passed between two immensely tall, rocky cliffs with great waves breaking at the foot of them and throwing white spray, sparkling as if it had diamonds mixed into it – and we slid into a wide, calm, very lovely harbour.

“Sydney,” said Vati, as we stood at the rail to watch. “This is Sydney.”

Sydney. Was this where we were to stay? It might not be so bad. The city was lovely, small houses scattered all around the hills that led up from the harbour, little golden beaches at their edges. White sails darted across the water, great ships went by, and ferries chugged between suburbs.

But then we were ordered below, told to pack up our things and get ready to be taken to a train. We were not told where we were going, or how long the journey would be. Our boxes and larger suitcases, we were told, would be sent on after us.

We straggled off the ship and onto the dock. Nobody bothered about us; the dock workers went about their tasks. Then, lined up together and with guards all around us, we were marched through the streets towards a railway station. People did look at us then, men and women in the streets stared and whispered to each other. I heard them saying, “Germans. They’re Germans.” Horrid, rude small boys shouted after us. I felt like something in a freak show, people gaping as if I had a beard, or two heads. I felt like pulling faces at them, but I knew that would not be wise. Instead, I held my head high. So I was German? I was proud of being German! And when the British lost the war, as they would surely do, they would all be sorry. I would make them sorry myself! I didn’t know how, but I would find a way.

At the busy station, we were put onto a train. More people stared at us as we were marshalled towards special carriages, where more guards waited.

“Where are we going? How far is it?” we asked the guards. They did not answer.

The train pulled out of the station. I soon realised we would not be staying in Sydney. We passed through crowded city areas, then areas of small, huddled, joined-together houses and shops. On we went, past widely spaced houses with large yards, then by small farms and out into the country. The cleared, farming land gave way to what I supposed was forest, but it was forest of a kind I had never seen. Tall, skinny trees with long, straggling branches and leaves that hung down. They grew together thickly at first, then more sparsely. Between them lay stretches of pale, parched grass and spiky bushes. In the fields, flocks of fat sheep wandered.

There was great excitement when we caught sight of other animals, hopping in great bounds away from the train. “Kangaroos,” said Vati. And later, huge birds, running on two enormous legs. “Emus.”

The train pulled up occasionally, at stations that became smaller and smaller, and at each stop, our guards ostentatiously shouldered their rifles and glared at us. Did they think we’d try to escape? Where would we go?

It grew dark and the guards brought around some food. It became clear we would be on the train overnight. I tried to settle to sleep between Mutti and Vati, and I dozed on and off, though the night seemed to go on forever with the train rattling and lurching and charging relentlessly through the darkness, sparks flying past the windows.

In the morning, the landscape outside had changed completely. The trees and even most of the pale grass had gone, replaced by a vast red plain that stretched all the way to a horizon of pale blue, washed-out looking sky. Only a few of the spiky bushes broke up the everlasting stretch of red. I stared out at it. Singapore had been so green, so lush, so fertile. Plants had grown so aggressively there that a vine growing by the house could, in a day, wind itself through a window frame and tumble inside. This red country was bones. Dry bones. Where could we be going? What kind of arid, tortured, gasping-for-water place was this Australia? It seemed the end of the world.

And then we reached the end of the world. The guards told us we would be getting off at the next stop. “Where?” we asked. “Where are we?” They did not answer.

The train slowed, then pulled up with a hiss of steam and a squeal of brakes, and a place name slid into view. Bornabba. Beyond a small wooden station were red dirt streets, one-storey wooden buildings and, in the distance, a larger, higher stone building. Over all this stretched a sky of bright, burning blue. Many of the buildings seemed to be abandoned, with wooden boards nailed over the windows and doors. They stood looking defeated, despairing, baking in the middle of a red plain that stretched forever – to nowhere.

There were few people about as we tumbled out of the train and gathered on the short platform, and those that were stared at us in a far-from-friendly fashion. “Germans,” I heard again. “It’s more of them Germans.”

More? Were there other Germans here then? Where were they? We soon found out, as all the men in our group were separated and herded together.

“Vati? Where are you going?”

“Don’t worry,” Vati answered. He turned to Mutti. “It seems we are to be separated. I will be back as soon as I can. Just do as you are told. It will be all right.”

We hadn’t much choice but to do as we were told, I thought. And I was far from sure that it would be all right.

The men were marched away, in the direction of the tall, stone building I had glimpsed from the train. Our small group of women and children stood on the platform, waiting to be told what to do.

Soldiers came onto the platform, and our guard snapped to and saluted one of them. He must be an officer, I thought. He spoke to our guard and then indicated that we should follow him. We picked up our hand luggage and looked around at our boxes and suitcases, which had been unloaded from the train and left on the platform.

“Later,” the officer said. “They will come later.”

We followed the officer down what appeared to be the main street of the town. There were few shops open: a baker, a butcher, what might be a grocer. Others, like some of the houses, were closed and shuttered. There was a church, small and white-painted. Church of England, of course. A school. The children were not in the playground, it was too early, but a man in a black suit stood in the doorway and stared at us as we went by. He did not look friendly. He stepped back into the building and slammed the door shut.

The officer stopped in front of one of the few two-storey buildings in the main street. It had wide verandahs on both storeys and, like many of the other buildings, a defeated look about it. It seemed as if shutters had been only recently removed from both windows and doors.

“This is the hotel,” the officer said slowly and distinctly. “You will stay here.” He paused. “Do you understand me? Do you speak any English?”

“Yes, I speak some English,” Mutti answered. She glanced at the other women, seemingly asking if she should speak for them. “You mean we are to live here? All of us?”

“There are enough rooms, I think,” the officer answered.

“For how long are we to live here?”

The officer frowned. “That I can’t say. For as long as the war lasts.”

A woman spoke urgently to Mutti. She listened, and then turned back to the officer. “Where are our husbands? When can we see them?”

“The interned men will be held in the old jail. They must stay there. They can come out during the day but they must sleep there at night.”

This was not good news. Vati could not live with us. Mutti relayed the officer’s reply to the other women. There were mutterings of dismay. Then came questions. There were many questions. Too many for the officer. Food? Our belongings? Beds? Schools for the children? The officer was overwhelmed – and he didn’t seem to have the answers.

“I suggest you settle in now,” he said. “The interned men can visit you tomorrow.” And with that, he turned and left, the guards following him. It appeared we were not to be guarded any more.

“We could leave,” one of the women said suddenly. “We have no guard. We could escape.”

There was a heavy silence. “Where would we go?” said Mutti. There was no answer for that.

“We should look at this . . . hotel,” said another woman, Frau Schneider. She had two little boys.

It suddenly seemed to occur to everyone that they should inspect the building – and perhaps lay claim to the best rooms.

Mutti stepped in. “Rooms,” she said. “They will all be different. The people with most children should have the biggest rooms. That would be fair, yes?”

Frau Krause’s eyes narrowed. She had no children, and I thought that perhaps she was afraid she would be palmed off with one of the less desirable rooms. “I suppose so,” she said reluctantly. “We will look first.”

As it happened, there were no desirable rooms. The hotel had obviously not been in use for years. All the bedrooms had beds, of a sort, though I could tell by Mutti’s expression that the mattresses were highly suspect, but other items of furniture were few and far between. The few bathrooms had sad, stained baths and basins. Everywhere was dust and dirt, and birds had got in and left nasty spatters on the floor.

The women were horrified.

“We can clean it,” said Mutti, trying hard to make the best of things. “We can sweep and scrub . . .” This from a woman who had never had to lift a hand to do housework all the years she had lived in Singapore, I thought. She straightened her shoulders. “So first we will need to make sure our belongings are being delivered.”

We went back to the station, people staring at us all the way. “Are they going already?” we heard. “Good riddance, I say!”

At the station, the women talked to the stationmaster. It took some time to make him understand they wanted their boxes and suitcases delivered to the hotel. While they discussed this, I wandered down to the pile of our belongings, eager to see that my family’s boxes were there. They were. Then I looked closer. I did not like what I saw. Some of the boxes had lids hanging to one side. Several suitcases had broken locks.

“Mutti!” I called.

The women heard the urgency in my voice and hurried over.

“Oh! They have been opened!” said Mutti. “Someone has gone through our luggage!”

“My suitcase is not here,” said Frau Klein. “It has been stolen!”

The women turned on the station master. “Nothing to do with me,” he said defensively. “That’s the way they were unloaded from the train. No one’s touched them since.”

How I wished, then, that I had carried my violin myself, from the ship and onto the train, instead of packing it into one of our larger suitcases. I had thought it would be safe.

I was wrong.

Because that suitcase was one of the ones with broken locks. And my violin was gone.


[image: ]


[image: ]

It was a terrible night.

Ma couldn’t seem to take it in, at first, that Pa had actually been arrested, that probably he wouldn’t be coming back. She kept saying, “But he’ll be back soon, won’t he?” and wondering if she should put his tea in the oven to keep it warm. She walked up and down, listening for him, waiting for him.

I was scared, and I knew Franz was scared, and also feeling guilty. I could see he was thinking that if he hadn’t torn the posters down none of this would have happened and Pa would still be here with us.

After a while I took Pa’s plate off the table and put it in the oven. I was quite sure he wouldn’t be back to eat his tea, but I thought it might make Ma happier. She watched me doing it, but didn’t say anything.

It grew late. I tried to suggest to Ma that perhaps we should go to bed. She looked at me as if I was proposing something quite impossible. “Bed? Oh, no. Your father isn’t home yet.”

“Then at least sit down and we’ll wait for him,” I said. “Franz should go to bed, anyway. It’s very late.”

Franz didn’t want to go to bed. Everything was wrong in our house. Franz was on the verge of tears and he wouldn’t leave us. I grew cunning. “Ma, why don’t you put Franz into bed and lie down with him until he goes to sleep,” I suggested. “He’ll settle, then.”

Ma looked at Franz’s white, set face and recognised that he needed comfort. She nodded and took him off. There! I thought. With any luck, she’ll fall asleep too.

I seized the opportunity to take Pa’s dried-up tea out of the oven and scrape it into the bucket of scraps we kept for the chooks. Ma came out in time to see me doing it; she hadn’t fallen asleep. She said nothing, but started pacing again, up and down, up and down. Every so often she went to the window that overlooked the street, peering out.

“Ma, won’t you sit down for a bit?” I said desperately. “Will I make you some tea?”

“Tea? No, no tea,” Ma answered at last, but she did sit down, in the armchair where Pa usually sat. I curled myself into a corner of the settee that stood opposite it and watched Ma. She was sitting down, at least, but she was still waiting, waiting and watching, as tightly coiled as one of the springs in the chair she sat in. I would just have to watch her all night, I thought. I wouldn’t go to bed. I wouldn’t sleep. I’d just sit here and watch Ma. Watch Ma . . . watch Ma . . .

I woke, with a shock, hours later. It was light. It was morning. I had fallen asleep. I hadn’t meant to fall asleep!

Ma, thank heaven, was still sitting in the armchair. Her eyes were closed, but as I jumped up, her eyes sprang open and she looked up at me. “Tilly?” Then she remembered, and sat up abruptly. “Wilhelm? Tilly, is your father home? Is he?”

“No,” I said. “No. Not – not yet.”

Ma stood up, and swayed on her feet. She caught at the arm of the chair. “Oh. Oh, I feel – rather dizzy.” She put her hand to her head. “I think I have – a headache.” She paused, as if she was thinking about it. “Rather a bad headache.”

Maybe this was my chance to put Ma to bed at last. “Then you should go to bed,” I said briskly. “Lie down for a while. I’ll make you some tea. Why don’t you go and lie down, Ma?”

Ma seemed to think about that, too. “No, I don’t want tea. But perhaps I should lie down.” And to my surprise, she went quietly down the hall to her bedroom. I waited a few minutes, then softly followed her and peeped in. She was in bed, and she was sound asleep.

Maybe Ma didn’t want tea, but I did. And something to eat. I lit the stove and made some toast over the flames, then sat at the kitchen table and worried about what to do.

The first thing, I decided, was to find out exactly where Pa was and what was happening to him. That meant someone had to go to the police station to make enquiries. By rights, that someone should be Ma, but I was feeling very unsure about just what Ma was capable of doing at the moment. There was no one else who could go, it would have to be me. And Franz would have to stay here with Ma, in case she woke up.

Franz, when he came out of his room a few minutes later, still unsettled and clingy, wasn’t keen on this idea at all. He wanted to stay with me. But I made him toast and porridge, and explained that Ma needed him, and eventually he agreed. I washed my face and brushed my hair and found a clean dress – trying to look grown-up and responsible – and set out for the police station.

I did not find out a great deal. Pa wasn’t there, not any more. Some soldiers had come and taken him away, early that morning.

“But where has he gone?” I asked the young policeman on the desk. He gave me a cold look. I could see he was thinking, German.

“That’s none of our affair, where the army takes those Germans,” he said.

“You really don’t know?” I was sure he did, but he just didn’t want to tell me. I wasn’t going to cry, I told myself. I wouldn’t cry.

An older policeman came into the room. “What’s this about?” he said. “Who is this young lady?”

“It’s concerning that German what was brought in last night. The one who ripped the posters down,” the young policeman said.

“And who is it that’s asking?”

“Just who are you?” the young policeman said to me.

He knew who I was. I’d said I was asking about my father. I glared at him.

“I’m Tilly. Tilly Muller. Wilhelm Muller’s my father.” I gulped. “We don’t know where he is.”

The older policeman gave the young one a look. “I’ll deal with this,” he said.

“But–”

“I said I’ll deal with it.”

“Yes, sergeant.” It was the young policeman’s turn to glare – at me. He got up and left the room and the sergeant took his place at the desk.

“So, Tilly Muller. I can tell you that your father’s not here any more. He’s been taken to a camp for German prisoners at Enoggera.”

“Enoggera?” I knew Enoggera was a suburb outside the city. “How long will he be there?”

“That I can’t tell you. But I think you should expect–” The sergeant paused. He went on, not unkindly. “I think you shouldn’t expect him to be released. Those German prisoners will probably be held there until the end of the war. Whenever that might be.”

“You mean my father can’t come home?” This was very bad news.

“I can’t be sure, mind, but I wouldn’t think so. I can’t tell you much more. You could perhaps find out more if you went to the camp and asked there.” He looked me up and down. “How old are you? Who’s looking after you?”

“My mother,” I said. I could see the sergeant getting ready to ask why my mother wasn’t here, making these enquiries herself. “My mother is not well. She has a – a headache.”

“Mmm. I see. Well, when your mother feels better, she should make enquiries at the camp.”

“Yes. I will. I mean, she will. It’s at Enoggera, you said?”

“Yes. Near the army camp.”

“Thank you,” I said. I turned around and walked out, with my back straight and my head high. And my heart in my boots.
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When I got home, Ma was still asleep. I didn’t wake her. I wanted to think.

We couldn’t do anything until we found out if Pa really was in this camp at Enoggera and, if he was, how long he might be held. From what the police sergeant had said, it might be quite some time. Then what would we do? How would we live? So, the next thing was for someone to go to the camp. That ought to be Ma. I waited for her to wake, so we could talk it over.

But as soon as Ma woke, I could see that she was in no state to talk anything over.

“He’s not here? He hasn’t come home? He’s gone away and left us?” she said, absolutely overcome.

“He didn’t want to go, Ma,” I tried to tell her.

Ma didn’t seem able to see that. “He won’t come home?”

“He can’t come home,” I said. “At least, I think he can’t. We need to go and talk to him, to find out.” I looked at Ma, who was wide-eyed and confused. It was no use, I could see. I made up my mind. “I need to go and talk to him,” I said. “It’s all right. I’ll go.” And Ma, to my surprise, seemed quite willing to accept that.

It was too late by then for me to do anything about going to Enoggera that day. I would have to wait until the next day. I would see how Ma was, and then perhaps we could all go. I did hope so.

But in the morning, it was clear that was not going to happen. Ma was still upset, still had a headache, still didn’t understand why Pa wasn’t here.

Our shop was shut, of course. There was no one to do the baking – and we’d had very few customers lately, anyway. I really needed to know what was happening, and what we were to live on. “I’m going to Enoggera,” I said to Franz. “I’m going to find Pa.”

“I want to come.”

“Someone has to stay with Ma,” I said. Franz looked at Ma, and understood. “All right. But you’ll bring Pa home?”

“I don’t know.”

Enoggera was about four miles from the city – it was too far to walk, but I knew there was a train. As I walked to the station, I passed the Stanleys’ bakery shop. It was busy. I crossed the street and scowled at it.

When I reached the station in town, I was lucky. There was a train leaving soon. I’d never been on a train before, had never bought a ticket, but I found it was easy. I climbed on board, a man in a white hat blew a whistle and waved a flag, and we were off. I might have enjoyed the ride, puffing along with clouds of smoke streaming by the window, sitting high enough that I could peer into people’s backyards, if I hadn’t been so worried about Pa. And Ma.

Enoggera was a quiet station, with bush all around it. I didn’t know which way to go. A man in a white hat, like the one in the city, saw me hesitating. “Are you all right, miss?” he called.

“I have to go to–” I stopped. I didn’t want to say “the German camp”. This man, like many others, mightn’t like Germans. “The army camp,” I said. The policeman had said the internment camp was next to the army camp.

“The army camp, is it?” He pointed down the dirt road. “It’s that way. Take you about twenty minutes to walk it.”

I set out through the bush. Sure enough, in about twenty minutes I could see fences ahead, and soldiers guarding a gate. There were many soldiers about, marching and walking to and fro. Surely they didn’t need so many soldiers to guard a few German prisoners?

They didn’t. I asked for the internment camp and was directed down a side road. And then I found it. A fence of barbed wire, as high as two men. Through the fence I could see huts, wooden frames with canvas sides for walls. Beyond those huts, there were some buildings made of corrugated iron. Some of the larger buildings had fires burning outside them, and pots hanging over the fires. I could see men moving about inside the fenced area, but others just – sitting. As I drew nearer, a soldier who’d been leaning rather casually on a wooden gate saw me, got to his feet and stepped forward.

“Can’t come here,” he said. “Restricted area. Off you go, girly.”

I stopped. “I think – I think my father’s here,” I said. “I need to see him.”

“Your father? Who’s your father? Is he a prisoner here?”

“He’s Wilhelm Muller,” I said. “I think he’s here.”

“You can’t just walk up here and expect to see people,” the soldier said. “Off you go.”

“But I have to see him,” I said desperately. “I don’t even really know if he’s here.”

The men inside the fence had been listening. “Wilhelm? Wilhelm Muller?” The word was passed along. “Is there a Wilhelm Muller here?”

I spoke to them directly, past the soldier. “Yes, Wilhelm Muller. He’d only have come here two days ago.”

The soldier stepped forward again. “I told you to go. You’ll be getting into trouble.”

Another soldier came by. “What’s going on here, private?”

“Girl says her father’s here, sergeant.”

I’d had success appealing to one sergeant, I thought, at the police station. Maybe this one would help me. “I think my father was brought here, sir,” I said. “We don’t really know where he is. No one’s told us anything. I have to see him!” I dropped my head and tried to look woebegone. I didn’t have to try too hard.

And it worked.

“Is her father here? Well, let her see him.” He turned to me. “Not for long, you understand?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

And then I heard a voice calling me, “Tilly! Tilly!” and a figure came running through the camp towards the fence.

“Pa!” And I ran towards the figure. “Pa! You’re here!”

The fence was barbed wire, we could hardly touch each other’s hands through it.

“Tilly!” Pa said. He looked behind me, as if expecting to see someone. “Where is your mother?”

“She’s – she’s got a headache, Pa,” I faltered. “She couldn’t come. She–”

Pa’s face fell. “I – I see. Well. Well, you are here.”

“Pa, what’s happened? Can you come home? Do you have to stay here?”

“I have to stay here, my mäuschen. I can’t come home. Not until the war is over, they say.”

I looked beyond him, into the camp. There must be over a hundred men there, I thought. “Who are all these people? Are they all German? All prisoners?”

“All prisoners,” said Pa grimly. “But all German? No. Not born German, anyway. Some of them were born in Australia.”

“Born here? But why are they in prison, then?”

Pa frowned. “I have been talking to some of them. That man–” He gestured towards an elderly man. “That man was born in Germany, yes. But he has lived in Australia for years. He has a son, born here in Australia, and that son is in the army now. In the Australian army! Yet his father is imprisoned.” He looked around. “And that man. He is a pastor, a pastor of the Lutheran church. He was born in Australia. Both his parents were born in Australia. His grandparents, yes, they were German. But for two generations his family has been Australian. And yet he has been put in jail.”

I found it hard to believe. “But why, Pa? What did he do?”

Pa shrugged. “He says he did nothing. He thinks he has been locked up to scare people, to frighten the German community. To keep them quiet.”

“But that’s not fair!” I burst out.

The soldiers’ heads turned towards us.

“They will make you go now,” said Pa. “And I think they will tell you not to come again. Tilly–” He leaned towards me, lowered his voice, spoke urgently. “This is important. If your mother has–” He paused. “Headaches, if she has headaches, do not tell anyone. Not at school, not anyone.”

I did not understand. “Why, Pa?”

“Because – because if people feel that you and Franz are not being looked after, if they think your mother cannot look after you properly, they might say you should be in a home, take you away to a children’s home perhaps, an orphanage–”

I gaped at Pa. This had never occurred to me, but suddenly I realised it might – could – happen. The police sergeant, I remembered, had been very interested in how old I was, and who was looking after me.

Pa was speaking quickly again. “Tilly, there is a little money hidden. You will need it.” He told me where it was hidden. “Be careful with it.”

The soldiers were coming purposefully towards us.

“If you can get some clothes to me,” said Pa. “My shaving things. Your mother will know what to send.” The soldiers were there, gesturing to me to move away from the fence. “Look after your mother,” said Pa. “Give her my love, and Franz too, And you of course, my mäuschen. Take care of each other.”

“That is enough,” the sergeant said. “You must go now.” He indicated that Pa should move away. Pa went, but he walked slowly, backwards, watching me all the way.

I stood and stared after him until he disappeared behind one of the huts.

“Off you go now,” the sergeant said. He didn’t look entirely unsympathetic, I thought. “My father needs clothes,” I said. “He only has what he was wearing. Can I bring him some clothes?”

The sergeant hesitated. “You can bring some,” he said at last. “But don’t expect to see your father. Don’t expect to talk to him.”

I had a great deal to think about on my walk back to the station, on the train, on the long walk home.


[image: ]


[image: ]

I could not believe it. Of all the horrible things that had happened – forced to leave our home, being locked up in that terrible camp in Singapore, being sent on that even more terrible ship to come to this desolate, devastated, end-of-the world place – this was the worst, absolutely the worst. My violin was gone. And no one seemed to recognise how terrible this was. No one seemed to care.

The women were gathering around the pile of luggage, claiming their pieces, complaining bitterly as they found whose had been opened, who had been robbed, and forcibly haranguing the station master. At first he was defensive, asserting that it was not his fault, that the luggage had arrived like that and he could do nothing about it but put a report in. Then, as some of the women persisted, he grew angry, and reminded them that they were prisoners. “Do Australians make a practice of robbing their prisoners?” said Frau Krause.

Mutti was wise enough not to translate that remark, but the station master understood the tone well enough. “I will put in a report,” he said, in a tone that made it clear there would be no further discussion, and he marched off.

A report! The women were not happy with that. A report would not get their belongings back! They needed their luggage now – their linen, their clothing. They muttered among themselves. No one mentioned a stolen violin.

And I lost my composure. I totally lost it. I yelled. I screamed.

“Linen!” I shrieked. “Clothing! What do linen and clothing matter? I have lost my violin. Do you not realise? My violin–”

Everything went quiet. The station master, halfway down the platform, swung around and stared back at me with his mouth open. The women turned, astonished. Mutti’s face fell and she looked at me as if she was having difficulty in recognising me. Possibly she was. I had never behaved like this before. But my violin!

Mutterings rose from the women. “Spoiled.” “A big girl like that!” “No way to behave.”

Mutti flushed. She took my arm and hurried me off down the platform. “We will go back to the hotel,” she said firmly. “Gretta, I think you need to rest.”

Once we were out of sight of the women on the station, Mutti turned to me. “Gretta, how could you behave so? We have all lost things–”

Things! She did not understand. “But my violin!” I said. “My violin!” I burst into tears, sobbed and gulped and heaved in total distress. It was gone forever, I knew. I was here, in this dreadful place, and the one thing I had left, the one thing I cared for, was gone.

People in the street stared. I hated these people. I hated this place. I wanted to go home! I wanted things to be as they were in Singapore. And I knew that I couldn’t, that things would never be the same again.

Mutti took me back to the hotel, found some water, tried to calm me. “I must go back to the station,” she said. “I need to see what I can save, try to get our things here. Stay here, Gretta. Try to calm yourself. I will do what I can about getting your violin back. I understand how you feel.”

I watched her go. We both knew there was no chance of getting my violin back. It was gone. And I knew Mutti had no understanding of how I felt.
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We spent a very uncomfortable day and night in the derelict hotel. The women came back from the station, having arranged for a man and a cart to deliver our luggage. They set to and tried to clean the place up – an impossible task – and then to make themselves comfortable for the night. Also impossible.

The Australian officer had sent some food. He did not deliver it himself – he probably realised he would be inundated with complaints again. Two soldiers delivered some bread, a few vegetables and some unappetising-looking meat, and removed themselves as fast as they could. There was no way to cook the food except on an open fireplace, which smoked.

The other women were still eyeing me askance and murmuring among themselves. In the end, Mutti spoke sharply to them. “I do not excuse Gretta, but she is only twelve, and her violin meant a great deal to her. She was to go back to Germany to study music. This is hard for all of us, and it is also hard for her.”

They were quiet after that.

In the morning, the men were able to leave their stone jail and come to join us. We were keen to hear what the jail was like. But first, Vati looked around the hotel. He was upset, and far from impressed, when he saw its condition.

“Come, we will go for a walk,” he said.

“Can you? Go for a walk?” Mutti said.

“Oh yes. We are not locked up. At least, not during the day. We are allowed to walk around the town, go to the river. We can go two miles from the camp, but we must return in the evening for roll call, and we must stay in the jail overnight.”

So we walked through the town, down towards the river. There were other German men, and a few families out as well, and we attracted curious glances from the townspeople.

“They are not so used to seeing women and children,” Vati told us. “There have been one or two families here, but many of the men are by themselves. They are mostly mariners, and they were stranded here when their ships were taken at the beginning of the war. Now there are more families. Like us, they have been brought here from places like Singapore, Hong Kong, New Guinea.”

We reached the river. It was the only attractive part of this horrid town. Not very wide, but at least there was greenery along the banks, and some small sandy beaches at its edges. There was a wooden bridge, and some small huts built of wood and bark. They were fanciful designs with sloping roofs, shuttered windows, little verandahs, lattice-work. Some even had chimneys made from old jam tins. They were such strange things to find in an internment camp. I almost expected to see teddy bears peeping from the windows, or coming out with watering cans to take care of the little gardens around the huts.

“What are these huts?” I asked.

“I’m told the men have built them as summer houses,” said Vati. “They built the bridge, too. They swim in the river in summer, and they have made little boats that they sail and race.” He stared at the water. “They are sailors, most of them. Clever men. Very good with their hands. These things give them something to do; keep them busy.”

“What is the jail like?” Mutti asked. “Is it comfortable?”

“No,” said Vati. “Very cold. I was told to put a layer of newspaper under my blanket, last night, to keep me warmer.”

“And did that work?” Mutti was interested. We had been cold the night before, too. The day had been sunny and pleasant enough, but the temperature had dropped sharply when the sun went down.

“It did. You do rustle when you roll over, though.” They laughed. I didn’t. I was finding it hard to see anything to laugh about.

Vati went on. “We are two or three to each cell. I was told that when they first arrived, windows were broken and there was little furniture. They had to mend windows themselves, and make beds and chairs.”

“And food?” Mutti told Vati how the women had had to cook on an open fireplace the night before.

“There are rations, which the men cook,” Vati said. “But it seems to me there are many extras. Many of the mariners are still being paid by their companies, they have money. They can shop in the town, or get things sent in. There is a canteen in the jail, and they can order special foods from Sydney. Those not so well off have vegetable gardens. Some bake bread and cakes. One man, I believe, is very successful in trapping and selling rabbits.”

“They appear to be well organised already,” said Mutti.

“They have had several months to do it,” said Vati. “But yes, they are organised. There is a camp committee that runs things. In the evenings, when they are forced to stay in the jail, there are theatricals, and a choir. There is even an orchestra.” He glanced at me. “I knew you would be interested in an orchestra, Gretta.”

There was a silence. “I have no violin,” I said. I turned away and walked to the edge of the water, and threw stones into it. Behind me, I knew Mutti would be telling Vati what had happened.

A few moments later Vati came up beside me and put his arm around my shoulders. “I’m sure we can do something about that,” he said. “But for now, let us see if we can do something about a place for you to live.”

“We are in the hotel,” I said. “The horrible hotel.”

“But from what I am told, you do not have to be. One of the families with children, at least, is renting a house in the town. We will see if we can do this also.”

That would have to be better than the horrible hotel, I thought, and I could see by Mutti’s face that she agreed. We walked back to the hotel and I looked at the houses we passed along the way. They were small, made of wood, most with iron roofs. Some had gardens. If we could find a house like one of these, things might not be so bad.

At the hotel, we found the Australian officer surrounded by discontented women, outlining just what was wrong with the hotel. They had clearly been doing this at some length, and for some time. At last, exasperated, the officer said, “If you do not wish to stay here, you are free to make other arrangements. But you will have to do so yourselves, it is not part of my duties. Are there any other questions?” Before anyone could ask any, he was away. “Now I must go. Good day, ladies.”

There were, of course, many more questions to be asked, but that was enough for the moment. The families had permission to seek other, hopefully more comfortable, accommodation. They did so with speed.

“We will have to pay the rent, though. Yes? Can we afford this?” Mutti asked Vati.

“I think so. It will help if we can grow our own vegetables, though. I’m told the shops in town are expensive.”

“Then a house, a little house with a garden is what we should look for,” Mutti said.

It was not so hard to find. The town, as I had noticed in our first walk through it, was in decline. Many shops and houses were empty, some boarded up. The difficulty was in finding a house whose owner was prepared to rent it to Germans. Vati and Mutti were turned away from two houses. At last we were told of a small house, not far from the jail, with an owner who was willing to rent it out. We went at once to see her.

‘Well, it was my old dad’s house,” the woman said. “No one’s lived in it since he died. I suppose someone might as well get the use of it. Mind, it’s been empty. It probably needs a bit of a clean.”

By that time, Mutti didn’t care. “Is there some furniture?” she asked. “We have no furniture.”

“Some,” said the woman cautiously. “I’d have to charge extra for that, of course.”

“Of course,” said Mutti wearily.

We went to look at the house. It stood in a row of small houses, all very alike.

“Oh, I do hope it’s not that one,” said Mutti anxiously. One of the houses was very close to being derelict. Its door hung crazily on its hinges. Some windows were broken. Its yard was high with weeds.

“No,” said Vati, looking at a piece of paper the owner had given us. “It’s this one, next door.” This house was in much better condition. Mutti was relieved. “I just hope that mice and rats and snakes don’t come through from next door,” she sniffed.

We went to collect our belongings from the hotel. Other families, we found, had rented accommodation as well. There would be very few people left in the hotel – and possibly few houses left for rent in the town.

We spent most of the remains of the day taking our belongings to our new, rented home. At one point, Mutti realised there would be no rations delivered to us now, so we would have to buy food. She and Vati went out to the local shops and came back with food, but they were rather upset. “They were not very friendly, some of those shopkeepers,” Mutti explained.

“They see us as the enemy,” Vati said.

“They were quick enough to take the enemy’s money,” said Mutti sharply. “And they certainly took enough of it. Their goods are expensive.”

“There, there,” Vati tried to soothe her. “Things will get better.”

Mutti had had enough. “Will they? Really? This place is terrible. And who knows how long we will be here?”

We were all sitting in depressed silence on the few battered chairs when there was a knock at the door.

“Who could that be?” Vati got up to see. He came back with a lady and two little girls. “My dear, this is Frau Weber and her daughters. They have been here for some time – a few months, I think, Frau Weber? Frau Weber, my wife, and our daughter Gretta.”

Frau Weber took in our defeated looks at a glance. “Ah, I was just like that when I first came here!” she exclaimed. “I know how you feel.”

Mutti was past being social. “And how do you feel now?” she asked.

Frau Weber understood. “Not much better,” she admitted. “But it does get a little easier.”

Mutti looked unconvinced. “We have had to find our own place to stay,” she said. “The hotel was completely unsatisfactory. The people look at us as if we are monsters, with fangs instead of teeth and claws on our hands. And–” she looked around hopelessly, “I can’t even offer you tea, I have no fire yet.” That seemed to be the worst thing of all, to Mutti, not to be able to offer hospitality.

“No matter. I came to see how you were, if I could do anything for you. Do you need anything?”

“We can manage,” Mutti said. “But you could tell me how things are here. Are all the shopkeepers unfriendly? I saw a church as we arrived. Are we welcome there? And there is a school. Can our children go there?”

“Ah.” Frau Weber thought about that. “Some shopkeepers are better than others. The general store is all right. The bakery, not so much. Perhaps because some of the men bake bread and cakes in the jail. The butcher? Not friendly at all. That could be because some of our people have sausages and delicacies sent from Sydney. Or perhaps because he is just a miserable, bigoted person.” They both laughed a little at that. Frau Weber went on. “The church is Church of England, of course, but we are welcome there. Naturally the service is in English, and I admit I find that hard to follow, so I do not attend as often as I ought. The school. Ah.” She stopped. “The school is a problem. The schoolmaster is very much against Germans. He refuses to let German children attend his school. He will not teach them. And he discourages his pupils from playing with our children.”

“Then how will our children be educated? I have seen quite a few children here. There are your little girls, and I have seen some older boys about thirteen or fourteen, and now there is my Gretta, and Frau Schneider’s two little boys.”

“We do the best we can,” said Frau Weber. “Some of the men are very good at mathematics – they are sailors, navigators after all. They are willing to take some classes. Others have knowledge of languages. English classes are popular, because any letters we send must be in English. Someone, I believe, takes history lessons – my girls are too young for that, but everyone who can contributes a subject.”

This sounded all very haphazard to me. So I could not attend school – but I would not have wanted to go to an Australian school anyway. One subject, however, was of great interest to me.

“Music,” I said. “Can anyone teach music?”

Frau Weber smiled at me. “There is a choir, and an orchestra,” she said. “If you are interested in music, Gretta, I’m sure there will be someone to teach you.”

So there was some hope. I managed to smile back, not wanting to appear ungrateful, but I could not help wondering about just how good a teacher I might find. And there was the inescapable difficulty – I still had no violin.
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Days went by, and soon several weeks had passed. I made the journey to Enoggera again, carrying a basket with some of Pa’s clothes and his shaving things and a few books. I thought he might like something to read; there did not seem to be a great deal for the prisoners to do in the camp.

Franz and I tried to carry on as usual. We went to school – I knew questions would be asked if we stayed away, and we wanted to avoid questions.

Some days Ma seemed to be fine, and I was happy to go to school and leave her by herself. On these days Franz and I would come home and there would be a nicely cooked tea waiting for us. Other days, however, Ma had a headache and on those days we would come home and the stove would be cold, the fire unlit, and Ma would be pacing restlessly, waiting for Pa to come home.

I wondered how long we could go on like this. I had found the hidden money Pa had told me about and given it to Ma, but surely it must be running out.

We had received several short notes from Pa, written on postcards. He was allowed to write to us once a week, but only 150 words at the most, and his letters must be in English. I supposed that someone at the camp, perhaps an army officer, read them before they were posted. We wrote back, of course, and we hoped that Pa received our replies.

Early in July we received one of Pa’s notes. More words than usual must have been allowed, because the postcard was covered with tiny writing, and Pa had news to tell us. It was bad news. Pa wrote that the Enoggera camp was being closed down – in fact, all internment camps in Australia were being closed except for those in New South Wales, and prisoners from all the other states were being sent to New South Wales. Pa was going to a camp called Bornabba, in western New South Wales. In his tiny writing, cramped to fit it all on the postcard, Pa said he had been told that the government would pay a small allowance to the families of interned men; something for them to live on. “You must apply for that,” Pa wrote. “You will be able to live on that, until I can come home again. I do not know when I will be able to see you. Tilly, Franz, my mäuschen, my bärchen, look after your mother. My dear, my sonnenschein, I know you will look after our little schatzis.” And in the tiniest writing of all, at the very bottom of the postcard, Pa had added, “Tilly, remember what I told you, it is very important.”

It was one of Ma’s better days. “What was it he told you, Tilly, that is so important?” she asked.

“Oh, it’s just about where he’d hidden the money I suppose,” I said vaguely. “I already gave it to you.” I didn’t want Ma to know about Pa’s fear that we could be taken away from her. “Anyway,” I went on quickly, “we don’t have to worry so much about money now, do we? Pa said we can apply for an allowance from the government.”

“An allowance? From the government?” Ma sounded suddenly incredulous. Franz and I looked at her uncertainly.

“Yes,” I tried to explain. “The government will give the families of internees some money, every week–”

Ma’s eyes flashed. She looked totally unlike her usual self. But then, she had been unlike her usual self lately. I never knew what to expect from her. “Allowance! Do you think I would take money from them?” Ma demanded. “From the government! The ones who put my Wilhelm in jail, when he had done nothing? I would not touch their money!”

“But–” I said. “But–”

“But, Ma!” Franz broke in. “We have to have some money. Don’t we? The shop’s shut. How are we going to live?”

“Live?” said Ma. “We will live with your father, of course. We will go where he is going. We will go to this – this – this Bornabba place, and we will live with him.” She spoke as if this was totally reasonable, the only thing to do.

Franz and I were utterly silent. This was about the last thing I had expected. I had expected tears, protests, headaches, but never such grim determination.

“But it’ll be an internment camp, Ma,” I ventured. Ma hadn’t seen the camp at Enoggera. She didn’t know what it was like. “If it’s like Enoggera it’ll be a camp – tents, barbed wire fences. They won’t let us anywhere near it.”

“We will be near your father,” declared Ma, her eyes flashing feverishly. “Everything else can be sorted out. When does he go?” She peered at the tiny writing on the postcard. “Tomorrow. He goes tomorrow. Then we will go as quickly as we can too.” She thought for a moment. “We need to pack. We need to get train tickets. We need to lock up the shop, secure it until we can come back.” She got to her feet, a whirlwind of energy. Franz and I stared at her, open mouthed.

“But–” I said. However, all the buts in the world, I found, would do me no good. Ma was determined, and Franz and I would just have to do as she decided, whether we liked the idea or not.

And I didn’t like the idea, not at all. I thought we should stay just where we were and apply for the government allowance. I thought Ma’s idea of following Pa was very ill-judged. But who could I appeal to, to stop her? If I went to my teachers, or even the police sergeant, it could be just as Pa feared. They might say Ma was not fit to look after children, and take us away. That was the last thing I wanted to happen. So, I could do nothing but go along with her.

Franz and I sat on the sofa and watched, dismayed, as Ma rushed off to find suitcases. “Tilly,” said Franz at last. “Tilly, do you think this is a good idea?” I took his hand.

“No,” I said. “I don’t think it’s a good idea at all. But I can’t think of any way to stop it. Can you?”

“No,” said Franz, and held my hand tighter.
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That very day, Ma sent Franz to the train station to ask about trains to New South Wales, and to Bornabba. He came back with some times written on a slip of paper, and the prices of fares as well. “The man at the station said a grown-up had to buy tickets,” he said. “He laughed at me. He asked if I was running away from home. I said I was asking for my mother, and then he wrote all this down for me.”

I looked at the prices of the fares. “This will take almost all the money we have,” I said to Ma.

“No matter,” said Ma. “Once we get there we’ll be with your father again. He’ll take care of everything.”

I wasn’t so sure about that, but already Ma had the only two suitcases we owned packed, and a box as well, and she was still determined to go.

“We need to secure the shop,” she said next. “We need boards over the windows. We don’t want them broken again.”

So we went out and found some old bits of timber and nailed them across the glass window at the front of the shop. And, of course, Sam and Joe Stanley saw us doing it. They stood and watched and grinned. They didn’t say anything while Ma was there, but when she went inside for a moment they had plenty to say. “Closing up shop, are you? Good riddance! No one wants your Hun bread anyway.”

Franz swung around, a hammer in his hand, and I grabbed him. I didn’t want trouble. Then Ma came out again, and the Stanley boys retreated across the street. They didn’t call out at Ma, but they watched and grinned.

A few other people passed by and saw us, but only one stopped and spoke. It was Frau Braun – now Mrs Brown – who’d always bought her bread and cakes from us, and even she only muttered a few words as she scuttled by. “So sorry to see this, Mrs Muller. So sorry.” And then she was gone, before anyone could see her talking to us.

When it was done we went back inside the now strangely dim shop and locked the door securely behind us. It was all tidy. The shelves were empty. The floor was swept clean, not a crumb left for a mouse. I felt very sad to see it like that. It had always been such a busy, happy place. “I think we should get the early train tomorrow,” Ma said. “The very early train. Not so many people will see us.”

So she had noticed Sam and Joe and their nasty comments, I thought, and she wanted to avoid them, and others like them. Well, that was fine by me.
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Very early in the morning we woke a sleepy, protesting Franz and set out for the station. We pushed our luggage in a little old handcart that had sometimes been used for bread deliveries. “But what will we do with the cart when we get to the station?” I asked. “We can’t put it on the train.”

Ma looked at it uncertainly. Then, “We’ll just leave it!” she said decisively. So we did, abandoning the cart outside the station, and Franz and I heaved our luggage onto the platform as Ma bought tickets. There goes the last of our money, I thought gloomily. If we don’t find Pa, there’s no way we can ever get back home again. I was glad I’d thought to pack some food for the journey. We certainly couldn’t have afforded to buy any.

Ma was happy now, as excited and full of anticipation as if we were going on a Sunday School outing for the day. “Soon,” she said gaily. “Tomorrow. Tomorrow we’ll be with your father again.”

I wasn’t so sure, but I kept quiet.

And though I was reluctant to admit it, it was rather exciting. For a while, anyway. I’d never travelled so far away before. Everything I could see out of the window was new and different. Franz was fascinated by the engine; whenever the track went around a long curve he leaned out the window, trying to catch a glimpse of it.

We passed through big towns, small towns, over bridges. We passed gangs of men working on the tracks. They stood back as the train slowed and rolled slowly past them, and called “Paperrr!” hopefully, and some passengers passed their unwanted newspapers out to them.

The day went on and on. It got dark. At one huge town – Ma said it was Sydney – we had to change trains. We had to scurry to another platform to find our next train, dragging our luggage awkwardly, until a porter came to help us. “I don’t have any money to give you,” Ma told him apologetically, and he winked and replied, “That’s all right, missus.”

Then we began travelling again, through the night, so there was nothing to look at from the windows. We ate the last of our food, and could have done with more. Franz was tired, overtired, and grew scratchy and irritable. I felt irritable and scratchy myself. We had no idea what we would find when we got to this Bornabba place, and that made me anxious as well. Ma looked at us. She was still excited, smiling, anticipating a happy ending.

“Such long faces!” she said brightly. “Are you tired?”

We both nodded. Yes. Very tired.

“Can you sleep?”

We shook our heads. No.

“Then what can we do to cheer you up?” Ma thought a moment. “I know. We’ll sing!”

Franz and I were far from feeling like singing, but Ma was determined. So we sang. We went through all the songs that Ma used to sing about the house – her favourites, like the one about the girl looking sweet on the seat of a bicycle built for two, and some Australian ones about shears clicking, and the one about a shack on the road to Gundagai. And then we went on to some others: an American song about the old folks at home; an Irish one about a boy called Danny; a Scottish song about roamin’ in the gloamin’; and a few saucy ones, asking who’s your lady friend, and wondering who was kissing someone now. We sang ourselves hoarse.

The other passengers loved it. Sometimes they sang along, sometimes they just listened. They said we should be on the stage. Some thought we were. “You’re not a travelling variety act, are you, my dear?” asked one lady. “You’re better than some of the travelling shows we get out here. You should think about it. Going on the stage, I mean. I’m sure you’d be very popular.”

Ma just smiled and thanked them all, and some of the passengers offered Franz and me cakes and lollies, which we very gratefully accepted.

And early in the morning, we arrived at Bornabba.
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We weren’t quite sure what to do. Ma had wilted, and seemed confused again. “He must be here somewhere,” she said vaguely, peering about the station as if she had expected Pa to be waiting there to welcome us.

“Stay here,” I said. “I’ll ask.” It certainly wasn’t a big town, I thought. Surely everyone would know where a camp full of German internees was.

And they did. The stationmaster directed me down a street, to a big stone building in the distance. “That’s where they are,” he said. He looked at me curiously. “What would you be wanting with them?”

He thought I was Australian, I knew. Well, so I was. And it was none of his business what I wanted. I just smiled and thanked him. I turned to go, and he called me back. “If you’re going there, you’re too early. They can’t come out until nine o’clock.”

“Come out?” I said. “You mean they aren’t locked up?” This must be a very strange camp, if they weren’t. No one had gone in or out of the camp at Enoggera.

“They can come out during the day,” the stationmaster said. “Wander all over the town, they do. Mess about down by the river. Shouldn’t be allowed, some people think.” He walked off, muttering.

I went back to Ma and Franz. Ma was sitting on a station bench, her hand at her head. It was up to me again, I could see.

“Can you stay with Ma?” I said to Franz. “I’m going to the camp, to see what I can find out.”

“I’m always staying with Ma,” grumbled Franz. He was tired and hungry, I knew, but then so was I.

“Then you go to the camp and try to find Pa,” I said sharply. “I’ll stay here.” Franz’s eyes widened and he looked as if he might cry.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean it. I won’t be long. I hope.”

I found the camp – the jail. I couldn’t have missed it, it was the largest building in the town and made of solid, forbidding stone. It was also closed. Its big wooden door was shut tight and there were several soldiers on guard outside. I wasn’t sure what the time was, but surely it couldn’t be far from nine o’clock? I would just have to wait. I found a convenient place to sit, under a tree, but in the sun. The morning was very cold. And I waited.

As soon as the soldiers opened the big wooden door and then marched away, I was watching. Before long, men came strolling out. Men speaking German to each other. So it was true – the prisoners could go out during the day and walk around the town. This was much better than the camp at Enoggera! We’d be able to see Pa all the time. If I could just find him . . .

I approached two men who had just walked out of the jail. “Please, sir–” They stopped and looked at me kindly. “Can we help you?” one said. He had a strong accent but, thank heaven, at least he had replied in English.

“My father,” I said. “I’m looking for my father. Wilhelm Muller.”

“Wilhelm Muller?” said one to the other. He replied in German, so I couldn’t understand him. But then the first man turned to me and said, “Yes, Wilhelm Muller. He is new here, I think. He came perhaps two days ago? He is your father? How did – no matter. You want to see him, of course. Wait here.”

They turned and went back inside and I waited. Pa was here! They knew his name! He was really, really here!

And then he was there, right in front of me, hurrying through the gate and calling, “Tilly! Is it really you? What are you doing here? How did you get here? Where is your mother – and Franz?”

And I ran to him and hugged him and hugged him and now I could relax, I could let it all go, I didn’t have to be brave or responsible or capable or grown-up any more, because now Pa was here, and everything was going to be all right. At last, everything was going to be all right.
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We began to settle in. Autumn slid into winter, quite suddenly, after a few drops of rain and gusty winds, and we soon went from perspiring in heat to complaining of cold. We were not used to it – we had, after all, been living in the tropics for years. We shivered in the sharp bite of frosty mornings, as the air burned its way down to our lungs, and we hurried to light the stove to warm the house. There was no fireplace in the sitting room or the bedrooms, so in the evenings, after Vati had gone back to the jail, Mutti and I sat in the kitchen, kept the stove burning, and huddled over it. On windy days our floor covering, a worn layer of linoleum, actually lifted from the floor as the wind howled under the house and up through the gaps in the floorboards.

I kept hoping to hear real news of how the war was progressing: surely it must end soon! Some of the men in the camp were wireless operators by profession and they had built what they called crystal radios. These could pick up news broadcasts, but only local ones, of course, and they would give only news that was favourable to Britain, I thought. If there were German victories – and surely there must be! – the news was not widely spread.

We did get some news from home. At last some letters had come for us from Germany. They were sent through the United States of America, a neutral country, and forwarded on from there. They came from my grandparents, and from my brother and sister, but were concerned largely with family matters: how everyone was coping with the conditions of the war; the health of family members; my brother and sister’s progress in their education. Sometimes there was sad news. The son of a family connection, or the son of friends, had been killed. So far, my own uncles and cousins, the young men who had joined the army, were safe.

Vati brought Mutti and me news, every day, of how the camp functioned. It was very well organised, he said, and the camp committee dealt with internal matters. Although the camp was, of course, under the control of the Australian army, the army was happy for the internees to organise many matters for themselves.

“There is a canteen,” Vati said. “It is stocked with food ordered from Sydney for those who can afford to pay for special things. It makes a profit, and the money is used for the good of all – for sporting equipment, and instruments for the orchestra, and costumes for the plays that are put on, things like that.” It was clear that Vati, an astute businessman, was very impressed by the organisation of the camp – in fact, he was soon on the committee himself. He went on, “The profits are also used to employ those men who have no income, those who are not fortunate enough to have a company that still employs them.”

I knew that Vati’s company was still paying him something, and that we could afford to pay rent on our little house and buy meat and vegetables. I had not thought of people who had no way of making money.

Mutti was concerned about them. “What do they do, then?”

“It depends. Some make furniture, or plant gardens.” He frowned a little. “I heard that one man, who was a baker, approached the baker in town and offered to bake German breads and cakes for him. He thought they would sell well – and so they would have, I am sure. But the baker would not hear of it. He sent the man away and told him never to come back, with his Hun bread ideas.”

The baker was not the only unfriendly person in town. Some families had approached the local schoolmaster again, asking if their children could attend school. The schoolmaster would have none of it. He wasn’t paid to teach enemy children, he said. He had even told his own pupils that they were not allowed to play with, or talk to, German children out of school hours, and that there would be trouble if he caught them at it.

The mothers had already organised a kind of kindergarten class for the younger children, where they were taught their letters and numbers. The older boys – Hans, Otto, Erich and Claus – had been more of a problem. Their parents wanted them to have a more formal education – and to be kept from roaming the town, idle, as they had been doing. The camp committee took up the matter, and found men with knowledge of mathematics and languages, history and geography, and soon the boys were receiving individual tutoring in these subjects. Hans was happy enough with this, he was a serious, studious boy, but Otto, Erich and Claus were less impressed. They attended their lessons, because their parents insisted, however if there was any mischief in the town, they were sure to be involved.

There were no girls of my age, so I became another problem. Again, the camp committee took up the matter. Vati came home with their suggestions. “You will study mathematics, history, geography and English,” he said. “There are people who can tutor in each of these subjects, and they have kindly offered their services.”

I had already learned a little English in Singapore, but the way things were now, I wanted no more of it. “English?” I said. “English! I don’t want to learn English. The English are our enemies. Look what they have done to us! I don’t need their nasty language.”

“I think you might find it very useful,” said Vati.

I was prepared to argue, but I had something far more important to ask about first. “Music?” I said. “Can anyone teach music? There is an orchestra, you said, Vati.”

“Ah. Music,” said Vati. He did not look impressed with me at the moment. “Yes, I have spoken with the leader of the orchestra, Herr Neumann. He is prepared to teach music. But–”

“But?” I said.

“But perhaps only to a girl who is prepared to study other subjects. Mathematics. History. Geography. And–” He waited.

“And English, I suppose,” I said reluctantly. Very reluctantly. I knew I would have to agree, and to study seriously, if I wanted music.

But, I thought, what sort of music would I be learning? My teacher in Singapore, Madam Chen, had been the best, the very best there was available. I had no idea how accomplished a musician Herr Neumann was. And there was still a huge problem.

“I still have no violin,” I said.

“Herr Neumann has thought of that. He says he will make you a violin.”

I stared at Vati. “He can make one? He can make a violin?”

“He has made other instruments, I believe,” said Vati. “You should go and talk to him. The orchestra rehearses mainly in the evenings, so you cannot go and hear them then, but you can talk to Herr Neumann during the day.”

“I have heard the orchestra,” I said. And I had, from our front verandah, very far away. I had heard the choir, too. I had even walked down the street, in the dark, trying to hear more. I had thought I could distinguish the sounds of an accordion, the beat of a drum, a trumpet, and perhaps a flute, and some other stringed kind of instrument I did not recognise. It was a very odd mixture for an orchestra, I thought, but I assumed it was all they had. But then as I drew close, the guard had told me I was not allowed near the jail at night and I had to go. I went back home and stood on the verandah, listening, but that was not at all satisfactory. It was too far away for me to truly judge how good I thought the musicians might be.

Herr Neumann, when Vati took me to meet him, seemed a pleasant man. But he did not raise my hopes too high. He asked me about what I had studied with Madam Chen and what I had hoped to study in Germany, if I had been able to return home as planned. He said nothing after I had told him. He showed me the instruments that the orchestra had: as I had thought, an accordion, drum, trumpet, flute and a traditional stringed instrument called a zither, which I had never seen before.

“We hope to buy some more instruments as money becomes available from profits from the canteen,” he said. “A violin then, perhaps,” he added kindly.

“Vati said you could make one,” I suggested hesitantly.

“I can try, but you must not be expecting too much,” Herr Neumann warned. “After all, I am not a luthier, I do not usually make stringed instruments; first I am a sailor!”

I thought to myself that I would be happy with anything. Anything! “It must be better than what I have now,” I said. “Now, I have nothing.”

Herr Neumann laughed, then he looked serious. “This is a hard time for all of us, Gretta,” he said. “We all feel we are wasting time, just marking time, enduring, until we can get back to our real lives.”

Yes, I thought. Yes! That was just how I felt.

“But for you younger ones, it can be different.”

“Different? How?” I didn’t understand him. We were all just . . . waiting.

“We adults,” said Herr Neumann slowly, “we are all wanting to get back to what we were doing before. To do the same things, do you see? But if you are younger, you can use this time.”

“But how?” I asked again. I could not see how time spent stagnating in this horrid little town could be of use.

Herr Neumann tried to explain. “Some of the junior officers from the ships that were confiscated are now being prepared, tutored, for the examinations they would have had to pass in order to be promoted. There are men here who can teach them. So, when the war is over, they will have studied already and can easily pass their examinations. Do you see?”

“Yes, I see,” I said. It made sense.

“In the same way, the older boys – Hans and Otto and Erich and Claus – and you, and even the smaller children, can keep up with your education, so you will not be behind when you are able to go home again. In fact, you might even be ahead of your age group, if you study well.”

I could see that. Though probably, I thought, I would not be ahead with music.

Herr Neumann could see what I was thinking. “From what you have told me of the standard of your music studies, that would not be the case with that subject. But, if you continue to practise, and if you set yourself to learn every new piece of music or song that comes your way, I think you will not fall so far behind.”

I had already anticipated that I would have no teacher like Madam Chen, and far worse, as I had no violin. Now I had something to think about. I thanked Herr Neumann, and said I greatly appreciated his advice. I told him how much I would love to have a violin if he could make one, and asked if there was any way I could help, and said I would look forward to seeing it. And then I went home, thinking all the way.

I looked around me at the town as I went – horrid little place! I kicked at the red dust of the road and scowled at the blue, blue sky and hugged my blanket coat tighter around me against the chill of the wind.

Very well, I thought. If I had to be in this nasty little town, and this horrible country, then I would show it. I would study, and I would practise what music I could, and as soon as I was able to leave this place I would, but I would leave it prepared to do well – no, excellently! – when I got back to my own life, my real life. Yes. That was what I would do!
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And I did. I did my best to pay attention to my lessons – even the detested English. I did any homework my tutors set me. I tried to do it with a smile on my face, though that was hard at times.

It was especially hard to smile when Herr Neumann, a few weeks later, produced the violin he had made. He hesitated before he showed it to me. “I did say you should not expect too much,” he said. Oh dear, I thought. This does not sound good. What does he mean?

Oh dear, I thought again, as he brought it out, looking at me anxiously. I took it gingerly. It was nothing, nothing at all like the violin I had lost. It was made of tin, and stuffed with wool, and had been painted brown in an attempt to make it look like wood. It did not look like wood. It looked like . . . tin. It looked dreadful.

But I think I kept some sort of a smile on my face, and said the right things, because Herr Neumann and Vati and Mutti stopped looking anxious and appeared relieved. I took a deep breath and politely asked if I could try it now, please, and I did, and it made a noise – well, a noise something like a violin, and I was able to manage a smile again and thank Herr Neumann, and get myself home. There I found a quiet place out in the vegetable garden and kicked a cabbage to pieces, absolutely to pieces, into shreds, and then I was able to take some deep breaths and calm down, and tell myself firmly it would not always be like this, it would not, that someday the war would be over . . .

And that was when I saw the girl in the yard next door.
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I’d thought, when Pa walked out of the jail door and I’d rushed to him and clung to him as tightly as a limpet on a rock, as if I’d never let him go, that everything would be all right now.

It wasn’t, of course. That became clear as Pa took my hand and we hurried back to the station as I explained what had happened, how it was we were there. If I’d expected Pa to look happy to see us, I was disappointed. Pa looked worried. “It was perhaps not the best idea, to come here,” he said, almost to himself.

“I know, Pa, I know.” I was out of breath, we were walking so quickly. “But Pa, I couldn’t stop her!”

Pa slowed. “Of course you couldn’t,” he said. “You have to do what your mother says.” But he still looked worried.

Ma leaped up when she saw us coming and flew to Pa’s arms. “You’re here! Oh, you’re here! Now we’re together again.”

The stationmaster, and a porter, stopped what they were doing and watched us, while pretending they weren’t.

“Come, come,” Pa soothed Ma. “Sit down. Tell me all about it.”

Ma didn’t seem able to string words together, except for “We’re together”, so Franz and I told Pa what we’d done all over again.

Pa was silent for a while. He seemed to be thinking. At last he said, “I think we have a problem.” My heart sank. More problems?

“You see,” said Pa, “there actually are some families here. But they were all sent here. They came from Singapore, Hong Kong, New Guinea, and one lady and her children were on a ship with her husband, the captain, travelling as a family. But none of them, as far as I know, just came.”

“Came like us, you mean?” I said. “Like Ma chose to come?”

Pa nodded.

“Then – you mean we shouldn’t be here?” said Franz. “Will we be sent away?”

Pa was thinking again. “I don’t know if there is any rule about it,” he said slowly. “After all, there is no reason why you should not live anywhere you like.” He looked at Ma, who was clinging to his arm and did not appear to be taking in much of what he was saying. Pa seemed to be reasoning it out. “If, if, we could find you a place to live, and just kept quiet about it, if we did not tell the authorities, why should anyone know? And why should anyone bother us?”

I thought about that. I saw a problem. “If we didn’t tell the authorities, Pa,” I said, “that means you couldn’t apply for the government allowance, could you?” I ignored the fact that Ma had said she would never, ever apply for it. “So then what would we live on?”

“Yes, there would be no government money,” agreed Pa. “But, there would also be no one asking questions about–” he broke off and looked me in the eye, then nodded towards Ma. His face was very worried. Very worried indeed.

So, I thought, Pa recognised that Ma was not coping. Not coping at all.

“I’m sure Ma will be – better – now we’re here,” I said quietly. Hopefully.

“Yes, I’m sure everything will be all right. Soon.” Pa didn’t sound very sure to me, but at least Ma and Franz were looking more cheerful.

“So, we need to find you a place to stay. Some families have been living in the hotel, but some have rented houses.”

“A little house,” I said quickly. “Not a hotel. Not with other people.”

Pa nodded. He understood what I meant.

“But, Pa,” I said. “How could we pay rent for a house? How will we eat? If there’s no money–”

“That is not your worry,” said Pa firmly. “I will find a way.”

I wished I could believe him, but perhaps I had grown too used to doing the worrying. I frowned to myself.

“We can grow vegetables,” offered Franz. “But not cabbage. I don’t like cabbage. Let’s not grow cabbages.”

Pa laughed. “You may have to learn to like cabbage, my bärchen. But we will be all right.”

Ma seemed to be feeling better now, so Pa asked the stationmaster if we could leave our luggage at the station for a short while. The stationmaster was very interested in us, and wanted to know if we were Pa’s family. Pa smiled and suddenly lost his English, and we hurried off before the stationmaster could start asking questions of me and Franz.

We walked down towards the river. There were many German internees spending their day there. Some were sitting in little huts built along the banks, some fishing, some were in small boats. There appeared to be an atmosphere of competition among them, each attempting to build the most elaborate and charming little hut that they could. They all looked at us, a new family, in surprise, and smiled. Pa didn’t mind introducing us, as his family, to the German internees. We were offered coffee, and cakes, and Pa asked everyone about any houses they knew of that might be for rent.

That proved to be a problem. We were told that several families had found the hotel unsuitable, and had moved themselves out into houses in the town. That meant there were very few houses for rent left. It might have to be the hotel, after all. Pa and I looked at each other, dismayed.

“Just for a little while, perhaps,” said Pa reluctantly. “You must have somewhere to sleep tonight. We had better go and look at the hotel.”

The hotel was not very attractive, but Ma was wilting and clearly needed somewhere to rest. We were offered a room, and several German ladies noticed us and came to introduce themselves. They cast curious looks at Ma, who had sunk onto an iron-framed bed.

“My mother has a headache,” I said. “A bad headache.” And Pa translated that into German. The ladies nodded. They understood headaches.

The hotel would not do, Pa and I realised immediately. The ladies only meant to be kind, but they would very soon see how things were with Ma.

“Do you think I might have some tea?” Ma asked faintly, and Pa went off to see if he could arrange some.

“Franz and I will go and get our luggage,” I offered.

“Can you manage it?” asked Pa.

We’d manage, we said. We knew if we stayed in the hotel we’d be asked more questions.

It was not far to the station – nowhere was very far in this small town – but we found ourselves walking down a street we had not seen before, a street of small houses. They were made of wood, with little verandahs at the front, and beds of flowers that were struggling bravely for existence.

“This is what we need,” I said to Franz. “Just a little house, with a place to grow vegetables.”

“Not cabbages, though,” said Franz. “But maybe we could have chooks.”

“Chooks would be a good idea,” I agreed. I could see down the side of one house, to its backyard. Surely that was a pen for chooks down there? And perhaps those were apple trees?

Then Franz said, “Look.” He was pointing to the other side of the street.

He was pointing to a house. It was, possibly, the most derelict, ill-kept house I’d ever seen. Half of the railings on the verandah were missing. So was one of the front steps. One window had a missing pane. But it had a sign nailed crookedly to its front fence, so faded it might have been hanging there for years. And that sign said, FOR RENT.

There was nothing to tell us who owned the house, or how to find out about renting it. We had to stop a few people passing by and ask them. At last, one lady, carrying a heavy shopping bag and dragging a little boy by the hand said, “Oh. That place.” She sniffed disapprovingly. “Old Fred Annett owns that. Been empty for years. And no wonder.”

“Do you know where we could find him? Fred Annett, I mean?”

“Lives next door to me, doesn’t he? And his place near as bad as that.” The little boy tugged at her hand, and she said, “Give over, Tommy! I’m coming.”

“Oh please,” I said. “Could we – could we walk along with you? I’d like to talk to Mr Annett.”

“Come with me? Talk to Fred Annett?”

“I’d be happy to carry your basket,” I said desperately. “It looks heavy. And my brother can help with Tommy.”

She gave us a suspicious look, then seemed to make up her mind, and passed her basket over. “No skin off my nose if you walk along,” she said. “And it is heavy.”

She did her best, as we walked, to find out all about us, and I told her as little as possible. Her house was only a few streets away.

“That’s Fred Annett’s place,” she told us. She was right, his house was almost as uncared for as the one he had been trying to rent out. She watched as Franz and I walked up the overgrown path and up a few rickety stairs. I knocked on a door with peeling paint, and somewhere behind it, a dog started barking furiously.

“Oh,” I said. Franz, no hero where dogs were concerned, slid quickly behind me, as fast as if his boots had been buttered. The dog sounded as though it could eat us with one bite.

“Maybe no one’s home,” said Franz hopefully. “Let’s go.”

Then footsteps, heavy and ominous, sounded behind the door and a voice shouted, “Geddoutuvit! Geddout I say!” The barking stopped abruptly and the door opened.

Fred Annett, bent and bowed and bearded, glared at us. “What you kids want? You playing tricks? Set the dog on you if you are!”

“No, sir,” I gasped. “No tricks. We want to know about the house. The house you have for rent.”

“My house? What for?”

“Well–” I said. “Well, we’d like to live in it. I think.”

“A couple of kids? In my house?”

“With our mother,” I said quickly.

He peered behind us. “Your mother? Where is she then?”

“She’s got a headache,” I said. “A bad headache. She – um – asked us to find out about the house.”

“You really want to rent my house?” Fred Annett started to look interested.

No, I thought. We don’t. Not at all. It’s a wreck. But we don’t have a lot of choice.

Fred Annett screwed his eyes up and looked at us closely. “You’re not some of them Germans, are you? My grandson’s in the army. I wouldn’t rent my place to no Germans.”

“We’re Australian,” I said, then added, “Sir.” Franz glanced at me nervously and I kicked him on the ankle.

“Well then.” Fred Annett deliberated and came to a decision. “I’ll have to see your mother, mind. And I’ll need the rent in advance. And paid on the nail, every week. You get your ma to come and see me, and bring the money, and I’ll give her the key.” He started to shut the door.

“Sir?”

“What?”

“When could we, um, move in?”

“Soon’s I get the rent. Today if you like.” The door shut.

“Tilly?” Franz whispered. “I didn’t like him.”

“Nor did I,” I said. We started down the stairs and out the gate. The lady next door was still watching.

“And I didn’t really like that house,” Franz said.

“Nor do I,” I said again. “But it’s somewhere to live, isn’t it?”

“And Tilly?”

“What?”

“Well, we are German. Half, anyway.”

“And we’re half Australian. And it’s our all-Australian Ma who’s renting the house, isn’t it?”

“I suppose,” said Franz doubtfully.
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We went straight back to the hotel – there seemed no point in dragging our luggage there if we were just going to have to take it to the house. I told Pa what we’d done, and Franz told him how awful, just awful, the house really was, and Pa said he’d better go and have a look. So he did. When he came back, he agreed with Franz that it was awful, but said it was all there was, and that Franz would be surprised how a little work would soon lick it into shape. Then he smiled at me.

“You did well, Tilly,” he said. “Such a clever girl my little mäuschen has grown into! Now, if the two of you can take your Ma to see this Mr Annett, we will pay him some money and you can get the key.”

“Aren’t you coming, Pa?” asked Franz.

“I think I might be too German for Mr Annett,” said Pa.

Ma had been much restored after a rest and some tea, and she managed Mr Annett very well. She paid the rent money, asked for a receipt, and took the key.

We met Pa back at the house, and he had already collected our luggage from the station.

“Which house is it?” asked Ma gaily as we approached. “Let me guess! The one with the white gate? The one with the rose bushes?”

“Um, this one,” I said.

“Oh,” said Ma. “Oh. Well. Never mind. I’m sure it will be fine. Just a little work, a little clearing, a little gardening. And at least we will all be together.”

That was when it all fell apart again. The afternoon was getting late, the sun would soon be going down. And Pa had to explain to Ma that we would not be together, not for the night at least, because he had to be back in the jail at 5 pm.

“You can’t stay with us?” said Ma, bewildered. “Are you leaving us again?”

“I will be back at nine in the morning,” said Pa. “I can stay with you all day, every day.”

“But not at night?”

“No. I must be in the jail at night. It’s the rule.”

“He’ll be in trouble if he doesn’t go back, Ma,” I tried to explain. “Big trouble.”

But all Ma seemed to understand was that Pa would be leaving us. Every night.

Pa and I gave up for the moment. We had to see what was in the house. There was some furniture. That was good. There was a lot of dirt and dust and spiderwebs. Not so good. A stove, which Pa managed to light. Even some lamps. So we had heat, and light. Pa ran back to the jail and managed to find some food, a couple of blankets, and some newspaper.

“Newspaper?” I said.

“Put it under the blankets. It keeps you warmer.”

And then he had to go.

“In the morning. First thing, I will be here,” he told Ma.

She stood on the verandah and watched him go, and she looked as if she would never see him again. “But he’s gone away again,” she said.

“Ma, he’ll be back in the morning,” I tried to tell her.

She didn’t seem to hear me. She turned away and went back into the house, and lay down on one of the beds Pa and I had tried to make comfortable with blankets and newspaper.

Franz and I looked at each other hopelessly. “I’m hungry,” Franz said.

“We’d better have something to eat,” I said. “Ma, can I get you something to eat? Will I make tea?”

No answer.

Franz and I made some tea and toasted bread at the stove. There was some cold meat, and some jam. We ate it sitting at the rickety table. It was close to dark when we’d finished, and Franz said he was tired, and he’d go to bed. I didn’t really think he was tired – he was upset and felt all in the wrong place again, and I think he just wanted to be by himself – but I said that was a good idea, and that I wouldn’t be far behind him.

I tidied up the table, made sure the stove was safe, and wondered if it was worthwhile making a start on cleaning up the house. But it would be such a big job . . .

I wandered out to the verandah and sat down on the steps. It was all wrong. Everything was wrong. We shouldn’t have come here. This house was terrible, there were people all around speaking a language I couldn’t understand, we wouldn’t be with Pa – at least, not all of the time. It wasn’t what Ma had wanted. Had expected.

And Ma? Was she going to be better, now we were here? Was she going to be the way she’d been before? I didn’t know. I didn’t know what to do, it was all too much for me.

And then I heard a voice. It was coming from over the fence, from the house next door. I couldn’t see who it was – the fence was high and solid. It was a girl’s voice, and it seemed to be asking a question, but I couldn’t understand, because that question was being asked in German. So whoever she was, she couldn’t be speaking to me, could she?

I said nothing. The voice came again, the same words. Then again, and this time the words sounded very impatient, as if the owner of the voice was expecting a reply, and right now, if you don’t mind!

I heard a noise. Something dragging. A scrabbling. And then a head appeared over the top of the fence. It was a girl, blonde, blue-eyed, about my age. She asked the question again.

“What?” I said. “Are you talking to me?”

She stopped. Stared at me. Said something else – still in German.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “I don’t speak German. If you’re talking to me, you’ll have to speak English.”

“English?” she said. “English!” She seemed affronted.

“Yes. English.”

She paused, seemed to be gathering words. Then, slowly, in accented English, “You are Mr Muller’s daughter?”

“Yes.”

“Mr Muller is German. He is a prisoner.”

“Yes.”

“Then you must speak German!” That sounded like an accusation, as if she didn’t believe me.

I said, slowly and clearly, “I am Australian. I do not speak German.” And then, because I just couldn’t help it, because people had been speaking German all around me all day, and I couldn’t understand a word of it, and I hated this place and I didn’t want to be here, and I’d had enough, just enough, angry words swirled around inside my head and I grabbed a handful and threw them at her. I burst out, “I don’t speak German, don’t you understand? I don’t want to speak German, I don’t want to be in this place with everyone speaking German and you’re in Australia and you should speak English. And I hate it, and why don’t you just leave me alone?” I leaped to my feet and faced her, hands clenched.

I knew she hadn’t understood all my words, but the tone of my voice and the way I’d spat the words at her were clear enough. And she’d apparently picked up on, “You should speak English.”

“I should speak English?” And then there was a flood of German, very angry German, and of course I couldn’t understand it all, but I certainly gathered from her gestures and expression that she didn’t want to be here either, and she hated this place, and she’d be pleased – no, delighted – to leave me alone and even more delighted if I’d leave her alone. And then she jumped down from whatever she had been standing on and I heard her cross the yard, kicking whatever it was she’d been standing on as she went. I saw her march up her front steps, and at the top she stopped and threw me a look that could have shrivelled all the weeds in our front yard if it had been properly directed, and then the front door slammed and she was gone.

I would have slammed our front door, too, if I hadn’t been afraid that it would wake Ma. And probably fall off its hinges.

So instead, I sat down on the front steps again. And cried.
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I couldn’t afford to indulge in the luxury of crying for very long. Ma hadn’t been asleep after all. She’d heard the girl’s voice and she came out to the verandah, white and silent as a ghost, hoping – somehow – that it meant Pa had come back. I had to tell her that he hadn’t, and try to explain yet again why he couldn’t stay with us, and though Ma nodded and said “I see”, I knew she didn’t see at all, not really.

It was not a good start to our lives in this town.

And things did not get better.

Pa was worried about how we were going to live. He received rations, as a prisoner, but because we were afraid to apply for the government payment for internees’ families, we were “unofficial”. Which meant that no one was going to feed us. Pa and Franz and I talked about what we could do.

Franz said that some men, and some of the older boys, set traps for rabbits in the bush, and he thought he could do that too. I wondered just how many rabbits there were running around, and how quickly they’d all be caught and eaten, but we all agreed it was worth a try.

I thought we should grow our own vegetables. The garden was very overgrown and weedy, but we could clear that up and plant, at the very least, potatoes and cabbages.

Pa said he’d already made some enquiries about baking German bread and cakes for the baker in the town. It was a good idea – quite a lot of the internees had money, some of their companies had continued to pay them while they were interned, and they’d certainly be happy to buy Pa’s bread and cakes. The baker, however, had not seemed very interested in the idea. At least, his wife – who Pa had talked to – had thought he wouldn’t be, but had said she’d mention it to him. Pa hadn’t heard any more from them. He thought perhaps it might be worthwhile asking again. Perhaps the baker’s wife hadn’t mentioned the idea, or the baker had been busy and had forgotten about it.

I went with Pa when he visited the baker’s shop again. We walked in and the baker turned to look at us. He dusted his floury hands off, and said “What can I get for you?” The tone of his voice suggested he didn’t really want to get us anything.

“I don’t need to buy anything today–” Pa began.

“If you don’t need to buy anything, why are you in my shop?” said the baker.

Pa blinked and took half a step back. “I wanted to ask, to make an offer,” he said. “I am a baker myself. I can make German bread and cakes. I wondered, if I could bake them for you, then you could sell them in your shop. You would have customers, many customers. It would be good business.”

“German bread? German cakes?” The baker’s face snapped into a scowl. “I wouldn’t have such stuff in my shop!”

I glared at him. What did he mean, “such stuff”? My Pa’s baking was the best!

“My father makes delicious cakes!” I burst out. “Apfelstrudel and linzer torte and stollen! And he makes rye bread and pumpernickel and brezels and–”

“Just what I mean!” snarled the baker. “Foreign stuff. Rubbish stuff! Hun stuff! It’s a disgrace to have you people in the town at all. Get out, go on. And don’t come in here again – not unless you’re going to buy bread.” He paused. “Good Australian bread!”

I was ready to argue, but Pa put his hand on my shoulder. “Come, Tilly,” he said quietly. “We will go.” He turned me gently towards the door.

“Horrible man!” I fumed, as we walked away down the street. “I bet his bread’s horrible too! All dry and crumbly! I hope he gets weevils in his flour!”
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The baker wasn’t the only person in town who was very opposed to having Germans living in their midst. Ma raised the subject of Franz and me going to school.

“They have lost enough time,” she said. “They must start going to school again.”

Pa had to tell her that the schoolmaster had already announced that no German children would be attending his school. “He’s even forbidden his pupils from playing with German children,” sighed Pa. “Even out of school hours. He is most unfriendly.”

“Then how will our children learn?” asked Ma, bewildered.

“It is not such a problem. The camp committee has arranged for lessons for the children. People who have knowledge of various subjects will teach them,” Pa said. “Our children can join in these classes.”

I saw a problem. “These classes will be in German, won’t they?”

“Well, yes, I suppose so,” Pa said.

“I don’t speak German. Nor does Franz,” I pointed out.

“Ah. Yes.” Pa thought about it. “I will speak to the camp committee.”

The result was that Franz and I would receive lessons in the German language. And Ma as well, if she wanted to. Pa would speak to us in German at home, so we could practise.

“That is good news,” said Pa. “And there is more. The camp committee has offered me work in the kitchens, so I will be earning some money.” He smiled. “Things are turning out well after all, yes?” Then he said all that again, in German, and got Franz and me to repeat it.

“You could practise your German with the girl next door,” Pa suggested to me. “She is about your age. She could be a friend for you.”

I didn’t think so. We hadn’t got off to a good start, that girl next door and me, and now every time I saw her coming and going, she threw me a glare that could have killed butterflies and turned her back. And, I had to admit, I did the same to her. Loud, bossy, horrible German girl! Pa thought she might be a friend for me, but that was one thing that was never going to happen.

Another thing that didn’t happen was my lessons. Franz joined in happily with the older boys’ lessons. He was picking up the language quickly. He wanted to learn. He was flattered to be included with the older, lively – in fact, rather rowdy – boys. They let him join in with their games, accepted him as one of their gang, talked and laughed and joked with him, and his German improved, it seemed, by the day.

But I had problems. Now that Pa was working in the camp kitchens, he had less time to spend at home. When he was at home, he was clearing weeds, digging a garden, doing necessary repairs on the house. Someone had to be with Ma. All the time. If we left her alone, even for a short time, we returned to find her pale and anxious, pacing the house, wandering from room to room, quite certain – even though we’d told her we’d soon be back – that this time, this time, everyone had left her, forever. When she saw us, she was so pathetically relieved, so thankful we’d returned, that Pa and I realised someone must always be with her.

And that meant, when Pa was working to earn some money, that I must be there. And if that meant I couldn’t attend my lessons, then so be it.

“This is not good,” Pa said to me. “I am sorry. I do not know what else to do.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. What I meant was, it couldn’t be helped. “If you could get me some books, maybe I could study a little.”

Pa did get me some books. But the camp library consisted, of course, largely of German books. And my study of the German language was progressing very slowly indeed.
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So, I was spending most of my time at home. And I couldn’t help noticing the girl next door, that girl all scowls and elbows, going in and out, off to lessons. Probably to music lessons too, I thought, because she often carried a case that looked as if it might have a musical instrument of some kind in it. If she saw me noticing her she put her nose in the air and stalked off. And if I caught her noticing me, I gave her a look that should have raised blisters on her skin and turned my back and flounced off. And if Ma wasn’t sleeping at the time, I did slam the door.

Then something happened that made me change my mind about the girl next door. Just a little.

Franz came home one afternoon, charging down the street with the older boys, Otto and Erich and Claus, from one of their expeditions. Even the more serious Hans was with them, and they were laughing and looking rather triumphant.

“What have you been up to?” I asked, suspicious. No good, I was sure.

“Nothing,” said Otto.

“We didn’t do a thing,” said Erich.

“And that was the best part of it!” Claus exploded. “We didn’t have to do a thing!”

I turned to Hans. “What are they talking about?”

“We were just walking along,” he explained. “And a big flock of cockatoos came over. You know how they do?”

I nodded. Flocks of cockatoos weren’t uncommon.

“Well, we watched to see where they went. And they started to land on some pear trees. And the trees were covered in fruit.”

I nodded again. Cockatoos could strip trees of fruit in no time at all. “So?”

“We thought we would chase them off,” Hans went on. “Scare them away. Save the fruit for whoever owned the trees. But – we didn’t.”

“You didn’t? Why not?”

“It was that Gretta girl,” Franz said. “You know, from next door. She saw us, and she said ‘Don’t’.”

Gretta? Was that her name, then?

“Why did she do that?” I asked.

“She said those trees belonged to the baker,” said Franz. “That baker who wouldn’t give Pa any work.”

“The one who doesn’t like anyone German,” said Otto.

“She said why would we bother chasing off the cockatoos and saving his pears for him?” Erich said.

“So we just stood there and watched them,” Claus said. “The baker rushed out eventually and tried to chase the cockatoos off, but there weren’t very many pears left by then.”

“Such a shame,” said Hans.

“Serves him right,” said Franz. “Good thing that Gretta knew who the trees belonged to.”

I thought it served the baker right, too. “But she’d only have told you not to help him because he doesn’t like any Germans,” I said.

“Oh no,” said Hans. “It wasn’t just that. She definitely said to Franz that the trees belonged to the man who wouldn’t give your father any work.”

“Oh,” I said.

Well. That gave me something to think about.
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The days, weeks, went on and we settled into something like a routine. I’d hoped that Ma would come to accept that Pa would have to leave us every night, but she seemed to be unable to comprehend that. Every evening, she watched as he walked away. Every evening, “He’s leaving us again,” she would say dolefully, and then she would drift around the house, wandering from room to room, unable to sleep.

One particularly restless night, I had an idea. “Shall I sing to you, Ma?” I said in desperation. I’d tried everything else.

“Sing?” said Ma vaguely. “Why yes, if you like, dear. That would be – nice.”

So I sang. Song after song. All the songs Ma used to sing as she went about the house. The solemn hymns about sweet chariots swinging low, and old rugged crosses on hills, and abiding with me. The happy ones about glow-worms glimmering, and girls who might let someone call them sweetheart, and silly ones about someone looking sweet upon the seat of a bicycle built for two, and an old man telling someone to follow the van and don’t dilly dally on the way. And Australian ones about being bound for South Australia, or on the road to Gundagai. I sang them all – not all of them, of course, every evening, but enough every evening for Ma to stop, listen, rest and relax and close her eyes – and sleep.

And some evenings, I couldn’t help noticing that the girl from next door, Gretta, was listening to the songs too. Sitting silent on the steps leading up to her verandah, a shape in the darkness, and listening to every song I sang.

As if she’d never heard a song before.
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That evening, the evening I’d first met the girl next door and we’d argued over the fence, I’d slammed my way inside, fuming. Of course, she must speak German! Why would she say she didn’t? And I was only trying to be friendly!

Our houses were so close I could hear what was going on next door. First, the girl cried. I felt a bit bad over that. But she had been so rude! But she soon stopped crying, because her mother came out. Her mother kept asking where her father had gone, why had he left them?

What was wrong with these people? Everyone knew the men had to be back in the jail for roll call by 5 pm.

Over the next weeks, I noticed the girl did not go to lessons. Not even the special German lessons that her brother attended. Vati had explained to me, by then, why the family did not speak German. “They are Australian,” he said. “Their father has been in Australia for years. Their mother is Australian. You see, it is not so unusual.”

Mutti talked to me about the mother. “She gets – headaches,” she said. “Tilly needs to take care of her. It is hard for Tilly. You should be kind to her, Gretta. She needs a friend.”

Possibly so, I thought. But it was not going to be me.

I could not understand why the girl – Tilly, Vati and Mutti had said her name was – didn’t come to classes, to learn German? I was learning English, after all! She hardly left the house, though the boy, Franz, was making friends with the older boys and, truth be told, making mischief and running wild. When they weren’t at lessons, they messed about down by the river, and roamed the streets. They were actually getting quite a reputation among the women of the town for being very skilful at removing snakes from houses. One distressed call and the boys were there, ready to remove the unwelcome reptile. While that kind of assistance was welcomed, it would only be fair if the boy stayed home sometimes.

I was going on with my lessons and taking part in the camp orchestra when I could, and learning, as Herr Neumann had advised, all the new songs and pieces of music that came my way. Not that many did. And what was really beginning to interest me about the girl next door was what she did know – and that was songs.

She sang. Every night she sang. It took me some time to realise that she was actually singing her mother to sleep, calming her. That her mother was not like mine: quick, capable, efficient. Frau Muller was not like that at all. I asked Mutti about her, and she looked grave, and said that Frau Muller was delicate, and that she had not been able to accept her husband’s internment.

“I have asked Herr Muller if I can help him in any way,” she said. “The other ladies would help as well, I am sure, but Herr Muller is a proud man and he says they are able to manage. I have told him the offer of assistance is always open.” She spread her hands helplessly. “I cannot do more unless he asks.”

It changed the way I thought about the girl. Just a little. But I still did not like her. I did not want to be friends.

I did, however, want her songs.

The only way I could think of learning them was to come right out and ask her. I could do that, I supposed, but why should she give them to me? We had not had a good start, after all. But then I thought of a way.

Apart from an orchestra, the camp had a choir. It was largely men’s voices, of course, but occasionally there was a need for female voices. My own singing voice was – well, average. Very average. But even I had been called on from time to time.

This girl, this Tilly, had the voice of a bird, a lark. If she was invited to join the choir, I was sure her father would somehow arrange for it to happen. Mutti and Vati had mentioned how anxious Herr Muller was about her, how he wanted her to be able to go out a little, to meet people, and learn German.

I could only try.

So I waited, one evening, until the girl had sung to her mother, and the lamp in her mother’s room was turned low. The girl came out, slowly, to the verandah, then sat on the steps and leaned forward to rest her arms on her knees.

I had already dragged a box over to the fence between our houses. I climbed onto it. The girl’s head snapped around as I stepped up and looked over the fence at her. We stared at each other in the half-darkness. There was a silence. Then, “You sing,” I said.

She said nothing. Well, obviously she sang. I could have put that better, I thought, but my English, though progressing, was far from perfect. I tried again. “You sing very well.”

She was surprised, I could tell. She paused, then managed a “Thank you.”

That was progress, I thought. We were at least being polite. I went on. “You sing songs I do not know. Will you teach me?”

A long pause. Then, “Why should I want to teach you songs?”

It was a fair question. I had my answer ready. “I would like to learn to play them on my violin.”

She considered, then shook her head. “I don’t think so.” She started to get up.

“Wait! I will show you my violin.”

I scrambled down, picked up my violin from where I had left it on the verandah and hurried out of my garden gate, through the gate of the house next door and up to the front steps.

The girl was on her feet. She was ready to go inside, I knew. As she turned, her brother Franz came out of their front door and saw me.

“Gretta! Hello!” he said. He looked from me to his sister. “This is Gretta. You know. Next door.” He laughed. “She’s the one who told us about the baker’s pear trees. The trees the cockatoos stripped bare.”

“Oh.” The girl stood still. “Yes.”

I leaped in. “I am asking your sister to teach me some of her songs. And–” I hadn’t mentioned this before, but now, I knew, was the time to bring it up, “and if she would join the camp choir. They have need of female voices. Her voice is – lovely. Like a lark.”

“I’ve never heard a lark. But yes, I suppose it’s not too bad,” said Franz, the typical brother. “Of course you will, won’t you, Tilly? You’d like that. Great idea!”

“I can’t,” said the girl. “You know that. You know – how it is.” She gestured towards the house.

“Of course you can!” said Franz impatiently. “I’m here, or Pa will be here. You know you want to get out sometimes.”

She just doesn’t want to go out with me, I thought. I wondered what on earth I could say that would persuade her to share her songs with me.

“What’s that you’re holding?” Franz asked me.

“This? Oh, this is my violin,” I said. I held it up.

Franz and the girl both stared at it. “That? That’s a violin?” said Franz.

I’d become used to my violin by now. I’d forgotten how strange it looked. Clumsily shaped. Metal, not wood. Painted, not highly polished. Nothing at all like my own violin.

“It – it was made for me,” I said. “Herr Neumann made it. Because mine was stolen. He did the best he could.”

Franz and the girl continued to stare at it. They were, at least, polite enough not to laugh.

“I had a real violin,” I said. “I had lessons, in Singapore. I had the best teacher, the very best. I was going to go home, to Germany, you know, and I was going to study there. But now – now I have this.”

I turned away, because I felt, suddenly, that if I said anything my voice would shake and tear into shreds. “Herr Neumann,” I said, my voice with ragged holes in it, “said that I should not waste my time while I am here. I should prepare. I should practise all my old pieces, and I should learn every new piece of music and every song that I can. But – if you do not want to share your songs with me, I cannot make you.” A few weeks ago, I thought, I would have shouted at this girl. I would have flung words at her: “Keep your songs! I don’t want them anyway!” But now, I knew more about her. She wasn’t horrible, not really, and I didn’t feel like shouting at her. I just felt sad, and probably she was feeling sad too, and maybe that was why she had shouted at me. But I could see it wasn’t any good. She would never agree. I turned away and went towards the gate.

Then I heard Franz’s voice, behind me. “Gretta! Wait!” There was a pause, and then he said, “Tilly?” And then, impatiently, “Tilly!”

And then Tilly’s voice. “Yes. Wait.”

I turned around.

“I’ll teach you,” Tilly said. “I’ll teach you my songs.”

Really?

“You will?” I said.

“If you want. But–”

“But what?”

“Some of them,” Tilly hesitated, “are very – well, silly.”

Silly? I could do with being taught something silly, I thought. I could do with something that made me laugh.

“I like to be silly,” I said firmly. “Silly is – good.”

Through the half-darkness, the three of us gazed at each other. Then we laughed.

Really laughed.

And just like that – we were friends.
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And, as friends do, we talked.

It was not easy, at first. I had only a little English, and Tilly even less German. We used our hands a lot. Sometimes we drew pictures in the dust. We laughed. Especially when Tilly, a few days later, started to teach me one of her songs.

“Daisy, Daisy,” she began to sing.

“It is about a flower?” I asked.

“No. Not a flower, Daisy is a girl.”

Oh. A girl.

“A girl, yes. Now, give me your answer do,” Tilly sang. “I’m half crazy–”

“Crazy?” I asked.

“Crazy is–” Tilly searched for the words. She flapped her hands in circles beside her head and rolled her eyes. “In this song, it means dizzy, in love.”

Love, I understood.

“All for the love of you,” Tilly sang.

That was clear. But then she went on about a stylish marriage, and a carriage, and then a bicycle built for two. I was lost.

Tilly was laughing. “I told you some of the songs were silly!”

“We must learn each other’s language,” I said firmly. “I will learn more English. You must learn German.”

Tilly stopped laughing. “You know how it is for me.”

“Yes, I know. We will do the best we can.”

And we did. I went to my English lessons. Tilly went to German lessons when she could. Tilly’s German improved a little. My English progressed faster. We could talk, after a while, about more things than dizzy Daisy on a bicycle built for two – which I discovered was actually called a tandem.

We talked about where we had lived before, and what our lives had been like, when things were – normal. Tilly sighed that my life in Singapore sounded like a fairytale. The big house, the servants, the motorcar, tea at Raffles. I liked hearing about their cosy home above the bakery in Brisbane, with the tantalising scent of bread and cakes drifting up the staircase.

We spoke, briefly, of the soldiers coming to take my family away, and of the boys who had shouted after Tilly’s family in the streets. Then we didn’t mention them again. There were other things to talk about. Better things.
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Time passed.

Weeks. Months. And we were still in Bornabba, with no idea of how long we would be there.

The men, locked up in the jail every night. The women and children, some in houses, some in the old hotel, but all in an unwelcoming town. All in an alien place, a place where we did not want to be and where no one wanted us, where we were watched by the townspeople as if we were strange animals that were likely to bite.

Though we didn’t know it at the time, we would be there for the next four years.

Four years. Such a long time, with no real purpose in life except to wait, in a town where very little happened. So life went on, day after day.

We heard news of the war, of course, every year, through the newspapers and the little crystal set wirelesses that some of the internees made. In the camp, German victories were quietly celebrated. I, however, was happier when the Allies were successful. I learned to keep silent about that. And Gretta was careful not to say too much about German victories to me.

The big event of 1916 was the Battle of Verdun, when the Germans made an unexpected attack on France. It was a very long battle, from February to December, and it ended in a victory for the French.

In May a huge naval battle took place in the North Sea, off Denmark, between the Germans and the British. It was the largest naval battle of the war, but there was no clear winner.

In July, the British and French faced the Germans on the River Somme in France. This was the biggest series of battles of the war, and it went on until late 1918.

These were the big events of the outside world.

In Bornabba, we had events and excitements of our own. Much smaller ones. Some, we made for ourselves. Others just happened.

One of the things that the internees had started, to amuse themselves, was the choir – the one that Gretta wanted me to join.

Gretta did not waste time. As soon as I’d agreed, rather reluctantly, to go along with her to a choir practice, and Pa had some free time to stay with Ma, she bustled me along.

“You will like it,” she said with certainty. “You like music, you like to sing. You could be on the stage one day, a professional singer. This might be your start. Just think, one day you could be Madame Mathilde Muller, the famous opera soprano, known all over the world, and it will all have begun in a little town in Australia.”

She danced in front of me, waving her hands, then stopped with a look of distaste as her feet raised a cloud of red dust from the road. “A dusty, dreary little town in Australia! But you could be famous, and all because your friend the celebrated violinist Madame Margarethe Kohler asked you to join a choir!”

I laughed. “Made me join a choir,” I said.

“Made you, asked you, encouraged you, what does it matter? And look. We are here.”

There we were indeed. I had been so busy listening to Gretta, I hadn’t noticed that we had reached the jail. I stopped and half-turned away, unwilling and unsure, but Gretta firmly took my arm and marched me inside.

“You will like it,” she said. “You will.”

I thought I wouldn’t dare not to.
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Herr Neumann, who had made Gretta’s violin, ran the choir as well as the orchestra. I felt very shy, walking into a group of mainly men, with just a few women – and all of them speaking German – but Herr Neumann welcomed me warmly. “Ah, Fraulein Gretta’s friend!” he said. “Gretta tells me you sing very well. Like a lark, she says.”

I blushed and mumbled.

“Then we shall see,” said Herr Neumann. “We are very pleased to have another female voice, we do not have enough. We even have our Gretta,” he smiled at her, “who has a voice like–”

Gretta laughed. “Like a duck,” she said cheerfully. “I know I am here for–” She stopped, searching for the words.

“Quantity, not quality, I believe is the English expression,” supplied Herr Neumann.

I gaped at him. How rude! But Gretta laughed again and I realised they were joking. It might be fun after all, being in this choir, I thought.

“Ah, but Fraulein Gretta has talent elsewhere,” Herr Neumann went on. “She is a valued member of our orchestra. Do you play an instrument, Fraulein Tilly?”

“No,” I said. “I just sing.”

“Then let us see how you sing with us,” said Herr Neumann. “I hope you will enjoy it.”

And I did. They sang German songs, of course, and I had to learn the words without really knowing what they meant at first, but I did begin to pick up some German.

Joining the choir meant I got to know some of the German ladies. They soon realised why I sometimes had to miss choir practice, if Pa wasn’t around and I had to stay with Ma, and they quietly began to help. They talked to Pa and offered to sit with Ma, or just come to visit her, or invite her to tea, and Pa, seeing that they sincerely wanted to help and were not just being inquisitive, agreed sometimes, and that made things easier. They tried to get Ma to join the choir too, but that was a step too far – Ma couldn’t cope with that.

The biggest excitement in Bornabba of that year, and one that had a great effect on the way the town saw the internees, was what we always referred to afterwards as The Day the Horse Fell Into the Cistern. It had a big effect on two boys too: Hans and Franz.

Not far outside the town, and well within the internees’ two-mile limit, was a property owned by a Mr Longford. He had several horses – beautiful, valuable horses. If we went for a family walk, and the horses happened to be near the fence, we would stop and admire them. If Mr Longford happened to be riding one of them we would stop and watch that too. It was a pleasure to see how beautifully they moved together. Pa had called “Good morning” to Mr Longford a few times, and received a half-wave in reply.

The Day the Horse Fell Into the Cistern was an ordinary day, up to a point. I was home with Ma, and Franz had gone to his lessons with the other boys. At about the time we expected Franz home, Hans and Claus came hurtling down the street as if something was chasing them. What mischief had they been up to now, I wondered. And where was Franz? But the boys hadn’t been up to mischief at all. They’d been coming back from their lessons and heard something, a very strange noise, in a paddock behind some houses. A horse, they thought it might be. A horse in trouble. They went to have a look.

“And it is in trouble!” burst out Claus. “It’s one of that Mr Longford’s horses. It must have got out of its paddock.”

“It’s fallen into a hole with water in it,” said Hans. “It can’t get out. We have to get some help.”

“Have you told Mr Longford?” I asked.

“Otto and Erich have gone there,” said Hans.

“We thought we’d better get more help, it’s really stuck and it’s frightened,” said Claus.

“But where’s Franz?” I asked.

“He stayed with the horse, to try and calm it down,” said Hans. “We’re going to find some men now.”

They disappeared. I stood still. Franz was trying to calm a very frightened horse? That didn’t sound good to me. I went to find Ma. “Ma, we need to go for a walk,” I said.

By the time Ma and I reached the paddock, half the town was on its way there, including a number of internees. Things certainly did not look good. The poor, terrified horse was standing in a hole full of water. Only its head and the top of its back were visible; the rest of it was trapped in the narrow hole of the old cistern. Mr Longford was kneeling on the ground beside it, Otto and Erich beside him, and Franz – Franz was up to his chest in the water, right beside the horse’s head, holding it steady and stroking it and talking quietly to it.

“Franz?” gasped Ma. “Is Franz all right?”

Mr Longford turned to look at her. “Is this your boy, ma’am?” he asked. “Yes, he’s all right. And he’s doing a magnificent job here, keeping my Rufus quiet while I try to figure out how to get him out of there.”

“What has happened?” It was one of the internees, Captain Meyer.

“My fool of a horse has managed to fall into this old cistern, by the look of it,” said Mr Longford. He stroked the horse; it was clear he was fond of it, even if he did call it a fool. “He can’t climb out, the sides are too steep. If he thrashes about he could well break a leg, really injure himself. I just don’t know what to do . . .”

“Ah.” Captain Meyer knelt down beside him. “Let me see.” He beckoned to several other internees. The men clustered around, walked around the horse, looking at it from different angles. They talked together. They nodded.

Captain Meyer turned to Mr Longford. “We think we can get him out. We’ll need ropes, some planks, something to make a sling.”

“You can really make something?” said Mr Longford.

Captain Meyer smiled. “We are sailors, we can make many things. This will be a bosun’s chair. A kind of bosun’s chair. Can you get us this equipment?”

“I’ll get you anything you want,” said Mr Longford.

“Then as fast as you can,” said Captain Meyer. He looked around at the ever-growing crowd of people, “All these people need to stand well back. The horse is frightened enough now. We do not want him frightened any more.”

Some men moved the noisy crowd back, but Ma refused to go. “That is my son,” she said forcefully. “Can’t he come out of the water now? I need to know he is all right.”

“Of course, let the lady stay,” said Mr Longford.

“I’m all right, Ma,” called Franz. “I can’t leave Rufus now.”

So Ma and I were right there, beside the cistern, as the internees rigged up ropes and a system of mysterious planks and pulleys and got a sling under the horse’s belly. At last they pulled and heaved and pulled again – and the horse rose slowly out of the cistern, legs dangling, water pouring off him, and hung in the air, suspended. Hans was there too, creeping closer by the minute, fascinated by the contraption that the internees had deftly rigged up. In the end he was right beside Captain Meyer, helping him to pull on the ropes.

Mr Longford leaped to his feet and guided the horse safely towards the ground until it stood, shivering and shaking, beside the cistern. Captain Meyer leaned forwards and dragged Franz out of the water. He was just as bedraggled and cold and shivering as the horse.

“Well done, boy!” said Captain Meyer. “Very well done!” He turned to Hans. “And you too! Interested in engineering, are you?” And Hans nodded.

Ma ran forward and hugged Franz to her. “You’re all right?” she said. “Really all right?”

Franz was all right enough to be totally embarrassed at being hugged in public. “I’m fine, Ma! Don’t fuss!”

The crowd, still standing well back, realised that the horse was safely out, and so was Franz. There were cheers and applause. Someone threw a blanket around Franz’s shoulders. He clutched it to him, and slowly his shivering stopped.

“Are you feeling better?” I asked him anxiously. He had been so cold that his lips had turned pale blue.

Franz nodded.

“That was so brave! How could you do that?” I could hardly believe that this was my little brother. “You kept that horse so calm! And I didn’t even know you liked horses!”

Franz looked surprised. “Neither did I,” he said.

It turned out Franz did like horses. Very much. Mr Longford told him to come and visit Rufus whenever he liked, that he was always welcome. Before long, Mr Longford was teaching Franz to ride. Franz liked that too. He would love horses, and riding, for the rest of his life.

Captain Meyer took Hans under his wing, and began to teach him about engineering. Hans had always been quieter and more serious than the other boys, and now he began to study seriously. I expected he’d become an engineer himself, when he was a little older, and I wished him well. But I never knew what happened to him in the end.
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It was 1917. We were still waiting. The war news that year was not good for us.

At first, it had seemed hopeful.

In January, Germany had announced that it would now pursue a policy of unrestricted submarine warfare. That meant our submarines would attack ships in the Atlantic Ocean. Any ships. Without warning. That would make Britain and its allies take notice, I thought!

But then a German telegram trying to persuade Mexico to join the war on our side was intercepted by the British, and as a result the United States declared war on Germany in April. That was not good.

In March a revolution began in Russia and their Tsar was removed from power. By November the government had been overthrown, and Russia had left the war.

There was more fierce fighting in Europe, and Cuba, Panama, Greece, China and Brazil all declared war on us too. Definitely not good.

But in sleepy, out-of-the-way Bornabba, the big excitements of the year were a bushfire and a regatta on the river.
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The fire had been burning for a few days before anyone took much notice of it. It was not very near, and it was not very big. There was a hint of smoke in the air, a stronger scent of eucalyptus, a slightly brassy haze in the sky. But nothing to worry about. Then, in the space of a day, there was plenty to worry about. A wind rose. It grew stronger. The scent of smoke grew stronger too. Suddenly people were looking anxious, and all watching in one direction.

We heard it before we saw it. A low roaring, borne on the wind, coming from a gully between hills. Tiny fragments of black, burned leaves and then glowing cinders came scurrying towards us, carried by gusts of wind. Then, at last, we could see the fire. It burned low to the ground, consuming undergrowth, creeping towards the town. Occasionally, very occasionally, the flames ran up a small tree and exploded the foliage at its top in a brief, raging fireball, but the larger trees, for the moment, seemed untouched.

People gathered in the street. Internees stopped to watch. “Is it coming?” “It is coming, isn’t it?” “If the wind doesn’t change . . .”

The wind changed. In a second, all was action. Men ran off and returned with sacks, buckets. “The school!” we heard them say. “It’s heading for the school!”

Out of the thickening smoke the schoolmaster appeared, shepherding his pupils in front of him. Some of the smaller ones were crying. Parents ran towards him, looking anxiously for their children. “They’re all here,” the schoolmaster called. “All safe!”

“But the horses!” one little boy sobbed.

We’d often seen some of the children riding into the town to go to school, sometimes three or four children on one unfortunate horse. “The horses?” a man shouted. “Where are they?”

“The fire came too fast. I had to get the children out. The horses are still in their paddock,” the schoolmaster coughed.

Men began to run towards the school, into the smoke. The internees stood watching after them. This was the school German children weren’t allowed to attend. The school for Australian children who weren’t allowed to play with, or even talk to, German children. But – it was a school. A place of learning. And the horses . . . Without a word they ran after the men, disappearing into the smoke.

We heard shouts, orders being given. It seemed to go on for a long time. Our boys came from their lessons. “What is it?” “What’s on fire?” Hans, Otto, Erich and Claus were big boys now, more than capable of helping to fight a fire. As soon as Tilly and I had told them what was happening they ran towards the school as well. Before Tilly could stop him, Franz followed.

“It will be all right,” I reassured Tilly. “They won’t let anything happen to him.”

“It’s the horses,” she said anxiously. “He’d do anything to get the horses out.”

Right at that moment, however, four terrified – but unharmed – horses came thundering out of the smoke towards us. The watching women leaped aside as they galloped past. Tilly sighed with relief. “They’re all right then.”

Soon after that, the smoke seemed less thick, less choking, and figures came walking out of it towards us. Some of them dragged wet sacks, others carried branches with singed leaves still attached to them.

“It’s all right,” they called. “The school’s safe.” The people watching cheered and clapped.

The fire burned for a few more days, but it did not threaten the town again. The day after the school had been saved, Mutti and Vati and I went for a walk with Tilly and her mother, to see how close it had come to the school. Very close, we found. The fire had burned right to the edge of the cleared ground near the school, and certainly the horses would have been lost, for their bushy paddock was a blackened mess. All the undergrowth had been burned away and the trees were blackened up their trunks, with just a little greenery left on some of their tops. Some of the larger trees beyond the school were still burning.

While we stood and stared at it, and realised just how close the flames had come, the schoolmaster appeared behind us. He paused when he saw us, then drew himself up and marched quickly past. Vati said, “Good morning” as he passed us but there was no reply. He stalked into the school and closed the door behind him.

It was that year, as well, perhaps to cheer us from some of the more depressing war news, that the camp committee decided to hold a big celebration, a regatta on the river, for the Kaiser’s birthday. It was not called that openly, of course – that would have upset the townspeople and certainly the guards – but we knew what we were celebrating. Word spread, and on the day of the regatta spectators came in their hundreds, not just ourselves and the townspeople, but people from much further afield, too.

There had been people coming to Bornabba from the early days of the camp, to view the little huts and the boats and to get a look at what they termed “the Huns”. For a while, especially at weekends, these tourists had been a great nuisance. They had prowled around the huts, unpacked picnics and spread rubbish, and sometimes made offensive remarks and tried to start fights. For some time the internees had dealt with the situation by simply staying away from the river at weekends. Then they were given permission to put up a tall wire fence around the huts and the area of riverbank around them, and that had largely solved the problem.

Now, on the day of the regatta, spectators arrived in numbers by horse, train, motorbike, motorcar and bus. And there was plenty for them to see.

In the morning there were sports: a tug of war, tennis and football competitions, running races. In the afternoon more sports, water-based this time, with an exhibition of high diving, swimming and boat races and a novelty event: climbing a greasy pole suspended over the water while dressed as a woman. There were prizes for all events – not the usual silver cups, though, and some of them rather unusual: a live duck, a live pig, bags of vegetables, sausages, cigars and cigarettes. Tea and coffee and cakes were served all day, and the camp band performed.

We were not permitted to have any openly patriotic displays, decorations or German emblems on show, but everyone tried to wear or carry a blue cornflower, a German favourite, and that slipped satisfactorily by the authorities.

The big event of the day was at 2 pm: a parade of decorated boats on the river. There were so many boats! Rowing boats carved out of logs, canoes covered in canvas, paddle-wheel boats propelled by hand or foot pedals, and every one of them decorated with great ingenuity.

My favourite was a replica of the Kaiser’s own yacht, manned by two men in smart white uniforms and caps. Tilly liked a carved-log boat that had been transformed into a Venetian gondola by attaching cut-out pieces of cardboard to the front and back. It had a mandolin player concealed inside it, who struck up a tune as the craft paddled past the judges.

The judges had a hard task, the boats were so pretty and so clever. There were two swans, black and white, with feet paddling the water. A Chinese junk. A float plane. A steam tug with a foghorn that gave a cheerful “Toot!” as it passed the judges. A zeppelin. A submarine: a kayak transformed with a cardboard conning tower and a model cannon. A boat with three arches covered with leaves and flowers, a crown on the middle arch, and a flag that moved automatically up and down a pole.

Hans had come to sit near Tilly and me. “I helped with the flag,” he told us proudly.

The other boys, Hans told us, had had something to do with a dragon that was meant to breathe fire, but though the dragon had passed by, there was no sign of the promised fire. “I suppose it did not work after all,” I said to Tilly. “The boys will not be happy.”

As the parade drew to its close, with great applause, the winning boats – the zeppelin, the submarine and the float plane – came back so we could admire them once more. They proudly sailed in circles. And then – the dragon reappeared.

“What is happening?” said Hans. “What are they up to? The dragon didn’t win a prize!”

“It’s those cheeky boys!” said Tilly.

We jumped up to watch. The dragon paddled its way up to the winning boats and joined in. Then, suddenly, the dragon’s head spouted fire, a rush of flame from its nostrils.

“Oh, it’s working! They’ve got it going!” cheered Tilly.

Working it certainly was. It worked so well that the dragon’s cut-out cardboard head caught fire. Then the fabric-covered float plane burst into flames, followed by the cardboard submarine and the fabric zeppelin.

The crowd, convinced that this was all part of the show, roared its admiration. The crews of the various craft, however, abandoned ship and swam ashore, leaving their blazing craft in the river.

“That’s quite a finale,” said Hans.

It was. We never forgot the regatta.
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After the regatta, the next thing we had to look forward to that year was Gretta’s birthday. She would be turning fifteen. Her parents had planned a little party for her and she was to have a new dress for it. There were no suitable places to buy dresses in Bornabba, so Frau Weber had been called on to make Gretta’s dress: she was a clever needlewoman. Her own two little girls were always well turned out, and whenever something special was needed, something that any of the ladies felt was beyond their own sewing skills, Frau Weber was the person to turn to.

I went along with Gretta and her mother when they visited Frau Weber to discuss the dress. Franz had said he would sit with Ma but at the last moment Pa had been free, so when the older boys had called at our house to see if Franz wanted to go out with them Franz had disappeared at once.

“What are you going to be doing?” Pa had asked him.

“Nothing,” said Franz. Then, when Pa waited for an answer, he said, “Oh, you know. Check our rabbit traps. Just mess about.”

The older boys – Otto, Erich and Claus – were waiting rather impatiently and Franz rushed off. Hans, I noticed, was not with them. He was not often part of their group these days. Hans seemed to me to have outgrown the other boys; he was studying seriously and spending much of his time with Captain Meyer and other men. It wouldn’t hurt Franz, I thought, to study more and learn engineering, nautical and building skills from the internees, instead of wandering the town with the boys. I was pleased he still spent a lot of his time with Mr Longford and his horses. Not that I would ever say any of this to Franz, of course. I knew I would only be told to stop being such an older sister and mind my own business.

Frau Weber had been able to lay her hands on some ladies’ magazines that had illustrations of fashions in them, and we pored over them as Frau Weber made tea. One of the magazines had some pages devoted to dresses for children and young women. Frau Weber pointed out the young women’s dresses to us.

“Perhaps a little too old for Gretta?” said Frau Kohler. She flicked the pages back to some illustrations of dresses for children.

“But Gretta is fifteen now,” objected Frau Weber. “Look how tall she has grown. She is a young lady now, your Gretta, and Tilly is, too.”

Frau Kohler smiled rather sadly. “I suppose I want her to stay a little girl forever,” she said. “But of course you are right. This should be a dress for a young lady.”

We spent a pleasant hour choosing a style and discussing what kind of fabric could be ordered and what colour the dress should be, and Frau Weber took out her measuring tape and noted Gretta’s measurements.

“Once you can get the material, I can have it made in, let’s see, two days,” said Frau Weber.

“So quickly?” said Frau Kohler. “How can you be so fast?”

“Ah, I forgot you have not seen my new assistant,” smiled Frau Weber. “Come and look!” She gestured into the next room and we followed her, fully expecting to see a woman busily hand-sewing. What we saw, however, was a machine. It was black, with beautiful red and gold decorations on its heavy metal body, and it sat on a polished wood table with four little drawers for accessories and sewing cottons. It was beautiful.

“You have a sewing machine!” exclaimed Gretta’s mother. “How wonderful! I have never seen one working. Is it as good as they are said to be?”

“It is better,” said Frau Weber. She took up a piece of sewing she had been working on and showed it to us. “See how small the stitches are? And how neat and even? And it is so quick! Like magic. I wish I had had one years ago. Let me show you.”

She sat down at the machine and placed her feet on a treadle beneath the table. We watched closely as she fed the fabric in. She pushed with her feet, the machine rattled, the needle plunged up and down, so fast our eyes could barely follow it, and then the stitched piece of fabric slid out the other side of the machine.

“It is like magic!” I said. I ran my hand gently over the machine’s gleaming surface.

“And it will finish Gretta’s dress in no time,” said Frau Weber. She looked at me kindly. “And you, Tilly? Am I to make a dress for you as well?”

A new dress? That would be wonderful, I thought. Gretta was not the only one who had grown. My few dresses were becoming embarrassingly short on me, and worn, too, and rather tight across the chest. But I knew there was very little money in our house for new dresses.

“Um, not today,” I said. “Later, perhaps.”

Frau Weber looked at me shrewdly. “I have a few pieces of material laid by,” she said. “Just odd lengths, you understand. If you would be interested in learning to use the sewing machine, Tilly, perhaps those odd lengths might make a skirt, a blouse.”

I was silent. Did Frau Weber mean they might make a skirt or a blouse for me? I couldn’t accept charity. But I did so need some new clothes.

“Only if you are interested in learning to sew, of course,” said Frau Weber, elaborately casual. “Perhaps you are not?”

“Oh I am!” I said. “But I can’t let you teach me for nothing.”

“Then perhaps you could help me when I am extra busy?” suggested Frau Weber.

That seemed fair. “Yes, please,” I said. And then, worried that Gretta might feel left out, I added quickly, “Gretta, too?”

“Of course Gretta too,” said Frau Weber. “I would be delighted to have two helpful pupils.”

Our sewing lessons began as soon as Frau Weber had finished Gretta’s new dress. I was fascinated by the whole process: laying the flimsy paper patterns out on the cloth, cutting, pinning the pieces together, and finally stitching them using the magical machine. It took no time to make me a serviceable new skirt and blouse.

Gretta joined in for a while, but it had to be said, for a girl whose fingers could dance so lightly over a violin, she was remarkably awkward with scissors and pins, and in constant danger of stitching her own fingers to the fabric. She soon gave up any attempt.
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If, as Frau Weber had remarked, Gretta and I were growing up, we were not the only ones. The older boys, Hans, Otto, Erich and Claus, had grown as well. They were a few years older than we were, sixteen and seventeen, and suddenly they seemed to have transformed into young men. Their voices had already deepened, soft downy hair had appeared on their top lips and chins and their shoulders had broadened. Franz, always a few years behind and trying desperately to keep up with them, was still a boy. The older boys still included him in their group, but I rather wished they wouldn’t. They had not, I thought, really changed for the better. Apart from Hans, who had become absorbed in building and engineering, the boys seemed to be interested in nothing more than rather sullenly slouching about, unwilling to study seriously or to become involved in camp musical or theatrical activities – though they did take part in the gymnastics and swimming and diving that some of the younger internees enjoyed. Still, I thought, they had families and the camp committee to watch over their behaviour, and their attitude was not my worry.

But then it became my worry.

Franz came home one day, alone, and quite obviously put out about something. He went straight to his room and when I passed by I saw he was packing a knapsack. “Are you staying over at Mr Longford’s?” I asked. Franz had done this occasionally, when Mr Longford had invited him.

“Um, maybe,” said Franz shortly. “Not sure yet.”

I thought no more about it, except to remind him he should tell Pa if he did decide to stay over.

“Yes, yes, don’t nag,” said Franz.

Later that afternoon, when Pa was home, Gretta and I walked down to the river. There was usually something going on there, a new boat being trialled perhaps. At the very least we knew someone would offer us coffee, which was always being brewed in the little huts.

We found Hans sitting by himself staring at the river, occasionally picking up a small stone and tossing it into the water. We sat down beside him. Hans threw another stone.

“You are very quiet today,” observed Gretta.

Hans glanced at us sideways. “Am I?” he said. He seemed upset.

“Franz is out of sorts today too,” I said idly. “Has something happened?” I thought perhaps there had been a disagreement among the boys.

Hans sat up straight. “Franz? Yes, I suppose he would be feeling left out–” He stopped.

“Left out of what?” Gretta asked.

“Oh nothing.” Hans threw another stone. “What was Franz, um, doing?” he asked.

“Doing? He was putting some things in a knapsack. He said he might be staying at Mr Longford’s. There’s no reason why he should be feeling left out about that.” I was suddenly suspicious. “What do you mean, left out?”

Hans looked even more disturbed. “I shouldn’t tell,” he said reluctantly. “But if Franz is going to do what I think he might be going to do, well then . . .”

Now I was really concerned. “Do what?”

“I think he might be planning to follow them.”

“Them? Follow? You can’t leave it at that. Tell us the rest,” Gretta said sharply.

Hans sighed. “Otto, Erich and Claus. They’ve been talking about escaping. Running away. They asked me to go too, but they said Franz was still too little. I said no, I wouldn’t, but Franz wanted to go with them.”

“Run away?” I said. I couldn’t believe this. “Escape? But where would they go?”

“I don’t know,” Hans said. “When I said I wouldn’t go, that it was too foolish, they would not tell me any more of their plans.”

“Well, they’d better tell me!” I exclaimed. “Especially if Franz is packing a knapsack. Where are they now, do you know?”

Hans didn’t, but in a town as small as Bornabba, it didn’t take long to find them.

“I know what you’re meaning to do,” I said to them. “I don’t care what you do, but I think Franz is planning to follow you.”

The boys frowned. “We told him he couldn’t come,” said Otto. “He’s too small, it would ruin everything.”

“Ruin what, for heaven’s sake?”

“We will tell you,” said Erich. “But you must keep it a secret, yes? Do you promise?”

I would have promised anything. “Yes! Go on!”

“We are going to escape,” said Claus proudly. “We have it all worked out. We have had enough of sitting here! We are going to leave, just walk away, no one will stop us. We will have a whole day to get far away before we are even missed.”

He was probably right, no one would stop them. Everyone was used to the boys wandering about, going into the bush to check rabbit traps.

“And then?” said Gretta.

“Then we hide. And we make our way to Sydney. There are ships in Sydney. Ships going to neutral countries. We will ask for work on one of these ships, and when we get to a neutral country we will find a ship going to Germany.”

“And then when we are in Germany we will join the army. And we will fight!” said Erich triumphantly.

Gretta and I were silent. The three boys seemed to assume we were overwhelmed with the brilliance of their plan. At last, I asked, “Do you know how to get to Sydney?”

“We will walk, if we have to. Walk at night, hide in the bush by day,” said Erich.

“How will you find the right ship?” I asked.

“We will ask at the docks. We will find one,” said Otto.

“You will ask with your German accents? You’ll be discovered at once! This is crazy!” exploded Gretta.

The boys drew back, offended. “It will work. You are a girl, you do not understand what it is like, being stuck here. We should be fighting for our country. We would have been, by now, if we had not been sent to this place.”

“I understand exactly what it is like,” said Gretta bitterly. “I had my plans, too.”

“You’re really determined to go?” I said to the boys.

“Of course. It is the right thing to do – we must help our country. You won’t tell anyone?” said Erich. “You promised.”

Gretta and I looked at each other. “No, we won’t tell anyone. It’s mad and we don’t think you’ll ever succeed, but we won’t tell.”

“Goodbye, then,” said Claus.

“Goodbye? Are you going now? Today?” said Gretta.

The boys said nothing. Then, “Better you don’t know,” said Otto.
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We found Hans with Franz. I knew he was keeping an eye on him. “Well?” I said to Franz. “Staying at Mr Longford’s, are we?”

Franz scowled. “They said I couldn’t go. They said I was too small, and I’d never be taken on to work on a ship, and I couldn’t go with them because I’d spoil everything. I could work on a ship, I could! I was going to follow them and then they’d have had to let me join them.”

“But he’s not now, are you Franz?” said Hans. “We had a talk, I said Franz was better off staying here, with the horses. It is very unlikely they’ll be taken on to work on a ship. If they ever get to Sydney at all.”

“Do you really think they’ll go?” said Franz.

“Oh yes,” said Hans. “I think they’re just about big enough fools to try it.”
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The boys did try it. Not that day, or the next. But the following night, there was a disturbance in the camp when it was discovered that the three boys had not returned to their homes at the end of the day. The boys’ parents, and other internees, combed the bush around the camp, and the guards searched further out.

Two days later news went around that the three boys had been found. They had been hiding in a shed on a farm – not even on the road to Sydney – waiting for night so they could continue on.

They did not come back to Bornabba. If they were big enough to cause trouble by running away to join the German army, they were big enough to be in a far stricter internment camp, the authorities said. They were sent to the largest camp, at Holsworthy, and we did not see them again.
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Early in 1918 the news in the Australian papers was exciting. The Anzacs had captured Gaza in the Middle East late the previous year, so fighting had finished there. But then it was bad news again. In Europe, the Germans were pushing hard towards Paris. Good news, bad news. It swung one way, then the other, but it never swung far enough one way or the other to put an end to the fighting.

Then something happened that was very bad news for my family, and I totally lost interest in the newspapers and their good news/bad news. I had other things to think about.

Word went around that there was a new camp at a place called Molonglo, and that internees with families would all be sent there. That certainly caused a stir. What did it mean? Did it mean, could it mean that the families were going to be sent back to Germany? Gretta, of course, was alight with hope. It didn’t matter much to me. Even if we were sent to this Molonglo place, we wouldn’t be sent to Germany. Pa didn’t want to go back there. Badly as he’d been treated in Australia, he thought Australia was where we would be better off.

“You and Franz speak a little German,” he reasoned, “but your mother, none at all. What would we do there?”

But, as rumours went, it was just as usual. Nothing happened. The excitement died down, and the idea was forgotten. Or so we thought . . .

Until, one day, a soldier came to our house looking for Pa.

“He’s at the jail, I think,” I told him. “He’ll be baking bread. If he’s not there, he might be out checking rabbit traps.” I hesitated. “Can I tell him why he’s wanted? If you miss him, I mean.”

“The commander wants to see him. Nothing for you to concern yourself about,” the soldier said, and he went away.

“What did he want?” Ma asked, coming out onto the verandah. It was a hot day, and she’d been lying down with a cold, wet cloth on her forehead.

“He didn’t say,” I answered. “It’s probably nothing much.” But I was uneasy. It was never nothing much when the commander wanted to see someone.

I was waiting when Pa came home a few hours later. He was looking concerned. Surprised. Worried.

“The soldier found you, then,” I said. “You’ve been to see the commander?”

Pa sat down slowly on a chair on the verandah. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, I saw him.” He looked up and down the street, and glanced at the houses on either side. There was no one about, but Pa got up anyway and went into the house.

Ma and Franz were in the kitchen. Pa sat down heavily at the table. “I saw the commander,” he said. “The rumours about families all going to Molonglo are true. All men with families are being sent there, not just from here, but from all the other internment camps too.”

“Why?” Franz asked.

Pa waved his hand impatiently. “He did not say. Perhaps it’s true that they will be sent back to Germany. But that was not why he wanted to see me.”

We waited expectantly.

Pa went on. “As a man with a family, he had put my name on the list of those to be moved.”

“So we must move?” Ma said.

Pa looked down. “I must move. But–” He stopped.

This didn’t sound good.

“The commander said that when he looked into things – that he had not realised – that he did not know that my family is not here officially. That my family was not sent here, that you came of your own accord. So.” He looked up. “So you are not on any official lists. As far as the army is concerned, you are not here. You do not exist.”

There was a silence.

“What does this mean?” Ma faltered.

Pa looked down again. “It means that I will be moved to Molonglo, but you will not.”

“Wait,” I said. “Wait. If we aren’t here, if we don’t exist, you don’t have a family. As far as the army is concerned, anyway. If it’s men with families who are going – you won’t go.”

“I said that to the commander. But he said my name had already been put on the list and that therefore I must go.”

I thought about that. “When – if – the families are really to be sent to Germany, does that mean you’ll be sent too?”

Ma sat down suddenly. “Wilhelm, does it mean that?” She suddenly seemed to shrink, to grow smaller right before our eyes.

Pa reached out and took her hand. “No,” he said with force. “No, it does not mean that. It would be wrong, very wrong, and it will not happen.”

“What can you do?” Ma whispered.

“I will write letters, I will dispute the decision. I will write to the prime minister himself if I have to. You will see.” He was holding both Ma’s hands now, speaking directly to her. “It will never happen.”

Ma had turned pale, and she soon went to lie down. Pa stayed sitting at the table, staring at his hands.

“Pa?” I said.

He looked up.

“Pa? If you write letters, lots of letters, won’t the authorities get to know – I mean, would they be asking questions, maybe sending someone around–” I nodded towards the bedroom door, where Ma had disappeared.

“They may.” Pa shrugged. “But Tilly, you are fifteen now. Franz is thirteen. You are not little children in need of protection any more. Some young people of your age are already working. I think that the authorities would not be concerning themselves if they discovered the situation. But somehow, I do not think they will come.”

I nodded. If Pa was not here, if we were not considered to be the family of an internee, if we were just an ordinary family who happened to be living in Bornabba, then why should any authorities be interested in us?

“So we stay here?” I said to Pa. “But what if – if Ma decides that we should follow you to Molonglo? Like she did when we left Brisbane?”

“I will see that she doesn’t decide that would be a good idea,” Pa reassured me.

Good luck with that, I thought.

But Pa must have succeeded, for Ma didn’t mention the idea. She was not happy with the fact of his going, of course, not happy at all, but she accepted it. Pa kept telling her cheerfully that he was writing letters, many letters, and soon – he was quite sure – he would be back again. In the meantime, the internees left in the camp, the single men, would keep an eye on us. Just until he came back. If, of course, he had to go at all. He expected responses to his letters any day.

Responses did come, but they were not what Pa was wanting to hear. He wrote more letters.

Meanwhile, around us, families were packing up their belongings. In the house next door, Gretta’s family were filling boxes with household goods, books, clothing. Gretta was so excited she could hardly stand still. She only stepped out of her whirl of anticipation to try to reassure me. “You will follow us,” she said. “Soon! I know you will! And as soon as we get there, I will write to you, to tell you what this new place is like, so you will know what to expect.”

“Of course,” I said. “Of course we will follow you.” But I didn’t believe it. It was the last thing I expected, or wanted, and I was going to miss Gretta terribly. Gretta saw my face and stopped.

“You are upset because we are going home,” she said.

“Yes,” I said. “I will miss you.”

“And I will miss you. But–” she looked earnestly at me. “We could not stay here, as we are, forever. You know that. We are getting older. We have things to do.” There was a pause. “Tilly, what do you want to do?”

I? I didn’t know. I knew what Gretta wanted – she had plans, goals, she wanted to study music seriously, she couldn’t wait to get started. But I had not dared to look into the future as she had.

“You must have some ideas,” Gretta said. She stopped, holding a book that she had been about to place in a packing case. She seemed to be thinking. “Do you know, we have never talked about what you want to do.”

We hadn’t. Because I had no ideas, I really didn’t.

Gretta looked at me consideringly. “Well, you care for your mother. You might study to be a nurse, and care for other people. And you sing, you sing really well. You might go on the stage.”

“So I might,” I said. I could see Gretta was becoming concerned. I knew very well there was no way I would be leaving home, and Ma, to become a nurse or a singer, or whatever other dream Gretta conjured up, but I did not want to spoil her anticipation of the future.

“Anyway,” I said quickly, “don’t worry. We’ll be going to Molonglo ourselves before long, I’m sure. We can talk about it more then.”

“Yes,” said Gretta slowly, and she turned away and put the book into the packing case.

[image: ]

And they did go. All the families. And Pa. Big drays pulled by horses came and their goods were loaded onto them, and the drays set off. A few days later the families followed them, walking to the station, carrying their suitcases. They were all full of expectation. This move must mean they were going home – soon.

Pa said goodbye to us at our house; he didn’t want us to come to the station. I think he was afraid of how it might affect Ma to see him leaving. As it was, she stood silently on the verandah. She didn’t respond when Pa hugged her, then Franz and me. He told us it would be all right, he was sure it would, he just needed to write some more letters and he would be back again, we would see.

When everyone else had gone, a soldier watched to make sure Pa was following them, and he had to go. Ma just stood and watched him. When he was out of sight, she said quietly, “He has left us again”, and she turned and went into the house.

The men left in the camp did keep an eye on us. Someone came to help with the vegetable garden, Franz still had his lessons. A skinned and prepared rabbit was left on our doorstep from time to time. The concerts and theatricals and events on the river went on, but it seemed strange now, with only men to watch them. The choir continued, and mine was the only, lonely female voice.

Letters came from Molonglo. Pa wrote that he was continuing to apply to stay in Australia, and that he was hopeful.

Gretta wrote, as she had promised, and told me about the camp. “It is very different,” she wrote. “This camp was built some years ago especially to house German families from overseas, but it was not used. I do not know why. The houses are built of wood, and they are all in rows and all look exactly the same. Sometimes I find I am lost and I nearly go into the wrong house. There are many families here, and there are seventy-seven children. So there is a proper school, with six classrooms. We have a butcher, a baker, a post office, even a hospital. We are allowed out – we can go for walks in the bush and that is pleasant. There are tennis courts, and I am learning to play. I am not very good yet – but I am determined to get better.”

She would, I knew. Gretta always did what she made up her mind to do.

“But,” her letter continued, “here it is October already, and we have been here five months and there is no more talk of our going home. We are just waiting again.”

We were waiting too, I thought. Waiting for one of Pa’s letters to reach the right person, the person who could say, “Why, of course Wilhelm Muller should stay in Australia. Of course he should go back to his family.”

That letter did not come.
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It was over. It was really over. And Germany was defeated. It was almost unbelievable.

The news had spread rapidly around the camp, rolling from hut to hut like a long, ominous black cloud, leaving darkness and depression behind it.

It should not have been totally unexpected. There had been rumours, in October, that the fighting had ceased, and negotiations and peace talks had commenced, though that had not actually happened. Vigorous German attacks in Europe continued, and we believed that surely we would be victorious in the end. But then there were equally vigorous counter attacks, resulting in German retreats. Then Austria and Turkey agreed to stop fighting. Suddenly, Germany had no support.

Early in November came the astounding news that the Kaiser had stepped down from his throne. And then, that the fighting had ceased. Really ceased, this time. It was all over. And we had lost.

Lost.

The adults were incredulous. Crushed. They gathered in groups and muttered in hushed voices. Subdued. Humiliated.

And I? I could not, would not, allow anyone to see it but I was . . . jubilant. Fizzing inside with excitement, like a bottle of lemonade about to pop. Perhaps the adults were seeing this as an end, the conclusion of a way of life, but to me it was my beginning. No more waiting! Yes, the old way of life was over – but my life could now begin. We would be going home, possibly to Singapore, probably to Germany, and I would be able to grow, to study, to live. At long last, I could live!

But not yet, I discovered. Not quite yet. It was not so easy to get on a ship and leave Australia. It would take time, we were told.

How much time, I demanded to know. But no one quite knew.

I was ready to explode with frustration. It seemed we would be remaining here, in this miserable camp, at least until Christmas. More waiting! For the children’s sake, the adults put aside their urgent queries and questions, and decided to try to make some sort of Christmas celebration for them. It was a hard thing to do. The Kaiser was gone. What kind of government would replace him? What was happening in Germany, how were the living conditions there? Was there food, work, money? Very little mail was coming from Germany, and people thought that implied that conditions could be chaotic there. When we finally returned, how would we live?

Everyone tried to put aside their worries. There were several concerts and theatre evenings to raise money to make the children Christmas presents. I was asked to play my violin in several concert items, and of course I smiled and smiled and agreed.

On Christmas Day there was a large party for all the children in the communal hall, with a tall Christmas tree and many homemade gifts for everyone. When the children first came into the hall, a living Nativity tableau had been prepared on the stage, and a ladies’ choir sang carols behind it. I thought of Tilly, and how she would have enjoyed being part of that, and wondered what kind of a Christmas they might be having at Bornabba.

Father Christmas made an appearance, his red cap dusted with white flour, representing snow, and delighted the children by telling them how he had come all the way from Germany in an aeroplane. He handed out presents, many lovingly sewn and crafted by the adults, and I helped to serve the children a lavish afternoon tea.

The next day, there was a sports afternoon for the children, and again I was expected to help, organising sack races and egg-and-spoon races and a tug of war.

And on the next day a play was presented by the children, Snow White. They had rehearsed it for weeks and everyone attended the performances and smiled and laughed and applauded heartily.

It was all very jolly.

And it all made me want to scream. I had had enough of waiting, of marking time, of wasting time. I wanted to go! I wanted to shake the dust of this country off my feet and go!
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We did not go until May of the next year. 1919. Another five months. Five months of rumours about leaving, of hopefully packing, then unpacking our things one by one as we had need of them, only to pack them again in a flurry as another rumour went around. We endured five months of this.

And five months of distressing news coming from Germany, hints of political unrest and instability, of lack of food, lack of work. Of very slow progress in the negotiation of the peace settlement. Every time we heard something of this, it seemed that more, and heavier terms were being introduced. There were rumours of territories that Germany had occupied being returned, and that we would lose some of our own territories and colonies. Of our armed forces being drastically reduced, of large sums of money, millions of marks, that must be paid in reparation. Vati was devastated to hear that most of Germany’s merchant fleet must be forfeited – it was his livelihood, it had always been his way of life. How would we live now, he worried? Mutti tried to comfort him; it could not be as bad as all that, she soothed him, Germany must be left with some assets. The newspapers, though, told a different story.

They told other stories, too, that unsettled Mutti and Vati even more. A disease had developed, it seemed, which had begun among soldiers in the dying days of the war and had spread rapidly over Europe. It was called the Spanish flu, an especially severe strain of influenza, and it killed not only soldiers, but many of the civilian population as well. Letters from home hinted that it was in Germany, though the news had been suppressed during the days of war.

Now that the war was over, newspapers were reporting more freely. Back in September, the Australian newspapers were writing of what they called “devastating outbreaks” of the disease in South Africa and America. The newspapers believed the disease could not fail to reach Australia. And it did. By October it was in New Zealand. Next, we heard that a ship from New Zealand had arrived in Sydney on 25 October and that infected passengers were on board.

“It will be all right,” said Vati, looking up from the newspaper. “The sick are being held at the North Head Quarantine Station. The authorities say the disease will be contained. It will not spread.”

But it did spread. By late January 1919, the first cases were reported in the general population of Sydney. The newspapers advised everyone to be vaccinated. They also reported that men with moustaches were more likely to develop the flu, because their moustaches caught and retained the disease bacilli. Moustachioed men were advised to shave. And anyway, the newspaper concluded, moustaches were “quite out of fashion this year”. I looked meaningfully at Vati’s luxuriant moustache and asked if he shouldn’t think seriously about shaving, but Vati twirled the ends and said he would take his chances – and he didn’t care for being in fashion, anyway.

Vati and I laughed, but Mutti was concerned. “But surely we are safe enough, isolated out here?” she said anxiously.

“Of course we are,” Vati assured her.

“It will not prevent us going home?” I wanted to be reassured.

“No, no, not at all,” said Vati. “Though I wonder what we will find when we get there,” he added softly.

Finally, in May, word came that we would be leaving. By this time, no one believed it. We could not let ourselves believe it. We had heard this story before, too many times. We did not even make much effort to pack, yet again. And yet, this time it was true. True! Really true! And now, everything had to be done in a hurry.

It was only a few days later that our boxes were sent off on carts, and then we were following, suitcases in our hands, herded onto a train that would take us to Sydney, where a ship was waiting.

It had been a very long time since we had passed through Sydney, at the beginning of the war, and the city was not at all as I remembered it. Then it had been busy, bustling, streets crowded with people, horses and carts, and a few motorcars. Now the streets were quiet. There were far fewer people about, and some of them wore masks over the lower part of their faces. It was quite . . . eerie.

“We are fortunate to be leaving here,” one of the mothers said, clutching her children to her.

Mutti looked disturbed. “If it is like this here, how will it be at home?”

No one answered. No one knew.

Our spirits could not help rising, however, as we approached the docks. Ships! Ships to take us away! Which would be ours, I wondered. That big white one? The even larger one with blue funnels? But we passed by both of these and were ushered further down the docks where much smaller, humbler ships lay waiting. I regretted the big, speedy-looking ships, but no matter. A ship was a ship. It would get us home.

Our ship was a rusty, decrepit-looking Russian steamer called the Kursk.

“Oh dear,” murmured Mutti. But I looked at it as if it was a golden chariot come to whisk us straight to heaven. I still could not believe we were actually leaving. Surely some official would arrive at the last moment and announce, No, sorry, that it was all a mistake, everyone off please, you are not leaving yet, and order us off. But no official came.

And then we were on board. Whistles were blowing. Gangways were closed and rolled away. Ropes were disengaged and fell onto the dock. The ship shuddered, and moved, and a narrow strip of water appeared between ship and dock. The strip of grey, oily water grew wider and wider. Too wide to jump across. Too wide to swim across.

And I gasped, and choked, and realised I had been holding my breath. I had been holding it for so long that I felt quite dizzy.

At last, at last. We were away!
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The letter we had waited for, hoped for, had not come.

In May, when the families from the camp at Molonglo were taken to Sydney and put on a ship bound for Germany, Pa had to go with them. No one had paid attention to the many letters he had written; no one seemed to care that we, his family, had been left behind. Pa wrote bitterly to us that the prime minister, Billy Hughes, seemed to be determined that Australia should be a country with a population of largely British background. Many men, he wrote, had applied to stay in Australia – some had been born here, and spoke no German at all – but most applications to stay were refused. As was Pa’s. Once he was on board a ship, we knew we would not hear from him again for some time, not until the ship stopped at a port en route. Pa expected the route would be Africa, then Plymouth in England, and then Rotterdam and by land back to Germany.

“It will still be all right,” Pa wrote in his last letter before he sailed. “I will work when I reach Germany, and save, and I will come back – or if I cannot, I will send for you all, just as soon as I can.”

Franz and I looked at each other when we read that. That could be years away, surely. Years and years.

In June, the final peace settlement was signed. Though the fighting had ended in 1918, it was only then that the war was truly over. The men in the camp were upset and depressed. The peace terms, they said, were harsh and oppressive. How could Germany ever hope to recover, under such terms? The atmosphere in the camp was very unhappy. The rules had been relaxed, the internees’ two-mile limit had been increased to up to ten miles, so they could go on picnics and visit other towns, even, as long as they were back for roll call. And they did not have to stay in the jail any more. Some had rented houses, which was far more comfortable for them. They even went hunting, for rabbits and foxes, and were allowed to have guns for that purpose. Life was far more pleasant, but the news about the peace settlements brought their spirits very low, especially because they had expected that, with the peace settlement finally concluded, they would go home.

But nothing happened. Not until August. Then, it was finally announced that the camp would be closed.

The internees prepared to pack up and go. They were concerned about us, but there was nothing they could do. Franz and I told them we would be all right, of course we would, and they were not to worry themselves because Pa had plans for us. Pa did have plans, of course, but Franz and I were very unsure of whether they would ever come true.

As the men prepared to leave, the camp committee decided that they would leave the charming little huts they had built, the diving tower and the waterslide, and all the boats they had made. It would be a gesture of goodwill towards the town. But then they heard news from one of the other internment camps, Trial Bay, that a memorial erected there in memory of four internees who had died had been vandalised. Their mood changed after hearing that, and they vowed they would burn the huts and sink all the boats. Some were destroyed before the committee changed its mind and left the rest standing. They said the town was welcome to the gardens they had created, too, though many had been abandoned by now, and the chickens they had raised had been largely sold, or eaten.

The night before the internees were to leave, we saw a great glow in the sky. Franz and I were afraid that the jail was on fire. We ran to look, taking Ma with us, along with many of the townspeople, and found that the fire was indeed at the jail. The Australian guards were standing about watching – no one seemed to be concerned or was trying to rescue anyone, or to put the fire out.

“What is it? What’s happening?” I gasped to one of the soldiers. “Is anyone hurt?”

He shrugged. “It’s just mattresses,” he said. “No one’s hurt. Crazy, I call it. What’ll they sleep on tonight?”

“Mattresses?” I said.

“They’ve pulled their bunks apart and they’re burning those and the mattresses,” the soldier said. He ground his cigarette out under his boot. “Ah, well. They’ll all be gone tomorrow.”

“And good riddance,” muttered someone in the crowd of townspeople. It might have been the schoolmaster, or the baker, or any of several other people who had always resented the internees, but the majority of the townspeople simply watched in silence. The internees had helped some of them, and they had certainly spent money in most of the businesses. The town was going to be very different, and considerably poorer, without them.

[image: ]

The townspeople turned out again in force the next morning to see the internees leave. It was quite a departure. The internees’ luggage had already left, piled up on drays pulled by horses. Now the men came out and lined up in two rows. Some of them had flowers in their hands. The guards formed up at the head and rear of the column, with the internees band leading. The townspeople lined the streets to watch, the band struck up, and the internees sang.

I could understand some of the words they were singing by now: Muss I denn, muss I denn. That meant I must go, I thought. Zum Städtele hinaus – that was something about a little town. Und du, mein Schatz, bleibst hier. And you, my dear, stay here. Wenn I komm, wenn I komm, Wenn I wiedrum komm, wiedrum komm. Something about when I come again, or when I return . . .

So it meant something like Now I must leave this little town, And you my dear stay here. When I come, when I come again, come again . . .

The song was sad and regretful, but I was quite sure most of the men singing it must have been delighted to be leaving this little town, and were definitely hoping they would never come again.

Outside the hotel the parade stopped briefly and the internees gave three cheers, perhaps for the people watching, many of whom clapped and cheered back. Or perhaps the cheers were in absolute celebration that they were going.

Franz and I followed as the men marched out of the town and towards the station. We had known them for four years – they had helped us, been kind to us, and we wanted to see them off.

As the marching column passed the town cemetery, there was another halt. The men who were carrying flowers broke ranks and moved towards the cemetery. I knew that several men who had died during their internment had been buried here. It seemed the men wanted to farewell their dead comrades. But a soldier stepped forward quickly in front of them, gesturing for them to return to the column. The men halted, surprised. They pointed to the cemetery. They began to argue, but the soldier would not allow them to go in. It surely could have become rather nasty, until the sergeant came hurrying from the head of the column and allowed just one man to go in and lay all the flowers on the graves. That satisfied the internees, and the march continued to the station.

Franz and I waved the train off and stood looking after it. They were all gone. They had told us they would be going straight to the wharves at Pyrmont in Sydney, where they would board a ship called the SS Ypiranga. They thought that was rather a good joke. The ship was a captured German ship, which had been renamed. A German ship, the men joked, so at least it would be well-built and efficient! They would travel via Africa to Europe, and the journey was expected to take fifty-eight days. And when they arrived, they had no idea what they would find.

[image: ]

Franz and I trailed back into the town. We knew what we would find. An empty jail and a half-deserted town. We had told the men we would be all right, but to tell the truth we were very doubtful about that. There would be no more food from the German canteen for us, and though Pa had left us all the money he could, it was not a great deal.

“We’ll have to get work,” Franz said.

“Yes. But one of us needs to be with Ma.” It would not be easy, we knew, especially trying to get work in Bornabba.

“It’s a pity Mr Longford isn’t here any more. He’d maybe have given me a job,” sighed Franz. Mr Longford had become ill, and gone away to live with his son. I thought he would have given Franz a job, too, but it couldn’t be helped.

Franz and I laid plans as we walked back to the town. “We would be better going back to Brisbane,” Franz said. “There’s our shop . . .” He stopped. Maybe there was our shop. Who knew what had happened to it since we had boarded it up and left.

“If it’s still ours,” I agreed. “But we can’t open a bakery again. We’re not bakers.” Still, it would be something. In Bornabba, we had nothing.

We agreed we would have to stay in Bornabba until we heard from Pa, and he sent us an address to write to in Germany. If we just left he wouldn’t know where we were, and we’d lose touch entirely.

So we waited.

It was weeks before a letter came and when one did, at last, we seized it eagerly from the postman. It was rather grubby, travel-stained, and it had come a long way. From Durban, in Africa.

“Africa!” said Franz, staring at the envelope.

“A very long way,” said the postman.

“Is there only one letter?” I asked him. Gretta had promised she would write to me. I thought that if Pa had managed to send a letter from Africa, then perhaps Gretta would have written too.

“Only one,” said the postman.

I was disappointed. Never mind, I thought, I’m sure she’ll write when she can. And perhaps a letter is still on its way.

I handed the envelope to Ma, much as I wanted to rip it open and read Pa’s news. “He was still on his way when he wrote it,” I said. “We don’t have an address in Germany yet.” I sighed. Now that we had decided to leave Bornabba, I was impatient to be away.

Ma opened the envelope, spread out two sheets of thin paper, smoothed them carefully.

“He says he is well, quite well, though the ship has been delayed in Durban because there is sickness aboard.”

“Sickness!” I said. “What is it?”

“He says the Spanish flu,” Ma read. “It could have been brought on board in Sydney, or it might have already been among the crew. They do not know. But he is well, he hasn’t caught it.”

Franz and I nodded soberly. We hoped he continued that way. There had been cases of the Spanish flu here in Bornabba. Several people had died.

Ma read on, her eyes skimming across the lines on the paper. Suddenly, her face changed. “Oh,” she said. “Oh.” She dropped the pages.

“Ma? What’s wrong?” asked Franz. He picked the pages up, held them out to Ma. She didn’t take them. “Ma?”

Ma put her hand out to me. “Tilly, it’s bad news. Very bad news.”

“Not Pa?”

“No, not Pa. But perhaps you should read it yourself.”

I took the pages. My eyes ran down the lines until I found the place where Ma had stopped reading, where Pa had said he hadn’t caught the flu.

I read on. “Tilly,” wrote Pa. “I am afraid there is bad news. Not everyone is well. Some of our friends on board have caught this Spanish flu. It is a strange disease, this influenza. Instead of striking at the old people and the infants, as most influenzas do, it strikes at the young and strong. One moment they are healthy, then in hours they are ill. Very ill. It can take them in just a day. I am very sorry to tell you that your friend Gretta was one of the young, strong people it took. She was buried at sea.”

The letter went on, but I couldn’t read any further. I put the pages down and walked out of the room and onto the verandah.

Gretta. Gretta was gone. I could not believe it. I could still see her, as she had been on the first night I met her, shouting at me for not speaking German, slamming her front door in a huff. Then Gretta asking me to teach her the songs I sang to Ma, Gretta struggling with her homemade violin, trying to make it sound something like a violin. Gretta forcing me to join the choir, making me learn some German, and studying English herself so we could talk to each other. Gretta helping me convince Franz not to run off with those boys who were determined to escape, and Gretta dancing, and laughing, and so, so excited to be finally leaving, so impatient to return to Germany, where she believed her life would truly begin . . .

And now she was gone. Gone. Her new life would never begin.

We had both known, I thought, when Gretta left for the camp at Molonglo, that it was unlikely we would see each other again. But we had promised to write, to keep in touch, and someday, who knew, we might have met again. Stranger things had happened, we’d laughed at the time.

We would not laugh together again.

Never again.
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Almost a month later, the postman brought us another travel-stained letter. This one was from Germany. Pa had arrived there, and he had an address for us. He had decided, he wrote, to return to the little town where he had lived as a child and a young man.

The letter was not very cheerful. We already knew that his parents, my grandparents, had died while he had been interned in Australia. Now we learned that his younger brother, Heinz, had been killed in the war. Pa had never received word of this. If anyone had written, the letter must have been lost. His other brother, Werner, had returned from the war and was living in their old family house, and Pa had moved in with him.

“This will not last for long, however,” Pa wrote. “Werner intends to get married. It is not a big house and of course a young couple will want to be on their own. They say I am very welcome to stay, but I do not feel right about it. I will find something else, I am sure, though houses and work are both hard to come by.”

Pa wrote very little about conditions in Germany – he didn’t want to upset Ma, I imagined – but I suspected that life was far from easy there. Well, it was no bed of roses here, either.

Franz and I had definitely decided we would have to leave Bornabba. There was no work here for us and we had never felt as if we belonged in the town anyway. Ma was willing to leave, to do as we thought best – or rather, she seemed not to care.

We told Mr Annett we would be moving out, and he and his horrible dog visited one day, to cast an eye over the house, as he put it, before we left.

“As if we’d damaged anything,” snorted Franz indignantly. “It looks about a hundred per cent better than it did when we moved in. The only way anyone could have made it look worse is if it had been burned to the ground.”

Ma offered Mr Annett tea in a dignified fashion, and he had the grace to say he supposed we’d looked after the old place all right. “Where’ll you be going off to, then?” he asked.

Franz and I wouldn’t have told him, but Ma said quietly that we were moving back to Queensland.

“Queensland? You’ll not get in then,” he said. “Haven’t they closed the border? To try and keep that Spanish flu out?”

We’d heard about that, that the state border had been closed, and anyone who wanted to pass it had to spend a week in a quarantine camp, to make sure they weren’t carrying the disease. We’d also heard that the border had been opened again, back in May, so Mr Annett’s information was out of date.

“The Spanish flu is dying down now,” I said. “There are fewer and fewer cases.” I stopped. It hurt me to talk about the Spanish flu. It made me think of Gretta.
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We had very little to pack up. Any bits and pieces of furniture we’d acquired we left in the house. We left with little more than we’d arrived with: a few suitcases of clothes, some sheets of music, very few books – they were so heavy to carry. We weren’t sure about where we would be living, though we’d hoped to return to our shop, so we couldn’t send any boxes there.

“Leave it,” said Ma at last. “Leave it all. I don’t want any of it. I don’t want to be reminded of this place.”

It was as well, we found when we arrived back in Brisbane, that we hadn’t sent anything to our shop. Because our shop wasn’t there any more.

We stood in a row, our suitcases at our feet, and looked at the place where our shop had been. All that was there was an empty block of land, overgrown with long grass. There had been a fire. Under the grass we could see charred, blackened pieces of wood, forlorn stumps sticking out of the ground like decayed teeth, some twisted pieces of corrugated iron that had once been a roof.

“It’s gone,” said Ma. Somehow, she didn’t sound surprised.

“Yes. It’s gone,” said Franz. There was a long silence. “Now what?” said Franz.

I felt like sitting down on my suitcase and just staying there. I had no idea, now what. But people were already looking at us curiously, and across the road were two young men who were certainly staring at us. Though I hadn’t set eyes on them for four years and they were now young men, not boys, I was sure they were Sam and Joe Stanley.

“Let’s go,” I said. I nodded slightly towards the two young men.

“What?” said Franz. He glanced in the direction I’d indicated and stiffened.

Franz was a young man himself now, tall and strong, and I didn’t want any trouble.

“We need to go,” I said. “We need to find a place to stay.” Franz looked at Ma – she was pale and looking frail – and he reluctantly agreed.

We found a place, half a small house, in a street near the city. It would do until we could find something better, Franz and I agreed. The next thing was to find work – we had very little money left – and it needed to be work where one of us could be at home to look after Ma, day and night.

Franz was lucky. He found work almost at once. The house we had rented was not far from a big brewery – the air was full of its scent, which was probably why the rent was low, though it wasn’t unpleasant. The brewery used horses, huge horses, to pull its delivery wagons. Franz walked past, saw the horses in their stable yard, was drawn irresistibly in and began to talk to the men who looked after them. An hour later, he had a job that suited him down to the ground.

“And, um, Tilly,” Franz said to me when he came home with the news. He hesitated.

“What?”

“I told them my name was Frank,” Franz said in a rush. “Frank Miller. You’d better think about doing that too. Tilly’s all right. Not Mathilde, though. You’d better be Matilda. But get rid of the Muller.”

“I’m not ashamed of being called Muller!” I said indignantly. “You shouldn’t be either.”

“I’m not,” Franz said. “Not really. But you’ll find it a lot easier to get a job if you haven’t got a German name. There’s a lot of ill-feeling about, still. Think about it.”

I did.
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It took me a little longer to find a job. Franz’s job was a day job, so I needed to find something that meant I could be home during the day. I asked the women in our street if they knew of anything, and one looked thoughtful. “Don’t suppose you can sew?” she said.

“Well, I can,” I replied. “I mean, I know how to use a sewing machine.”

She told me about an area in the city, down near the Botanic Gardens, that was known as Frog’s Hollow.

“Lots of places where they make clothes down there,” she said. “And they work some night shifts. Mind you,” she looked at me doubtfully, “they’ll work you hard, and some of the places aren’t so good. Make sure you get a look at the workrooms. Don’t even have windows, some of them, and with summer coming on – well, there’s a reason they’re known as sweat shops. But beggars can’t be choosers. Not that I’m calling you a beggar, love,” she added hastily.

Not far from it, I thought grimly. But I found a job. And I told them my name was Miller. Matilda Miller.
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It went all right, for a while. Franz looked after Ma at night, I looked after her during the day. It was a good thing she slept a lot, so I could get a bit of sleep too. But Ma just seemed to dwindle away. The only times she really brightened up were when a letter arrived from Germany, from Pa. He wrote regularly, once a month at least, and every time he enclosed a little money. He was upset about how small the amounts were, he wrote, but times were hard, there was little work. He was sure it would be better next month.

Ma looked at the money and smiled. She didn’t seem to realise how little it was. “You see?” she said. “He’s sending money to us for our fares to Germany. We must save this, carefully, until we have enough.” She found a special little tin box, with a lock, and the money went in there, every month.

Every time a letter came, the very next day Ma wrote back to Pa. It took her all day, thinking what to say, choosing her words carefully, writing – then writing again if she blotted the paper or made a mistake. The letter had to be perfect before she would send it.

It was almost the end of the year. The weather was beginning to get hot – I was beginning to understand what my helpful neighbour had meant when she called the workplaces in Frog’s Hollow “sweat shops”. Ma was sitting at the kitchen table replying to Pa’s latest letter. I was doing some washing when I heard her voice. “Tilly?”

I heaved the washing into the rinsing tub and turned round. “Yes?”

She was looking at the pen in her hand in confusion. “Tilly? The pen is so heavy. So heavy. I can’t hold it any more.”

I stood still. “The pen? The pen is heavy?”

Ma nodded.

“Then, perhaps, why don’t you have a rest, Ma?”

“Do you know, I think I will.” She got up, stood still, swayed a little. I moved quickly to steady her, then helped her to her bed, where she lay down.

I watched her for the rest of the day. She grew hot, with a fever, and started to mutter to herself in her sleep. When Franz came home, I sent him for a doctor.

“Spanish flu,” the doctor said.

“Spanish flu? But it’s over, isn’t it? I thought it had gone.”

“There are still a few cases, from time to time. I’m afraid this is one of them.” He moved quickly. There was an ambulance. A stretcher. Men with masks, carrying Ma out of the house. We moved to follow.

“No,” the doctor said. “It’s an isolation hospital. You can’t come.” He looked at us sharply. “And yourselves?” he said. “Are you feeling well?”

We were feeling terrible, of course we were, but it wasn’t the flu. We didn’t get the flu, either of us.

And we didn’t see Ma again.

Two days later we were sitting at the kitchen table ourselves, holding the pen that had become too heavy for Ma and finishing the letter she had started, telling Pa that his sonnenschein had gone.
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Life went on. 1919 became 1920. Franz went off to work with his horses every day. I changed my job to a day shift – there was no Ma to look after during the day now, and the house seemed so quiet, so empty without her. I didn’t sing any more. I hadn’t the heart for it.

Pa’s letters kept coming. There had been a long pause after Franz and I had written to him about Ma, and I had been afraid for him. Had he been ill as well? But then they came again, every month, addressed now to his mäuschen, his bärchen and still, always, with a little money in them.

Such a small amount of money. Franz looked at it, when the latest letter came, and seemed to be thinking.

“Tilly, Pa is sending money for fares, isn’t he? Fares to Germany, for us? So that means he can’t be coming back here?”

I had thought about that. “I don’t think he can. He was sent away. Deported, even after all the letters he wrote. He’s not wanted here.”

We looked at the money. “How much do tickets to Germany cost?” said Franz.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I suppose I could find out.”

And I did. I went to the office of a shipping company and asked what it would cost to travel to Germany. Two tickets, I said to the clerk, what would two tickets cost?

The clerk looked at me, in my work clothes. “Second class, miss?” he said. He was being polite – he could see I was not the type of person who travelled second class.

“Third,” I said. “Unless there’s something cheaper?”

He consulted a book, ran his finger down a list, looked up, and told me.

“That’s for two tickets?” I said.

“Well no, miss, that’s one ticket.”

There was a moment’s silence.

“Thank you,” I said. And I left.
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I thought of our little tin box as I walked down the street. It was going to take a long time. But it was not impossible. Not quite impossible. We could do it. We could get there. After all, we had got ourselves to Bornabba. We had managed there for four years, and we had made our way back. Getting ourselves to Germany shouldn’t be beyond us, should it? We could do it. We would do it.

I took a deep breath and walked a little faster. In the meantime, I thought, I would ask Pa to write to us in German, from now on. We must not forget our German.

Because, someday . . .
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At the beginning of World War 1, the largest non-British immigrant group in Australia was people of German descent. In 1900, they numbered about 100,000. Of these, about 30,000 had been born in Germany, though many had taken Australian citizenship. The rest had been born in Australia, of German parents or grandparents: second and third generation. They regarded themselves as Australians, or German-Australians. The largest German-Australian communities were in Queensland and South Australia. They were peaceful, respectable citizens: farmers, tradesmen, businessmen. The outbreak of World War 1 totally changed their lives.

Almost immediately after war was declared, a wave of anti-German propaganda swept the nation. Army recruitment posters depicted Germans as monsters, and as threatening the world – and certainly Australia. In Australia, German schools and clubs were forced to close. German music was banned. Communities with German names were renamed. Individuals lost their jobs. Some families of German descent decided it would be prudent to change their family names to names that sounded more “British”. People of German descent were labelled “enemy aliens”, and forced to register their names and report regularly to police. By the end of the war, “enemy aliens” were not allowed to possess motorcars, telephones, cameras or homing pigeons.

This propaganda resulted in people of German descent being viewed with deep and growing distrust. Their businesses and shops were boycotted and vandalised. The public was encouraged to report any activities they regarded as “suspicious”. Sometimes, individuals were denounced as “possible threats” by their business competitors – who had a vested interest in seeing their rivals removed from the scene.

Almost seven thousand people of German descent were detained – jailed – without a trial, or any opportunity to appeal against their internment. Most detainees were men of military age, but community leaders were also targeted. For example, a Lutheran pastor from Goombungee, Queensland, Pastor Friedrich Gustav Fischer, who was born in Australia to Australian-born parents, was interned as “an example”. This was intended to intimidate German residents and keep them in check.

While most internees were men, sixty-seven women and eighty-four children were also detained. These were largely from German families who had been living and working in British colonies in New Guinea or south-east Asia (Singapore, Ceylon, Hong Kong, Fiji). Their businesses were closed down and their entire families sent to internment camps in Australia. In addition, some families living in Australia whose husbands and fathers had been interned chose to follow them to the internment camps. The women and children lived in communities as close to the camps as they could, in the hope that they might occasionally see their husbands and fathers. Without an income, they had to exist on a small allowance from the government.

At the end of the war, almost all the internees – and some of their families – were deported to Germany, regardless of whether they had ever lived there. Some of those deported spoke no German at all. Many men applied to remain in Australia with their families, but Prime Minister Billy Hughes was keen to promote an Australian society that was predominantly British in background, and so most applications were refused.

Australian-born families were not usually able to follow their deported husbands and fathers, and were left to an uncertain future in Australia. For example, a miner from Broken Hill, Frank Bungardy, had lived for ten years in Australia. He had an Australian wife and two children. He was interned. After the war, he applied to remain in Australia, arguing that if his family were to follow him to Germany, that they would find life very difficult. His wife and children spoke only English. He also argued that he had had no income for four years, so his family had no money left. His application was refused, and he was deported. The fate of his family, left behind, is unknown.
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I became interested in the story of the internment camps, and the detainees, when my sister was researching our family history. I had always known that my grandfather on my mother’s side, Albert Schultz, was German by birth and had come to Australia with his family as an infant. What I didn’t know was why they had chosen to come.

My sister discovered that the Schultz family background was a complicated mix of German/Prussian/Polish/Pomeranian. Their nationality changed, as the area they lived in was one of ever-moving borders: the German Crown lands in what is now Poland. Their family name probably changed, too, as the name ‘Schultz’ has over forty different spellings.

My grandfather’s parents, Auguste Panzram and Martin Schultz, married in a town called Knakendorf. They had four children while living there. Albert, the fourth child, was born in 1880. Not long after Albert was born, the family made a big decision: they were going to go to Australia. They sailed from Plymouth, England, on the clipper Zamora.

Why did they go? It may have been because the Queensland government had appointed a German businessman in Brisbane, Johann Christian Heubler, as an immigration officer for Europe. Queensland had become a separate colony in 1859 and was keen to attract settlers to open up new areas. Heubler visited Germany and offered prospective settlers grants of land, and subsidised transport from Germany to Queensland. By 1879 over 17,000 German settlers had come to Queensland. Others went to South Australia and Victoria. Most were farmers and agricultural labourers.

The offer was attractive, especially as conditions were not good in Germany. The country was becoming industrialised, and jobs for farm workers were disappearing. The grant of land would have appealed, as the family would never have had any opportunity to own land in Germany. And the political situation in Germany was uncertain. Very bravely, I think, the family decided to take up the offer and move to Australia. They landed in Brisbane on 24 May 1881, and moved to the Darling Downs to take up farming there. The Darling Downs area was very popular with German immigrants.

We wondered what had happened to the Schultz family when World War 1 broke out thirty-three years later. Albert would have been of an age to go to war, but didn’t. By then he was married and working in the timber industry, so perhaps he was exempt. As far as we can tell, the Schultz family was never discriminated against during World War 1. At least, my sister found no records of any members of the family being investigated or interned. Perhaps there was such a concentration of German-background people in the area that most of them (good, solid citizens that they were) were left alone. We certainly hope that was the case.

But in other places, there certainly did seem to be discrimination, and I became very interested in finding out about it. Then I discovered the German families who had been brought to Australia from British colonies overseas. There was a story! And what about the Australian families of German-born fathers? What happened to them? What if . . .?

And the book began.
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