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Chapter One
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Hamburg, November 1874


‘Murder!’


The night seemed to reverberate with menace. A cleric, shivering from the cold, stayed in the nightwatchman’s shed listening to the thump of boots on wet timbers as men ran past, their curiosity and anxiety causing them to call out through the fog as they neared the crowd milling about the dark, anonymous lane. It was almost as if they felt there was a crevasse ahead, a crevasse into which they might fall blindly if they didn’t keep calling, lowing, feeling their way, for no one was bothering to answer them. Let them come, find out for themselves, no raised voices down here, only whispers in the grey gloom, as if not to wake or offend the dead. The men, the onlookers, grouped and regrouped, shuffling, spitting, waiting, pipe-smoking, warm breath blowing on cold hands, caps low on creased foreheads, eyes flicking about nervously, suspiciously.


The same questions reissued as newcomers folded into the groups and others drifted silently away, nothing more to see.


‘A body! They found a body! Murdered. Down this here lane. In the old grain store.’


‘What body? What happened to him? Who is . . . was he?’


‘Got done in. Bashed something cruel. Throat slit too.’


‘Never! My mate seen him. Never got his throat cut. ’Twas whacks about the head done it. Smashed his face and all.’


‘Poor bloke, probably never knew what hit him. Where are you going?’


‘To have a look.’


‘No one goes down there now. The Inspector says keep out.’


‘Who was he? The one got murdered.’


‘I dunno. Not from round here. A sailor maybe.’


‘No. I heard he was an actor.’


‘Who says? An actor! Where’d you get that from? An actor! What next!’


‘It’s true. I heard them talking, the watchmen.’


‘Did they catch the villains?’


‘Not likely. Not round these parts. More footpads than true folk.’


‘Who found the body?’


‘A couple of whores looking for a snug corner. They fetched the watch. They fetched the Inspector and along comes a preacher.’


‘In the nick of time?’


‘Only if prayers for the dead work. The preacher, he knew the dead man. Identified him.’


‘That’d be a shock.’


‘Not to preachers. They get to see deaduns all the time. Nigh as many as soldiers.’


‘And if they went to war they’d have seen more than anyone.’


‘Ah, shut up, Bert. Go on home.’


‘He’s a turn, that Bert! What was a preacher doing hanging about the docks at this hour, anyway?’


‘Boarding the ship, Clovis. She sails tonight. He’s down there in the shed. Take your questions to him.’


That wasn’t an option. The yellow lantern over the tavern door beckoned fuzzily from the opposite direction.


They heard a light cart clatter away from the other end of the lane, the morgue collection cart they supposed, so the excitement was over.


The last of the heavy figures melted into the fog as Inspector Backhaus strode out of the lane with his watchmen, glad that that was over. He would be home by nine, in time for a hot supper with the family before the fire in the stove died. There’d be no more wood left. The wood carters had refused to deliver any more to his rooms until the bill was paid.


He gave a snort of anger, causing his two companions to smarten their steps, anxious to please lest he blame them for allowing yet another crime to be uncovered in his bailiwick. But what could they have done about this? Even the Inspector, seconded from the military to the Sector for the Protection of Citizens and Seafarers in the Vicinity of the Docks, as their new division was known, had admitted that the murder must have been committed elsewhere. The lantern search had not revealed any blood on the rotting floorboards, only drag marks in the dust.


They’d all stood and stared then, at the narrow gloomy streets and the rabbit warren of tenements, some five storeys high, that crouched above them, the haunt of felons, muggers and smugglers alike. Home too of the destitute and degenerate, all of them a danger to legitimate citizenry, including the inmates of inns and lodging houses waiting nervously for the call to board their ships. It was as if this sweep of humanity had come to a dead end here, by the deep swell of the harbour, and had simply sunk in, allowing only the fortunate few to escape.


Backhaus snarled at them: ‘Someone must have brought him here! If you’d kept your eyes open you’d have seen someone acting suspiciously. Or don’t you think humping a dead body around looks suspicious?’


They knew better than to point out that these cobbled lanes and underpasses leading to the wharves were a maze. Shadowy locales even in daylight. They couldn’t patrol them all, all the time. Watchman Fritz had told the Inspector that a month ago, and had been sacked on the spot. Backhaus was a hard man. When poor Bruno Fischer was attacked by muggers who took his lantern, he’d had no sympathy for him either. The way the Inspector had carried on you’d have thought Bruno himself had committed a crime.


‘Losing a lantern,’ the Inspector had said, ‘is akin to a soldier losing his weapon.’


The watchmen hadn’t known what to make of that. Bewildered, they had discussed this revelation. Was it a crime for a soldier to lose his musket? They hadn’t known that. Damn harsh, they thought. Anyone could lose a gun, misplace it, have it stolen, especially in what they imagined would be the chaos of war. But a lantern akin to a gun? The cosh maybe. Their only weapon.


No doubt this inspector was a bit mad. Nasty-tempered too. Best to keep on his good side. They almost sniggered, just then, when he slipped on the wet, warped timbers, but saved himself from falling on his arse by a flip worthy of an acrobat, so that his left hand took the weight and restored balance. His right hand couldn’t have helped. It hung near to useless, the result of sabre slashes, wounds, they’d heard, that cut deeper than the flesh. Wounds that had severed him from the military and dumped him on the wharves, a sour, embittered man.


They were not to know that their boss had been promoted in the field only days before he was wounded, but the promotion had not appeared on his discharge papers. No matter his protests that he was in fact no longer a junior officer but an officer second class and therefore entitled to a pension, his cause was lost.


Backhaus himself hated this job but he dared not quit, with no other employment on offer. He couldn’t support his family on the pittance he was paid, far less, he’d soon discovered, than the amount quoted to him by the clerk at the port offices. All he had, in fact, was a fine-sounding title for a role that equated with head watchman, and a bundle of debts, so he retaliated by bullying his men to give the impression of iron discipline; and by falsifying records.


Kristian Backhaus didn’t care how many people were robbed, murdered or press-ganged in his sector, as long as his records showed that under his direction the crime rate was decreasing. On paper it was doing just that, at a very satisfactory pace, enough for him to be noticed by his superiors and mentioned for, perhaps, more senior responsibilities.


He stopped to light a cheroot. ‘Where’s this fellow?’


‘The preacher, sir? He’s up there in the shed. He wants to get going. Got to get aboard his ship.’


‘He’ll go when I say he can and not before. Bring him over to my office.


‘Office,’ he muttered to himself. ‘More like a cell than an office.’ He’d been spared a cold, dank room at the rear of the Customs House, large enough for his desk, a few chairs by the door and a honeycomb of shelving behind him containing district maps, some so old they pre-dated the Great Fire. The musty smell that exuded from the place was so overpowering that Backhaus was occasionally tempted to arrange an ‘accidental’ fire of his own.


He hurried across the road and on down the long flight of stone steps to this office, to settle himself at his desk before the fellow was delivered to him. This preacher. This interfering fool who’d come barging into the grain store at the behest of those screeching whores who had found the body, and then identified it. Damned bad luck that was. Requiring paperwork. If this preacher had kept out, the body in the morgue could have been just a number, forgotten. Nothing to do with his sector. Now, though . . . it was more complicated. That corpse, brought in from God knows where, didn’t belong in these records at all. It could have been overlooked, should have been overlooked . . .


He was busy with quill and ink when the preacher edged in the door, dragging a bulging valise.


‘Sir. I have told you all I know. I am deeply saddened by the death of that poor gentleman, but I must be on my way.’ He clung to the valise as if it were an anchor, needed to steady him.


Backhaus waved the watchmen out and concentrated on the citizen. He was tall, about twenty-five years of age, with the spoiled white hands befitting his calling . . . fine features except for the sharpness of the nose. His hair and moustache, both in need of a decent cut, were reddish-brown. He was almost handsome, one might say, the Inspector mused, were it not for the weakness betrayed by his manner, since the fellow spoke with a cavernous, dirge-like voice and kept his eyes cast down. His calling again, the Inspector presumed, noting the bowed head and the knee ready to bend in supplication. But what could you expect? The strong went into the military; the weak yielded to the Church.


He was cleanly dressed, though, in the accepted black hat and cassock and good buckled shoes, a size or more too big. Probably hand-me-downs.


‘Name?’ barked Backhaus, and the preacher jumped.


‘Pastor Friedrich Ritter.’


‘You may be seated. Occupation?’


‘Sir, as you may note, I am a priest.’


‘Denomination?’


‘Lutheran. I have recently been ordained, having completed my studies at St John’s Seminary here in Hamburg.’


‘Yes. Yes. The name of the deceased?’ Inspector Backhaus was taking notes on a sheet of paper that, for now, was lodged within an open journal. Too soon to commit them irreparably to the journal itself.


‘Otto Haupt.’


‘His occupation?’


‘I do believe he was a person of the stage.’


‘What? A mummer? A juggler? What?’


‘A Thespian, I believe. I did not know him very well.’


The priest glanced about him in desperation, as if hoping for rescue, but the Inspector continued.


‘I’m surprised you knew him at all. How did your paths cross?’


Ritter sighed. ‘I was staying at a lodging house in Canal Street, an unpleasant place but all I could afford. I wanted to stay close to the wharves because my ship was due to sail, but they kept delaying departure for reasons best known to the Captain, though of no relevance here. I took my meals at a tavern further down Canal Street, and there I met Mr Haupt. He seemed a cut above the characters who inhabit the tavern so I was glad of his company . . . if only for safety’s sake. Dear God, here I am thinking of myself, and poor Mr Haupt . . .’


‘You were saying?’


‘We had a good talk over supper, but when it came time to pay, I discovered that Mr Haupt had no money.’


It was the Inspector’s turn to sigh.


‘So I had to pay for both of us. As it turned out, Mr Haupt had fallen on bad times. He was hoping to work his passage on a ship to London, where, he said, there are opportunities aplenty for stage people.’


‘Did he come from around here?’


‘No. He did not. I’m sure of that. I’m very nervous, sir, what with this terrible murder and the necessity for me to get to my ship. He may have said where he came from, I simply can’t recall.’


‘Where was he lodging?’


‘He had no lodgings. He asked me for money but I could give him none. I saw him again the next day, and, taking pity on him, invited him to my room to share some bread and sausage and a warming glass of wine. It is a sad reflection of the times that Otto Haupt repaid me by stealing my cloak. It was a sturdy cloak too, excellent cloth, given to me as a farewell gift . . .’


‘Probably what got him killed.’ The Inspector shrugged. ‘So your Mr Haupt was just a plain thief. Probably not an actor either. A villain preying on your naïveté. You should be more careful. Don’t be so trusting in the future.’


‘Excuse me, sir, but I really must take my leave. My ship is sailing for Australia. The fare is costly. I must board or I shall never—’


‘What did you say? Where are you going?’


‘Australia, sir. Aboard Clovis . . . she’s a fine ship, a three-master. She will be getting under way soon.’


The Inspector’s thin moustache twitched as if a fly had tried to settle under his nose, and his stern face gave way to a smile.


‘Australia? My dear fellow. Why didn’t you say so? You can’t afford to miss that ship. Good God, no. You’re voyaging to the other side of the world!’


He jumped up, and dashed about his desk to assist the gentle priest on his way. Rang the brass bell that hung outside his door. Clang. Clang. Clang. Which brought one of his watchmen running.


‘Here! Take the Father to his ship. See that he gets safely on board. Carry that valise for him. I do apologise for having delayed you, Father. I pray you have a safe and pleasant voyage. Farewell to you now.’


The burly watchman whisked the preacher away into the darkness, and the Inspector waited patiently in the rectangle of light to make certain Ritter was indeed safely on his way to the Antipodes without knowing, or remembering, that it was usual for people, witnesses, to sign their statements. Then, well satisfied, Backhaus stepped back inside. No crime had been committed in his district as far as he was concerned, beyond the dumping of a corpse. There was no place in his records for this incident. The dead man was a common thief of no fixed address, identified by a fellow en route to the ends of the earth. A simple matter to forget them both.


He took his greatcoat from its hook, wondering why anyone would chance the great oceans to travel to a foreign continent like Australia. No matter. That was their problem. Things were hard enough here without venturing past the boundaries of civilisation. He tore up the notes he’d been taking. Time to go home.




Chapter Two
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The eyes that gazed into the small mirror were grey-green, with flecks of gold, but dark-rimmed and steady. They were not the eyes of a weak man; they were too cold, too self-assured. They glinted into a grin as he swayed with the roll of the ship then plunged the few steps across the tiny cabin so that he could attach the mirror to a nail on the wall. Now he had to bend to see into it, but it would do. He addressed the face that confronted him.


‘Well now, Pastor Ritter, here we are! Not much of a cabin, not even a porthole, but at least we’ve got it to ourselves. Fancy you travelling second class. The churches have got more money than the king. The least they could have done was send their apostle off in some comfort. But then I suppose comfort’s for the bishops, and you’re only small fry. Too mesmerised by their holinesses to kick up a fuss. It’s a wonder you don’t go in for flagellation as well. Or do you?


‘Anyway, we got on board all right. No trouble at all. Easy as pie. So we might as well unpack.’


He dumped the valise on the narrow bunk and undid the straps to open it, lifting out a cloak that had been stuffed on top.


‘I was freezing but I couldn’t wear it,’ he laughed, ‘and I wasn’t about to leave it behind. It is a fine cloak. A gift, you said. And stolen from you by that felon Haupt. A terrible man, desperately in need of God’s forgiveness. But don’t feel bad, Friedrich. You tried. You fed him. You prayed with him. You did your best. Only you should never have turned your back on him. Bad mistake. You just weren’t up to the challenge, even though you’d spent years studying, to prepare you for the world.’


He turned to peer into the mirror again. ‘Are you listening, Freddy? You don’t mind me calling you Freddy, do you? “Pastor” seems too stilted now. You see, you have no real experience of the world. God knows how you would have fared in the Antipodes. Probably got eaten by a tiger in the first week. Or dumped into the sea by another Otto Haupt. You’re altogether too trusting. And too enthusiastic as a brand-new, paid-up member of the Lutheran clergy. Bursting with goodness and light, believing everything you’re told.


‘And then you run into Otto. We’ll call him that, though it’s not his real name, nor his stage name.’


He began rifling through the valise, tossing out items of clothing.


‘But some of what he said was true. He was an actor, a Thespian, and a damned good one too, though those clods of theatre managers couldn’t tell the good from the bad. And true, he had fallen on hard times. He was in desperate straits. Desperate because he had escaped from your disgusting Hamburg prison . . . a small matter of robbery under arms . . . but that is of no relevance to us. He was trying to get to England, but you were so keen to tell him all about the new world that you were off to, that so many of our people were migrating to, that you talked him into it. You really did. Made it sound like the Garden of Eden.’


He threw aside slippers with socks tucked into them, and neat folds of cravats, shirts and underdrawers, and picked up some books to find a large cloth bag hidden underneath.


‘Ah! What have we here?’ As he untied the drawstring on the bag, his monologue continued.


‘So. Otto thought, why not get the hell away altogether? Excuse my language. We’ll have to watch that, won’t we? But poor Otto didn’t have the money for a feed, let alone a ticket to the other end of the world, the shiny new world you were bragging about. And the more he thought about it, the more he knew this was his destiny. You can understand that, can’t you, Friedrich? You practically showed him the way. You put temptation before him. And right outside your door in that dark alleyway was the fishmonger’s barrow, left there until the early morn, just perfect for that swift run down to the grain store. Actually, that was where Otto had been sleeping nights because he couldn’t afford lodgings.’


The bag contained two cheap leather pocketbooks. The first held only papers and the second letters and documents, but in the bottom of the bag was a purse.


‘Hello! By the weight, I think we’ve struck gold. Ah, yes . . .’ He counted the coins on to the bare straw mattress.


‘We’ve got sixty marks here, Freddy and you claiming to be a poor man.’ Could only spare Otto a feed! Shame on you. But now a question comes to mind. Where the hell . . . I mean, where on God’s earth is this place you speak of? Across an ocean somewhere. But which ocean? And how long does it take to get to your dream land?’


There was a tap on the door, and he opened it to find two seamen with a wooden trunk.


‘Yours, Pastor Ritter?’


‘Indeed it is. Yes. There’s the name on it, plain to see. Just push it in here.’ He smiled broadly, a practised winning smile that caused his eyes to twinkle.


‘Thank you, gentlemen, thank you kindly. By the way, Australia. What port do we land at?’


‘Town of Maryborough, Father.’


‘And how long will the voyage take?’


The older seaman elected to be spokesman. ‘Now let’s see. Clovis, she’s a fast ship. She ought to make it, all being well, in three months, give or take a week or so. Yes, about that. February it’ll be, Father.’


He closed the door behind them. ‘Did you hear that?’ he hissed. ‘Are they mad? Am I on a ship of fools? Racing about the seas for months on end. That can’t be right. And what’s in this chest? What does a preacher need with a trunkful of clothes?’


But there wasn’t much in the way of clothes, except for nightshirts and caps. It was mainly books . . . bibles, and tomes on spiritual guidance, Lutheran prayer books and hymn books and theological essays . . . packed and pushed in among household goods: bed linen, cutlery, plates, small lamps, kitchen pans and even a decorated china pot. He grinned and set this last on the floor.


‘You’re travelling like a young bride, Freddy, but at least some of this stuff will make us comfortable. The bed linen for a start. I haven’t seen clean sheets for an age.’


Still searching, he came up with some beautifully embroidered altar cloths, carefully packed with priestly vestments.


‘I’ll have to try them on. I think I like the white best. But we’ll do that another time. I’d better repack this lot carefully; one always has to look after the costumes. But Jesus, Freddy! They could at least have given you some altar wine to take along.’


He closed the trunk and left it by the wall to act as a table, then he kicked at it.


‘Christ! Months in this rocking box. A man could go stark staring mad stuck on this ship for that long. Clipper ships are supposed to be fast. Just our luck to be aboard the slowest of the bunch, with crazed sailors boasting of its speed.’


He heard the muffled notes of a foghorn and the sharp ring of ship’s bells, and slumped on to the bunk with a groan. ‘We’re still sailing down river, we’ve hardly moved an inch if we’re to measure this voyage in terms of time. Months! Maybe we should jump ship at the first port. I ought to get up top and find out what’s happening. Yes, that’s what I’ll do.’


Carefully dressed again, with the cloak now folded regally about him, he rummaged about until he found the round velour hat – black, of course – that signified a man of God, then he stood at the door, in the wings you could say, preparing himself for the stage. He bowed his head, clasped his hands together, bent at the knees and stood with his toes turned in a little, as if he were pigeon-toed. His voice he lowered to a more genteel pitch, the accent more polished, and he added a singsong whine, as if from the pulpit.


‘Good evening, madam, sir. How do you do? Ah, bless you, kind sir. A fine night indeed. A favourable wind, would you say?’


He rehearsed the lines over and over until he was satisfied, then he put on the black hat, pulling it down to meet his eyebrows for a serious and sanctimonious demeanour, and ventured forth, a shy, humble pastor greatly in need of advice from seasoned travellers.


When he returned to his cabin he was flustered. ‘We’re not stopping anywhere. Not until we reach the Canary Islands. And do you know where they are? Off the coast of Africa. Africa! What sort of a crazy expedition is this? We have to pass a dozen ports to get right down there. French ports, Spanish ports, where I could have slipped ashore and disappeared into the night. But word is there’s no stopping. Not even to restock the larders. There are a lot of people on board this ship, I can tell you that for a fact, so I hope there’s enough food to go round.


‘I got out there in time for dinner, which they serve in one long refectory, catch as catch can, with kids scrambling all over the place and their fathers shoving to get their greedy hands on every platter as it comes out of the kitchen and the women bustling around trying to make sense of it all. A real bunfight it was. But wait. Guess who got pride of place? Me! Yours truly. See . . . God favours the meek after all. Because I did loiter in the accepted holy manner. But then again, I think it was my priestly garb that did the trick.


‘Room was made for the pastor. And how they all fussed! I haven’t had such a nice time since my old man fell off his horse, skidded down a riverbank and got himself drowned. Being an orphan was good for a while. It didn’t last, though, they soon forgot me and I was on the streets at ten, fending for myself. But listen, Friedrich, I’m damned sure this time the kindnesses will last. A lot of those passengers are scared out of their wits about this voyage, they won’t be wanting to offend a priest, someone who will be able to talk to God direct, on their behalf.’


He laughed. ‘I gave the situation a little push along when they asked me to say grace, reminding them of the mighty winds and seas, and the shipwrecks and drownings . . . one lady even swooned . . . that lay ahead if they didn’t put their trust in the Lord. It was funny to watch. I really put a stop to the disorder, they all behaved like little mice after my prayers. The waiters, they call themselves stewards, could get on with their jobs then. They were very grateful for my intervention. So . . . I had some soup, ham and tongue, sour bread and beer. Supper is on at nine, coffee and a packet of sandwiches each. I’ll be there, not a penny to pay. This isn’t such a bad life after all. I think I’ll take a nap until then.’


The next morning he explored the ship thoroughly. The overcrowded steerage class reminded him of the many foul slums he’d endured over the years, and he turned away very quickly. He was amazed to find hen coops, sheep and cows in small pens, pantries heaped with vegetables and dried meat and vats of basic groceries.


‘Like being on the bloody Ark,’ he muttered sourly.


Then he began the climb aloft, ignoring the ‘No Thoroughfare’ signs and taking himself on into the first-class section; strolling the windy decks, prayer book in hand, admiring from under lowered lids all the beautiful people who passed him by, and appreciating the elegance of the deckchairs and tables, set out there under a canvas roof. Appreciation turned to envy when he went down a few steps to see the sheer luxury of the lounges and saloons that these people enjoyed. He peered into cabins by boldly opening doors, apologising, pretending mistakes, then wandered into a music room, past a polished piano, to study the books lining one wall, irritated beyond measure.


On a table he found a discarded menu that spoke of the previous night’s dinner, and stood, shocked. It offered six courses, several choices, various wines and cheeses, a menu as splendid as one would find in a leading city restaurant. And these people could freely partake of such largesse, day in and day out! He went in search of the dining room, and sure enough the tables were all set aglitter in preparation for their lunch.


An officer approached him. ‘Can I assist you, Reverend?’


‘Yes. I appear to be lost.’


‘I see. Then let me escort you to your cabin. You are in second class, I believe.’


‘That is correct. But these passages are a maze. Could you tell me where we are now? The ship, I mean.’


‘We’re approaching the mouth of the Elbe, and soon we will be out in the North Sea.’


‘Then what?’


‘We head south into warmer climes, Father.’


‘Ah yes. Of course.’


They were descending flights of steps to the lower orders, the Pastor noted, irritated. ‘What language do they speak in Australia?’ he asked.


‘Mostly English. The natives have their own language.’


‘No German?’


‘Very little.’


‘What a pity.’


‘Once everyone has settled down, we arrange English lessons in each class. Twice a week. They are a great help to people.’


He drew himself up to retort: ‘I am fairly proficient in English already, thank you.’ Although he knew exactly where he was, he looked about him as if bewildered. ‘Now where are we?’


The officer opened a door and, with a glance at the sign overhead, pointed ahead. ‘Your cabin is down there, on this deck, Reverend. You really must not come past this door, it is forbidden to second-class passengers.’


‘Goodness me, so it is.’ He padded quietly away, the hand with the prayer book clutching the handrail, the other pressed to his chest as if to hold his cloak about him.


‘Cabin!’ he muttered, not for the first time. He knew now that it was only a partition, that above him were superb cabins, fit for a prince.


Still he marched in with a smile. ‘Wait until you see what I’ve got here, Freddy!’


With a dramatic gesture he flung back his cloak to reveal a wine bottle shoved down the front of his waistcoat.


‘Pinched it from a rack in the dining room, the upper-crust dining room, Friedrich. I’ll bet you’ve never seen anything like it in your life. Poor chap. But Otto had. He’d dined in the best of them, fêted he was, by nobs, ladies and gents alike. Once you get a taste of that life, it’s hard, damned hard, to sink back into poverty, so you have to start fighting, see. Nothing to do with your sins and sinning and all that business about evil ways you peddle. Nothing at all. Times were hard, theatres closed, not much work even for a good actor, so Otto had to make his own luck.’


He rummaged in the trunk and came up with a corkscrew. Soon he was settled on the bunk, swigging from the bottle.


‘A tasty brew, my friend. Bloody good! And to think it was just chosen at random, so to speak. But listen, did you know they don’t speak German in that outlandish country? Only native and English. So . . .’ He waved the bottle about knowingly. ‘That puts me one up on you. I speak English rather well. I fell in with an English Shakespearean actor, and he taught me. We used to do scenes in English for the nobs at private soirées and house parties. They were very much in fashion for a while but never paid much, so he wandered off, back to England, I think.


‘You don’t believe me? Listen to this . . . “But trust me gentlemen, I’ll prove more true, Than those that have more cunning to be strange.” Rather fitting, don’t you think, Freddy? Really funny. Though somehow I don’t believe you have much of a wit for comedy. Not even the bawdies. I rather enjoy ribaldry, it’s great fun to perform, and those sort of audiences love it . . . the dirtier the better. But it’s home for clowns, no place for the serious artiste, unless, like poor Otto . . . Well, never mind about him now. He’s gone.


‘Today, Freddy, my good chap . . . ignore that, I’m practising the English . . . we have work to do. I’ve been looking through these books of yours. Filing, you could say.


‘First, I’m pleased to note that you have English grammars and a dictionary. So you did know we’d need English? Good man, they’ll be very helpful. I’m not going to their lessons. We’ll have our own lessons in here. Every day.


‘Next . . . the tools of our trade. No shortage here. I suppose you had to study all of these books, from the Bible on? Sorry, but we’re going to have to start all over again. I want to know what’s in them. I have to know, don’t I? Not that I give a shit, pardon me, about your religious theories, but it is obvious that I will have to lead prayers and propound on the Lutheran . . . I know . . . nonconformist ideology. Sermonise, in fact.


‘Now, Friedrich, you may know your catechism, but I’d beat you hands down from a pulpit.’ He flung out his arms: ‘“All the world’s a stage, And all the men and women merely players” . . . I just need the lines, and we’ll find them in your good books.


‘Next we come to all these bits and pieces you’re carting about. Portraits of you with people . . . keepsakes, how nice. But you won’t need them any more.’


He tore them all up and threw the pieces into a bin.


‘Letters of introduction, yes, we’ll need them. Family letters, no.’


As he sifted through the papers, he finally came upon a directive from the dean of the Lutheran seminary setting out Pastor Ritter’s appointment.


He was to proceed in the clipper ship Clovis to the port of Maryborough in the state of Queensland, Australia, and from there proceed via coastal steamer to the port of Bundaberg, estimated as two days’ sail to the north. There he was to report to Father Hans Beitz, and serve his Lutheran community as a curate. Sixty marks in his possession was to be handed to Father Beitz immediately on arrival, this money being donations from kindly Hamburg parishioners.


‘Oh-oh, Friedrich. Sorry about that.’


In a less formal letter, the Dean instructed the curate to do his utmost to assist Father Beitz in every way, since the gentleman was getting on in years and his friends were concerned for his health in that climate.


‘Getting on in years? The boss? That’s not a bad thing for us, Friedrich, that’s if we hang about our parish for long. If we get there at all. We’ll see how we feel by the time we get to the Canary Islands. We might bid this rocking horse farewell once there and ashore.’


Before they disembarked, an officer called for ‘them as is going ashore to this island’ to assemble in the saloon, which doubled as a dining room.


Most of the second-class passengers answered the call, eager for a chance to escape the ship and feel solid ground beneath their feet again. They were all in the jolliest of moods, applauding each snippet of advice given by the officer, even warnings of pickpockets, as if reward were required.


The Pastor stood at the rear, unimpressed to learn that the residents of this place spoke Spanish, a language of which he knew not a word.


‘And some Portuguese,’ the officer added, to yet another cheer.


But he was pleased to learn that one could change German money to English currency here, and do quite well. He patted a waistcoat pocket, to make sure the Dean’s money was still intact, determining to make a bank the first port of call.


As they filed out of the saloon, each person was expected to sign his or her name, even with a cross if the art of writing had not been acquired, in a tall log book.


The Pastor looked at it disdainfully. ‘What is this about?’


‘Captain’s orders, Reverend. As each person returns we ask him to sign on again beside his name.’


‘What on earth for?’


‘Stowaways, sir. The islands are where escaped convicts and slaves are hid, just waiting for a chance to sail away.’


‘Surely I wouldn’t be mistaken for an escaped convict, let alone a slave. I don’t need to sign this.’


‘It’s also a count, Reverend. How many went ashore in the longboats and how many came back. We don’t want to leave anyone behind.’


The Pastor was mulling over this. So if he took a mind to it and decided to jump ship here, unannounced, they would come searching for him, the damn fools. The only way he could quit the ship here, if he decided to do so, would be to inform the Captain, obviously. And that would draw attention to himself, and curiosity . . . He was holding up the queue.


A senior officer stepped forward. ‘Be so kind as to sign your name, Reverend.’


He took the pen. He had never actually seen Friedrich’s handwriting. Not his signature, anyway. Only a few notes here and there. All the other papers in the valise were to him or for him, not from him.


Suddenly he looked up and smiled at them, a beatific smile that took them by surprise, then signed his name with a flourish. Pastor Friedrich Ritter.


He almost laughed. What was there to be worried about? The return signature would be identical. What a silly sausage he’d been to let that bother him.


The port was hot and dusty, of no interest to the pastor at all. He brushed aside dark gypsy types selling baskets of trinkets and bolts of cloth, dodged passengers who invited him to stroll with them, hurried past a small sandstone church with a neat spire. In fact he hardly stopped until the large English banknotes were in his hands, gloating that his nest egg had now grown to eighty-one pounds. Not a bad day’s work.


Then he disappeared into darker back streets until he found what he was looking for: a lonely little wine bar, too far from the seafront to count sailors as customers, where he settled himself into a worn and comfortable cane chair.


For the first time in a very long time – years, he thought – he was at ease, totally relaxed. Nothing to worry about. When the elderly waiter ambled over, he placed a pound note on the wobbly table and ordered a meal, and the best wine, in the house, and told the waiter to get him some good cigars.


‘Excellent service,’ he remarked to himself as he sat back, his feet on a chair, the ugly round hat and the white collar temporarily cast aside, drinking a robust red wine and smoking a marvellous cigar while the waiter, now cook, could be heard clattering about behind the high bar.


He remembered something else that the Dean had written to his fledgling missionary. The money, all those marks that were now miraculously transformed into pounds, was to be used as a foundation fund to build a school, a Lutheran school for German immigrants at their settlement in this town of Bundaberg. He’d insisted that a school would be a cornerstone for the secular and religious well-being of families so far from their own homeland.


‘You’re probably right, Dean, a good idea. But don’t you think they ought to save up and build their own school? Much better for them. And you’ve had Friedrich locked up far too long. I think he’s entitled to a bit of fun now. You’ll never miss that money.’


After the dreary fare aboard ship, this meal was splendid. Hot thick soup, rich with lumps of tomato and pork, tasty chicken and beans in a spicy sauce, fresh bread to mop up the juices, and another bottle of wine.


‘Now you find me a woman, eh?’


The waiter shrugged and banged on the wall.


The Pastor waved away the woman who waddled in the back door with an expectant grin on her plump face, even as she heaved her corpulence around the end of the bar.


‘I want a woman, not a cow!’


She glared at him, spat a few words that he thought might have been Spanish and, with a switch of her large wobbly rear, made her exit.


He was amused by the dramatic exit, wondering if they had anything better to offer.


And they did. ‘God!’ he muttered, drawing in a quick breath as a young girl was pushed forward by invisible hands, obviously those of the first contender. She looked about sixteen, a beauty. No doubt about that, with long hair almost to her waist and firm breasts pushing against a thin cotton blouse. Her skirt was only a coloured wrap, a short scrap of cloth covering slim, supple hips.


‘Ah!’ he said as she waited. And ‘Ah!’ again. Awed. Her face . . . high cheekbones, large brown eyes, and that mouth. He licked his own lips, staring at her, staring at her rich full mouth, lips like velvet. But she was black. Black-skinned. A Negress. He’d never been so close to a black person before . . . never given a thought to touching a black woman. He didn’t know about this. Didn’t know how he’d fare . . . if he’d be able to do it with her.


She moved closer to him. He could have reached over and flicked off that little skirt in an instant, just to see how she looked underneath. As if she recognised temptation, she swayed her hips a little and fiddled idly with the single cloth knot that held it in place, moving a bare foot forward to reveal more of that smooth black leg.


The decision made, fears overcome, he was on his feet, ready to follow her, but the waiter intervened.


‘Pay first.’


The bill was totted up, counting plates, bottles, cigars and the girl, and he was charged one whole pound, exactly the amount he had put down on the table, which seemed rather a coincidence and gave no hint of how much he was paying for the fräulein, but by this time he didn’t care. They could have charged him ten pounds, so eager was he to go down those back steps after her.


She had a bed in a cellar. It felt cool and dry in there, and light came only from a high barred window. He closed the door himself. And pushed the bolt on it. Normally he wasn’t so shy, a fit, healthy lad in his prime, but this was different, more like an experiment, he told himself. And if it didn’t work, it was only between him and the whore in a grubby corner of the world he’d never see again.


He lay on the bed, exhausted, exhilarated, as she washed the sweat from his naked body with a cool cloth.


‘Never in my life . . .’ he kept saying to himself. Never had he performed so well and never had he met a body, a woman like her; the whore was fantastic.


He grabbed her arm. ‘Again. Come back, more. We have more.’


She giggled, dripping water on him. ‘Cost more pound.’


‘Ja. Ja. More pound. Gut.’ He reached out to her gleaming black body and she moved quickly to straddle him.


‘You like, Friedrich? You like dis?’


‘Friedrich loves it,’ he laughed. ‘Friedrich’s a very happy man.’


The whore was so sexy, so lusty, that for a fleeting while he considered jumping ship after all, and to hell with them. If they came searching he would simply announce his decision and instruct them to put his luggage ashore. He was under no obligation to offer explanations. He was his own man. He had his own money . . . but how long would it last? He hadn’t noticed a plethora of theatres among the palm-lashed shanties, nor any faces that would be enraptured by his excellent rendition of Socrates’ deathbed speech. He realised he’d met his own Lorelei . . . enticing, dangerous . . . for there really was nothing for him here. He’d have to leave eventually, go back to Germany and face capture, or to England to find some theatre work.


Now he strode back towards the wharf, his priestly demeanour restored as he fought off the new jauntiness in his step and the temptation to gloat to his fellow passengers. Who else among them had enjoyed one hell of a day like that? he mused with suppressed excitement. Who else of these dreary men, some poor and wan, others spruce and gentlemanly, had discovered the frantic passions of a Sabine, for that was her name, had ever been treated to a sexy adventure with a nubile whore with skin as black and smooth as velvet?


He sighed, allowing a faint nod of recognition at acquaintances from the ship, but keeping his progress to himself. He had to move on towards this new land, because he had a job. Or rather a role. Why go back searching for work to keep body and soul together when an easy path stretched before him? One that he had created himself, with his own efforts, drastic though they might have been. Drastic situations demanded drastic measures. That was a truism if ever there was one. And marvellously, in this role, far from the critics and managers, he could play the part any way he chose. Even when he’d struck that blow, he’d only seen the naïve preacher – his own size and age, with a modicum of resemblance – as an escape route. Now that he had taken a good look at the role, it was far more than that; it was the road to a life of ease. This time he was the boss, the critic, the manager, the author, if you liked. Even the audience. And best of all, the paymaster.


‘I’m an important man,’ he’d told Sabine.


But she’d shaken her head. ‘No. Important men, they have beards and fat here under the belt,’ she had teased.


The Pastor sat himself on a crate under a canvas awning as he waited for the longboat to come back for more passengers. He watched seagulls dipping into the blue waves of the harbour and looked further out at the ship. It was the first time he’d seen it from a distance, and he was impressed by its fine lines and its aura of confidence. That was how he felt this late afternoon.


‘I think I’ll grow a beard,’ he said to himself.


Like so many other gentlemen from first class. Herr Hubert Hoepper was nattily dressed in a white duck suit that he hated. His daughter had insisted he buy two, because they were ideal for the tropics, though one could hardly say that this brisk and windy day was tropical. It provided sunniness, that was all, allowing some of the men to test this odd garb and the ladies to blossom forth with feeble parasols, not up to the job even today, and long white coats of serge or shantung.


Herr Hoepper might have been persuaded to wear this atrocious suit, but he would not relinquish his top hat, gloves and spats, not for anyone. He complained that the suit made him feel as if he were wearing heavy canvas, but his daughter, Adele, had assured him that the material would soften with washing, which, after all, was the point of the cloth.


‘Men sweat a good deal in the tropics, Daddy. That is a known fact. Hence the necessity to wear washable apparel.’


Not to be outdone, he reminded her that their destination, the town of Bundaberg, was not in the tropics but south of Capricorn.


Her laugh filled his heart with joy, for the sound was so rare these days. He wished he could reciprocate; think of something humorous to say, but he seemed to have forgotten how.


‘Really, Father, you are so funny. I expected you to be the seasoned traveller, since you have studied your geography for so long, but you don’t seem to be able to interpret it. I’m guessing that since this town of Bundaberg is only about a hundred or so miles south of Capricorn it will be hot. It will be tropical!’


‘We’ll see,’ he smiled. Hoping he was wrong. He wanted to be wrong, to please her. He’d do anything to make her happy, to keep her in this good mood.


Before he’d stepped ashore this morning he’d added a woollen scarf to his outfit, and now, late in the day, he found its presence comforting, if a little too warm. But it was a reminder of the old world that he was abandoning, temporarily, for this sea voyage, on the advice of family and friends. For her health and his.


Not that he cared about his own health any more than was necessary to attend to his household and look after his daughter. He watched her buzz from the market stalls on the wharf over to the barrows of trinkets, in a last-minute shopping spree before they rejoined the ship. Adele was eighteen, he mused, marriageable age. She’d leave him one of these days. Instead of being saddened by this when it had dawned on him, Hubert had decided he should make the most of his daughter’s company while he still could.


He really believed this to be a priority in his life. She was all he had left. They didn’t always get on. She could be bold, headstrong. She would contradict him, argue, storm away from him, but that was Adele. She had always been highly strung, prone to bouts of the miseries and almost hysterical gaiety.


But she was, most times, kind and generous, a good daughter, so why shouldn’t he plot his life around her well-being? Were it not for her . . . then what was left for him?


Oddly, this sea voyage had been suggested by her. By Adele, who had kicked up so much fuss when he’d first suggested Australia a couple of years ago. Sometimes he wondered if she thought that she was in some way responsible for his welfare, and though he couldn’t bring himself to say this, not being much of a talker on emotional subjects, to say the least, he hoped she didn’t. He had a duty to her and he wanted it all to himself.


She came flitting over, carrying a basket filled with oddments including a paper parasol, which he was sure would be a great help in a tropical downpour.


‘They make sandals over there while you wait, Daddy. Why don’t you go over and get some?’


‘Because I don’t need any.’


‘But you will. You can’t wear heavy shoes in the tropics.’


‘Then I’ll go barefoot.’


She twinkled. ‘That I have to see. Don’t forget to wear your top hat as well. Come with me, they have the cheapest pearl necklaces over here.’


He sighed. ‘I’ve seen them. I had hoped to buy a rope for you. But they are of very poor quality. Look, dear, don’t buy.’


As he settled himself on a bench outside a shop that was now closed, having despaired of selling tiny chickens in paper baskets to these unappreciative tourists, Hubert looked about him to cover the fact that he was surreptitiously tugging at the crotch of these damned trousers that were causing him quite some discomfort. He noticed a young priest seated comfortably on an empty crate as if it were a seat made and groomed for him, so elegant was the picture against the backdrop of the turbulent blue sea.


Hubert guessed this must be Father Ritter, often mentioned on board as a curate, also heading for the Lutheran community and mission in Bundaberg. He looked rather lonely, or maybe just meditative, sitting there, taking no interest in his surroundings, rather directing his gaze out to sea. He seemed a good stamp of a fellow, quiet and dignified, and Hubert had heard – made it his business to hear – that he was conducting himself as a Lutheran priest should. It was said he was a kindly man, though retiring, not given to socialising, and Hubert, a staunch Lutheran, appreciated that. Young priests, it was often said, could get themselves into difficulty on the romantic rounds of the great southern oceans, even finding themselves involved with women who were no better than they should be.


He decided to introduce himself to Father Ritter.


The curate was startled by the sudden interruption and Hubert apologised profusely. ‘Forgive me. I’m dreadfully sorry if I intruded on you. It’s just that I thought this was a good time for us to meet, since we are both bound for Bundaberg. Yes, it’s true, my daughter and I are on our way to visit Father Beitz and all the others to see how they’re getting along. They will have had a year to settle in by the time we get there, so it will be interesting, won’t it?’


‘Mmm. Yes, I’m sure,’ Ritter responded vaguely, hardly bothering to turn away from his view of the sea, and Hubert was embarrassed, wondering what foolishness had possessed him to go barging up to the man in such an informal manner. He should have waited and had the Captain or one of the officers make the introductions in the proper way. But now Ritter seemed to have overcome his original displeasure.


‘Since we haven’t met before,’ he said with a wry attempt at a smile, ‘I presume you’re travelling first class, Mr Hoepper?’


‘That is so.’


‘How very pleasant for you. In keeping with the Lord’s teachings, I expected to be travelling steerage; indeed, I requested that privilege, but the Dean wouldn’t have it. He insisted I voyage in second class, at least, to avoid the pitfalls of the dormitory accommodations in steerage.’


‘I think the Dean was very wise. Have you enjoyed our little sojourn ashore, Father?’


‘Ah, yes. I’ve been wandering around, merely stretching my legs. Have you noticed that the ground seems to sway underfoot now?’


Hubert smiled, relieved that the curate’s attitude had thawed. ‘It does. My word, it does. And it’s the strangest experience. I thought I was the only one afflicted.’


He saw Adele approaching. ‘This is my daughter, Father.’


The young priest turned and acknowledged Adele humbly, his eyes downcast, feet shuffling. Hubert hid a smile. Obviously the poor fellow hadn’t met many women over the last few years, and certainly none as pretty as his Adele.


‘How do you do, Miss Hoepper. I am pleased to make your acquaintance. But Mr Hoepper, would you be so kind as to address me as Pastor? The Dean felt that since I am very much junior to Father Beitz, it would not be correct for me to assume the title of Father. That is his prerogative.’


‘By all means. Pastor it is then. We must go now, time we took to the ship again. Have you finished your shopping, Adele?’


‘Yes. I have several bundles of things sitting over there. Will you help me carry them?’


‘Allow me,’ the Pastor said, and Hubert was happy to do just that. He didn’t relish the indignity of carrying all of her colourful purchases, nor trying to step into the longboat with that stuff in hand. Let the cleric make himself useful.


He flung himself on the bunk. ‘Well, Freddy, what a day I’ve had. What you missed! You probably died a virgin, to make matters worse. And today could have been the best in your life. Oh, I love this voyaging life. It’s for me. But let me tell you . . . Sabine. Oh my good God! Sabine. A joy. A gift.’ He burst out laughing. ‘A gift from the Dean. He paid for her. Tonight I’ll tell you all about her. Minute by minute, touch by touch. We’ll have a good time. I might be able to filch a bottle of wine from somewhere if I’m careful, and we can celebrate. By the way, I met a passenger, Mr Hoepper . . . very posh. Rich I’d say. He’s travelling first class, out to . . . guess where? Bundaberg. The place we’re supposed to be off to. The end of the earth. And he knew you were on the ship, Freddy. So what does he do? Trots over and introduces himself. I nearly jumped out of my skin! I expected him to start shouting, once he got a good look at me. Start yelling, “This isn’t Friedrich Ritter!” and me having to fall back on my other plan. Like, “You mean the other Father Ritter. I’ve heard of him . . . no relation . . . that sort of stuff.


‘I tell you, Freddy, I was in a funk, I don’t know if I’d have been able to get the lines out. Probably have bolted, more like it. But what does he do? Starts apologising for intruding on me. Apologises! Has a bit of a chat – about what, I’ve no idea, from sheer fright – then brings over the daughter. The daughter, Friedrich. Young, rich and beautiful. She’s quite petite, but she’s got a slim waist and good titties, and the silkiest blonde hair. I came back to the ship with them in the longboat and I had to battle to keep my eyes from her lovely face. And she’s so sweet with it . . .


‘I have to tell you, Freddy, I’m in love. I’m madly in love with her. I have to work out how to get closer to her. Probably the next port, if I can wait that long to see her again. There’s something for you to do, Friedrich. Speak to the Lord. Entreat Him to deliver darling Adele to me and I’ll be a saint for the rest of my life. Truly I will.’




Part Two
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Chapter Three
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Hubert Hoepper had always lived in Hamburg. Born and schooled there, he was apprenticed as a clerk to the firm of H. A. Hoepper & Co., merchants, founded by his grandfather. They said that Hubert at twenty was turning into the spitting image of old Hubert, with the same blue eyes, square jaw and straight dark hair with its neat hairline.


He was tall, too, broad-shouldered and barrel-chested, and, they said, when young Hubert fills out he truly will be old Hubert all over again, except . . . ah, yes. Except that old Hubert was a martinet. A hard, tough businessman, the jaw was jutting, belligerent, the grey-slashed hair clipped military style, while the grandson was a dreamer. No use arguing about that, he was a dreamer all right. He even looked the part, his hair long, swept back, his eyelashes thick and dark . . . as the girls said, he was ‘dreamy’.


When old Hubert complained about him to his widowed daughter-in-law, who was also his housekeeper, she defended her son angrily, arguing that he was always punctual and did his work well, which was more than could be said of several of his supervisors. With Hubert, though, she was quieter, imploring him to pay more attention to the business, to let his grandfather know that he really was interested in everything.


‘But I’m not,’ he finally told her. ‘I want to travel. I want to see the world. From the office window in the big warehouse I can see all those tall ships setting out to sea, and I’d love to sail in them.’


As if she didn’t know that! As a boy he’d been drawn to wandering about the harbour, admiring those ships. His father had even bought him toy ships and replicas that were still displayed in his bedroom.


‘You listen to me,’ she said. ‘You’ve got your head stuffed with all that travel nonsense. I ought to throw out those maps and things you’ve got in your room to make you pay attention. What do you think will happen to us if your grandfather leaves the business to your cousin Klaus? He’s already the most senior employee in the firm, and only ten years older than you.’


Hubert smiled. ‘That’s reasonable. He has been there ten years longer than I have.’


‘And who do you think is undermining you all the time? Whining about you to your grandfather?’


‘Klaus? I don’t think so. And anyway, what does it matter?’


‘On your wage, could you support me and your two sisters? I don’t think so. This house is owned by your grandfather. Can you be sure he’ll will it to me, or to you? No, you can’t! But why would you worry? You’ll be gone, travelling to Italy or Egypt, not caring that we’ll be thrown into the street. Surely you don’t think your grandfather would leave the business to someone like you, who obviously isn’t interested and who may not even be around? She was weeping. ‘You don’t care about anyone but yourself. That’s your trouble The old man isn’t stupid. He’ll want to leave the business in good hands. That means Klaus, and I’ll be beholden to him and his stupid wife for ever . . .’


Hubert put an arm about her, kissed her on the cheek. ‘Please don’t go on so, Mother. It’s not that bad. Everything will be all right. You’ll see.’


That night, though, he sat in his room, in his warm, comfortable room on the top floor, looking out over the rooftops, worrying this problem. He smiled, thinking of his mother’s notion of a faraway land.


Italy? Egypt? Oh no. That was kids’ stuff. She’d probably gained that impression from the old pictures of the Pyramids he’d had on his wall for years. No, Hubert had given a lot of thought to his travels. He’d studied maps, he even had his own globe on its wooden stand, and he’d read countless books, agreeing with one author who wrote about travel: ‘Preparation is fascinating, but anticipation is exquisite.’ He’d certainly found that to be correct, and over the years his tastes had matured. He’d realised it wasn’t just the ships, he had to have a destination. That in itself was exciting . . .


By this time his mother was telling Grandfather that his hobby was geography, in order to explain the proliferation of geographical material stored in that top-floor room, but old Hubert still wasn’t impressed.


Nowhere round the shores of Europe held interest for young Hubert; he could see himself on a tall ship nosing into huge heaving waves, out there in the wilds of the great oceans. But where? The obvious place was America. Straight across the Atlantic. That would be a great voyage, but what to do once he got there? Though it was a popular destination for travellers, that country didn’t appeal to him because it looked too easy to approach, not much of a challenge. Besides, new world though it might be, it wasn’t averse to wars, and Hubert was a pacifist.


A pacifist! His grandfather had almost thrown a fit at the dinner table.


‘I’ve never heard of such a thing! My God, young man, were it not for the bravery of good soldiers like your father, God bless his soul, we wouldn’t be here today, enjoying peace, enjoying a stable economy—’


‘Peace, sir? For how long? More Napoleons? More “unity” struggles? More battles where thousands of peasants are dragged from their lands to fight the Austrians or the French? I ask you . . . why are grain and produce in short supply? Because they are needed to feed armies of men who should be labouring in the fields, where they belong. It’s a vicious circle.’


‘Have you no respect for your own father?’ old Hubert thundered. ‘He was not a peasant! He was an officer who died doing his duty! Get this wretch away from my table.’


‘I wasn’t criticising our dear father, sir. I wouldn’t do that. You don’t understand. I was—’


His mother had intervened, smoothing things over, telling Grandfather that Hubert’s little sisters had prepared a concert for him; and that had worked, the quick change of subject. Grandfather liked nothing better than family concerts at the piano. He had a fine voice himself and loved to have the girls sing with him.


So . . . Hubert recalled. Best not to discuss the futility and cruelty of endless wars with him! You’d think that since he’d lost a son, his only son, not on a battlefield but in a cavalry charge, manoeuvres, playing at war, preparing, he’d be more amenable to his grandson’s point of view. They’d taken his father; that was reason enough for a lad to be anti anything military. Why couldn’t his grandfather see this?


Anyway, during the long winter nights, with Hamburg wrapped in snow, it was sheer delight for Hubert to continue his progress unhindered into exotic lands. He considered South America, and then Africa, the dark continent, full of mystery, and then all of a sudden it came to him that if he chose the newest world, the continent of Australia, he’d be able to see those other countries as well. At least get a glimpse of them en route, right around the world. That was a brilliant idea.


He turned his endeavours to discovering all he could about the Australian colonies, and became fascinated by this strange land so far away, so much so that he threw caution to the winds. He went to see his grandfather in his impressive inner sanctum that glowed with polished timbers and brass and leather and smelled of expensive tobacco.


Swept along by enthusiasm, Hubert was almost breathless as he began to tell the bearded eminence all about this great country lodged down between the Indian and Pacific oceans, about the sunny clime, the great expanse of land, barely explored, its new cities and strange fauna, but he was soon interrupted.


‘What about it?’


‘Well . . . I’d like to go there, sir. I’ve saved enough for my fare and a little extra, and I could probably get odd jobs to pay for excursions.’


‘What about your job?’


‘That’s just it, sir. I was wondering if I could take some time off . . . a year, perhaps . . . then I’d come back to it.’


His grandfather tapped heavy knuckles on the desk in front of him, tapping very, very slowly, ominously.


‘In other words, you think you’re entitled to a holiday. Not a few days like everyone else, but a whole year. Do you think you’ve earned a holiday, boy? Answer me that! Do you think you’ve earned a holiday?’


‘Not exactly. It would be, sort of, leave, you see. I would take a year’s leave. Without pay, of course.’


‘Without pay? That’s kind of you, damned thoughtful, I’d say. You want to go to this ridiculous place, then go. I don’t know why you’re bothering to ask me. It’s nothing to do with me, because if you leave your job for more than a day without good reason, I will replace you. Holidaying is not a good reason.’


Suddenly he sat up and leaned forward to thunder at Hubert: ‘I’m a fair man. When you go out this door you can turn left or right. Turn right, you’re out in the street for good. Turn left, you go back to your desk, where you’ll pull your weight like everyone else. Got it?’


‘Yes, sir.’


1872


Looking back on those years, Hubert, now sole owner of H. A. Hoepper & Co., knew his grandfather had been right. It had been foolish of him even to consider taking a year off, and very selfish. He was glad that he’d made the right decision. And having done that, he’d settled down to learn all he could about the business, making a considerable contribution rather than merely filling in time at his desk.


When his grandfather died, the estate was divided between Klaus and Hubert. To his mother’s relief, they were able to keep the house on Nikolaifleet, and the business was jointly owned by the two cousins. They managed quite well, but eventually Hubert bought Klaus out because differences of opinion were upsetting them. Klaus preferred to carry on as their grandfather had, as importers, but Hubert could see a bigger market in less expensive local goods that even the gentry were beginning to accept. He encouraged local furniture and cabinetmakers and expanded into exporting German household goods.


The firm continued to prosper, and Hubert settled into comfortable middle age with his wife, his two fine sons, who were already working in his warehouses, and his daughter, Adele.


And then Hubert’s fascination with faraway lands began to filter back into his consciousness. A voice kept needling him, whispering to him that he could now afford to fulfil that dream. He could afford to pack up his family and take them with him across the oceans, to flee winters in Europe and embark on a life of adventure. Before it was too late. Before he was too old. He would take them to Australia, to a place of sunshine and wide-open fields where families could have as much land as they liked. His sons needn’t be locked into the penny-pinching world of profit and loss, sharing a dark office, day in and day out, as he and Klaus had done.


He walked over to the portrait of his grandfather to check his image in the darkened glass, observing, not for the first time, the grey at his own temples.


‘I could do it,’ he said aloud, for the first time. Erik and Ernst could live healthy lives with their families on their own estates out there. Hubert could already envisage their gabled farmhouses surrounded by oceans of golden wheat. Or maybe verdant countryside with some sheep and cows wandering about.


Though he couldn’t as yet bring himself to mention this plan to anyone, family or friends, he began to make enquiries, discovering to his surprise that there was an agent right here in Hamburg recruiting folk to move to Australia.


Hubert was astonished. It seemed to him that this was meant to be, as he found himself in the office of a young gentleman called John Henderson, who was indeed working to encourage people to migrate to Australia, specifically to the north-eastern colony of Queensland.


Henderson was surprised that Hubert Hoepper was already so knowledgeable about the Antipodes.


‘But what is this Antipodes?’ Hoepper asked.


‘The opposite end of the world to Britain,’ he laughed. ‘It’s what we call Australia and New Zealand.’


Mr Hoepper frowned, unamused. ‘Then to Australia and New Zealand, Britain is their Antipodes. Is this not correct?’


‘I suppose so,’ Henderson conceded. ‘Perhaps you’d like to look at these maps so I could tell you about the various new towns that are seeking immigrants. Unless, of course, sir, being a businessman, you would prefer to make for this capital city of Brisbane?’


‘I am more interested in finding farmland for my sons.’


‘There is plentiful superb farmland around Brisbane.’


‘And the further I go from the city centre, the cheaper the land.’


‘Of course.’


‘Is there any limit on the amount of land one might purchase?’


‘Only by your purse. In fact the government is subsidising fares to Australia, to help populate the country.’


‘Good heavens! How extraordinary!’


Henderson smiled broadly, certain he had a definite taker here, and a man with excellent credentials.


‘How many would be in your party, Mr Hoepper?’


‘Seven, including my servants,’ he replied vaguely, as he sat making notes in a small diary.


Abruptly, though, he stood to leave. ‘Good morning, Mr Henderson, thank you for seeing me. I shall need time to consider many aspects, so I shall call again.’


In fact Hubert almost ran from the office. He’d suddenly felt foolish, as if a fifty-year-old man should not be entertaining such radical ideas . . . as if, even, he was going a bit funny in the head. He could feel his face blanch behind his neatly cut beard. Would he really sell up everything? The family business? The fine formal house? To go off and live in the wilds? What was this nonsense? What would people say?


Did he think he was twenty again?


No, but my sons are. That stopped him in his tracks, turning him towards the harbour, where even bigger ships now lay at anchor.


It is my sons I should be thinking about, not my ego, nor even my comfort.


Then he smiled. But it would still be a great adventure.


When he arrived home they were all sitting grimly in the parlour, waiting for him.


‘What’s all this?’ he asked. ‘Cat got your tongues?’


Erik handed him the documents. ‘We’ve been conscripted. Ernst and me. Both of us. We have to go into the army.’


‘No you don’t. I’ve arranged for exemptions.’


‘They don’t seem to have worked, Father.’


‘Never mind,’ Ernst said. ‘It won’t be that bad, I don’t suppose. Can we get commissions?’


Hubert wasted no time. He sought an audience with the Minister for War but was fobbed off with excuses. He met with the colonel of the regiment, insisting that his sons were exempt from military service by reason of work duties, but the Colonel would have none of it. In desperation, Hubert began bargaining. He would pay for their release so that replacements could be trained, a veiled attempt at bribery which found fertile ground.


‘I can’t let them go altogether, Mr Hoepper. They’d have to do two years’ service.’


‘One.’


‘What about eighteen months?’


‘No. One year.’


‘I’m sorry. Eighteen months is the best I can do. Let’s say we add this amount to the price of their commissions, and uniforms and horses. They’d be better off in the cavalry.’


On principle, Hubert haggled over the final costs, though he would have paid double, and he left the barracks desperately upset, making straight for Henderson’s office.


The agent was not in, but Hubert came across an elderly priest who was waiting patiently on a bench just inside the door.


‘I fear our man is not at home just now. Are you a dreamer too?’ asked the cleric.


‘Oh, no. Hardly,’ Hubert felt obliged to say. He was, after all, a successful businessman.


‘Not interested in emigrating to Australia?’


Hubert was caught out. ‘Possibly,’ he allowed. ‘Possibly, Father.’


‘Aha. It is as well to be certain. A long way to go to change the mind. As for me, I made up my mind a long time ago.’


‘You’re migrating?’


The priest looked as old as Methuselah, with his long grey beard and shaggy hair. But suddenly his eyes twinkled.


‘There’s plenty of life in me yet, my son. My dream is twofold. Or maybe I should say I have two dreams. The first is to open a Lutheran mission . . . are you of our faith?’


‘Yes, Father.’


‘Good. I want to open a mission and bring the natives to our Lord. And the second is to gather together members of our flock who are migrating to a destination as yet undecided upon, in the colony of Queensland.’ He stopped for breath, wheezing a little. ‘Don’t you think it would be truly wonderful to have them start up their own Lutheran community out there?’


‘I imagine so,’ Hubert said.


‘They’d have the comfort of their own language . . .’


Language! Hubert spoke some English. No one else in his household did. He made a mental note to arrange lessons as soon as possible.


‘. . . their own religion and traditions. An advantage, wouldn’t you say?’


‘Yes. I daresay it would be.’


‘Then you’d not be averse to making an offering, a donation towards my enterprise.’


Hubert took out his purse and handed over two marks. ‘Do you have many people in your flock, Father . . .?’


‘Beitz. Father Beitz. About forty, sir. A good start, don’t you think?’


Hubert nodded. Since Father Beitz kept seeking his approval, he thought the priest was probably unsure of himself and his grand plan, but he was wrong.


‘I’m glad you agree with me, bless your soul. You’ll be ideal. Are you bringing your family? I can’t see you as a single, lone traveller. You must join us. You’d be most welcome. We’ll be a happy, holy community, working together, you see. I have made a promise to the Lord to carry His name far abroad, and there’s no looking back now—’


A door banged behind him and Henderson bustled in from the rain and sleet, shaking water from his umbrella.


‘Father Beitz! How good to see you again. And you have Mr Hoepper with you! Isn’t that amazing? I was hoping to introduce you.’


‘No need,’ Beitz smiled. ‘We’re old friends. At least, our dreams are.’


Over the next few months, Hubert and Father Beitz became firm friends, and of course Hubert threw in his lot with the German contingent planning to migrate to Australia, as the old priest had known he would.


Beitz was a merry fellow, and extremely kind, but he was also rather impractical, so Hubert helped him when it came to planning. They ascertained that the poorer members of the group would obtain assisted passages in steerage so that the ‘common purse’ – their name for their migration fund – would only need to pay the balance. They worked on the principle that whoever could afford it would pay their own way, or whatever they could manage. Those who were migrating because of poverty were not expected to pay anything, and Hubert thought the scheme fair.


At long last the day came for Hubert to commit himself, and he made the first move by announcing the plan to his family, disappointed to find that none of them shared his enthusiasm. His sons, resplendent in blue uniforms, all tasselled and brass-buttoned, with their sharp peaked caps and high glossy boots, were well pleased with their new lives in the army, to their father’s chagrin. They even confessed that they preferred the army to working in the family firm.


‘With due respect, Father,’ Erik told him, ‘we appreciate that you’ve been good to us, but our jobs were boring.’


‘Nondescript,’ Ernst echoed. ‘Really tedious. But the army is exciting, there’s always so much going on and our new friends are really splendid chaps.’


‘What madness is this?’ Hubert cried, echoing his grandfather. ‘The army isn’t a charade, some sort of vaudevillian show put on for your amusement.’


‘I know, Father,’ Erik said, to soothe. ‘We just wanted you to see that it isn’t as bad as we expected. But this idea of yours, to migrate . . . I don’t know what to think about that.’


They had a long talk and the lads came around to their father’s point of view. They saw it as another great adventure with the promise of prosperity a bonus, and neither of them was sorry to hear the family business would be sold. A relief, in fact.


‘You’ll be out of those fancy uniforms as soon as I can arrange it,’ Hubert told them. ‘At this point you’ve got more than a year to go, but I’ll need that time to make all the arrangements.’


‘But what if Father Beitz and his people are ready to go and the boys are still in the army?’ his wife asked anxiously.


‘Then we’ll just have to wait for them.’


She called Hubert aside, whispering, ‘Can’t you hurry things up? We ought to leave as soon as possible. I hate them being in the army, and I’m surprised at you for allowing it, now that there’s trouble with the French again.’


‘Gabi, there’s nothing more I can do.’


‘Yes there is. God knows, I’m not too happy about this wild scheme of yours, though they say ocean voyages are good for the constitution—’


‘They are, Gabi. You’ve been poorly for a long time,’ he said, eager to keep the flame of approval alight. ‘It will do you the world of good.’


‘That’s not the point. I want you to book passages, get us aboard a ship as soon as possible. We’ll take the boys with us. The Austrians might attack again, or the French. We have to get them away.’


Hubert was startled. His wife, usually a shy, retiring woman, sounded adamant.


‘We can’t do that. It’s against the law.’


‘Who cares? What can they do? By the time they find out, we’ll be gone. They’ll be on the high seas, well out of reach. Your idea of going to the other side of the world is perfect. No one will ever catch them out there.’


‘But that’s desertion!’ Hubert stuttered. ‘They can’t do that.’


‘They must! Who’d know in that place you’re talking about? No one!’


‘It’s not a case of who would know, my dear. It’s their honour.’


‘Oh! I see. And what’s so honourable about you trying to buy them out? Bribing senior officers?’


‘That’s for my conscience. I cannot and will not advise my sons to desert.’


‘Then I will.’


Erik and Ernst would not contemplate desertion and they were cheered on by their younger sister, Adele, who was appalled at the very thought of leaving Hamburg, this beautiful city and their dear old house, not to mention all of her friends! For days she wept and sulked, and when the English teacher arrived, she flatly refused to attend the evening classes in the front parlour.


‘Suit yourself,’ Hubert said. ‘A pity, though. Such a pretty girl as you to be known as the dummy, the one who can’t make herself understood even to buy a jug of milk.’


Gradually Adele settled down to the inevitable – with bad grace, it had to be said – and began to attend the English classes, picking up the language much faster than anyone else.


Hubert introduced Father Beitz to the family, and they were all charmed by him, especially Gabi, who was greatly comforted to learn that he would be travelling with them. Then they began to meet other members of his future congregation, the first being farmers Jakob and Freda Meissner and their seventeen-year-old son, Karl. The appearance of this handsome lad cheered Adele immensely, and Hubert noticed that her grumblings became fainter.


Most of the group seemed to be farmers, strong, quiet men who took a keen interest in proceedings at the meetings but had little to say. Their women sat together at the back of the room, more interested in their own plots and plans than in the banks of questions that dominated every assembly. Also present on some occasions were various young men and women, peasants, uncertain of their rights or status and very much dependent on direction from Father Beitz, who went out of his way to encourage them and make them feel welcome. Then there was Lucas Fechner, whose occupation was as a groom, and his beautiful wife Hanni, a stunning blonde. They seemed to be very much in love, and Hubert guessed they were probably newly-weds. Other people came and went, some not to reappear, so to keep the continuity Father Beitz asked that everyone, wherever possible, attend Sunday mass at the Church of St John, and that was agreed upon.


Hubert didn’t always agree with proposals put forward at these meetings, especially the suggestion that land should be bought in advance, sight unseen, from the common purse so that they’d have their own homeland, so to speak, from which to operate. Being a careful man, he spoke against this, but was voted down.


‘We need it,’ Father Beitz said. ‘We are not going into cities but into the wilderness. We need our own ground to pitch our tents so that we are not beholden to others. From there, with the help of the Lord, we shall blossom forth and the land we own will be the site for our church. Glory be to God.’


Hubert’s voice was lost in the claps and cheers. They only had to decide now exactly where to buy their common land, and John Henderson was delegated to look into the matter.


Hubert already felt himself slipping away from other family and friends, drawn more to the excitement of ‘the travellers’, as they now called themselves. Sunday mass was usually followed by picnics, weather permitting, when newcomers were brought along and encouraged to join them. Father Beitz was right, mused Hubert, we’re all following our dreams, for all sorts of reasons, but not content with that, we can’t help trying to sell them to others, so great is our enthusiasm for this grand plan. He even tried to persuade Klaus and his family to join them, but Klaus thought the whole idea was monstrous. To him, the wilderness meant isolation from civilisation, a rejection of culture.


‘What is the use of culture when it is degraded by war and destruction?’ Hubert asked him, but Klaus laughed.


‘You really are naïve, with all this “back to nature” business, Hubert. America is already degraded by shocking wars. Why do you think the Australian colonies will be any different?’


That sent Hubert in search of John Henderson. ‘I have found the meetings very useful and am pleased with the cross-section of folk who are considering sailing with us, but now I need to know something very important. What is the military situation in the Australian colonies? Specifically in Queensland.’


Henderson blinked. ‘What military situation?’


‘Where sits the military in regard to the government? Who is the Minister for War?’


‘You’ve lost me a bit here, Mr Hoepper. There is no military to speak of in any of the colonies. Just some leftover British troops.’


‘Ah, but I note the Governor of Queensland also has the title of colonel. Is he also the Minister for War?’


‘No. There are no war ministries in the whole country. There is no army.’ Henderson grinned. ‘No one to fight down there, cut off from the rest of the world. Except for the natives. The settlers and the blackfellows are bashing it out between themselves.’


‘Are you sure? Perhaps the colonies have scores to settle between them, or land differences?’


‘Why would they? They’ve all got more land than they know what to do with. Why do you think I’m here, sir? That country needs populating to survive economically, or else it will fall back into being a wilderness.’


‘I see. One more thing, Mr Henderson. This is a delicate question, and several people have asked me to enquire for them. What about the convicts? Several of those colonies began life as prisons for deported felons . . .’


‘And for folk starved into theft, yes, that’s true.’


‘Do we have to contend with convicts running wild in the country?’


‘No. They serve their time and then they’re given parole. If they re-offend, their lives are not worth living. They go to a hellhole called Norfolk Island. But on the whole, freed convicts have done quite well. Proves Father Beitz’s theory of give a man a good start and he’ll head for the winning post. As a matter of fact, both my grandparents were convicts.’


‘Good God!’ Hubert was embarrassed by his own shocked reaction, hardly the behaviour of a gentleman.


‘That’s all right,’ Henderson said easily. ‘My grandad was born in London. Dead poor. He stole a pair of boots and was sentenced to transportation to Sydney for seven years. Except no one mentioned how he and the rest of them were supposed to get home, so they stayed. Same thing happened to my grandma. She was Irish, and a feisty little lady she was too. Her mistress had her flogged for breaking a plate, so what did she do? After the flogging, blood still streaming, she marched back into the house and gave her mistress a whack in the ear. So off she went too. Transported to Sydney.’


‘Oh dear. What a terrible thing to happen to a young woman.’


‘Well, you might say that,’ Henderson said grimly. ‘She was raped aboard the transport ship by an officer. Bore the child, my father, in a cell in Sydney, and then she was sent out to a farm with the baby, to work as a milkmaid. There she met and married Grandpa, who was a shepherd.’


Hubert was fascinated. ‘But you’re an educated man. How did that come about?’


‘Ah, Australia has her own rules. My grandparents did their time, gained their freedom and then travelled north into the back country, working for men who were opening up huge sheep farms for a pittance of lease money, paid to the government. So Grandpa and Grandma did the same thing . . . free as birds they were by this . . . got a bit of money together, went even further north in a dray, with my dad just a little kid, and selected a huge swatch of land all for themselves. Took them weeks to mark it out, with Aborigines breathing down their necks. And what do you think they did when they found they were the proud owners of ten square miles of good grazing country?’


‘I’ve no idea,’ Hubert said, fascinated.


‘They lit a great bonfire to celebrate. And every year on the same date we have bonfires in memory of this. They named their station – or estate, you might call it – Tyrone Station, after Grandma’s home county, and they lived happily ever after. I was born there.’


‘Where is this place?’


‘On the Burnett River. A long way inland from a newly settled area called Bundaberg. I’m looking at that now as a possible “sitting-down place”, as the Aborigines would call it, for your Lutheran community.’


‘And where is the Burnett River?’


‘Oh yes. I’m sorry. Well, let’s see. It’s almost three hundred miles north of the capital, Brisbane . . .’


He saw Hubert’s sudden surprised intake of breath.


‘Mr Hoepper, when contemplating that country, don’t think in terms of distance. What matters is time. You either have the time to cover the miles out there, or you don’t. Then again, you’re travelling over new and interesting country where there are no clocks. And don’t forget – the further you go from the major centres, the cheaper the land.


‘But anyway. This settlement of Bundaberg is almost at the mouth of the Burnett River. It’s about ten miles from the coast. It’s becoming an important port for all of the inland stations surrounding it, because prior to this we had to overland everything to and from Brisbane.’


‘It’s not a town yet, though?’


‘No, but it will be. You can bet your life on it.’


‘I’m not a betting man, John. I doubt that site will interest me.’


‘Fair enough. You have to please yourself where you go and be happy with your decision. I’m really only here for reference.’


Until now, Hubert had seen John Henderson as a clerk, no one of great interest beyond the information he was employed to supply. He’d thought Henderson was English, but now he’d discovered that the young man was actually Australian born – the first he’d ever met – and that put a different light on the matter. He should know what he was talking about. Hubert was still uncomfortable with his reaction to the information about Henderson’s forebears and tried to make amends.


‘I am sorry about your grandparents. I hope you don’t think I was prying.’


‘Not at all. And you needn’t be worried about the convict tag, Mr Hoepper. We have a saying that the English would have been better to migrate to Australia and leave their country to the convicts. In many ways, those transported prisoners were better off eventually than some plain English folk.’


Hubert nodded. ‘I suppose that could be true if other convicts prospered as did your people, and they had the advantage of your salubrious climate. But I am wondering why you are here in Germany when you could be enjoying life on the family estate.’


John laughed. ‘You should know the answer to that. It’s called wanderlust.’


Hubert was relieved to be selling the business. He’d become reliant on his sons for the management of the bulk of the stores that passed through the warehouses. Erik and Ernst had indented and invoiced so efficiently he’d never had to give it much thought. Now he missed them. Their replacements were sloppy, careless lads who daily caused confusion and irritation.


As he walked home, looking every bit the respectable businessman in his neat frock coat and breeches, with his dark hat and silver-tipped cane, he felt a bit of a fraud, knowing he was about to throw off this persona and replace it with the sweet laxity of country life, after a long encounter with the great oceans. It was almost as if he were preparing to play truant, like a mischievous schoolboy, and the foolishness of such a concept made him smile, and put lightness in his step on this fine afternoon.


The front door to his house was open. The heavy front door with its large brass knocker lolled there unattended, and Hubert, mystified, peered in as if he were a stranger, stepping inside on to the tiles with a frown for the deserted lobby. The house was so silent the quarter-hour chime of a clock startled him, and he twisted about, to be almost tripped by the white cat as it scuttled past him.


Hubert closed the door, placed his hat and stick on the hall stand, strode past the staircase and pressed a bell to summon the housekeeper. When there was no response, he pressed the bell again, angrily tapping his foot. He would not call out in his own house, nor go searching about the kitchen, so he was about to stamp away to his study when Lily, the housekeeper, appeared on the landing above him.


‘Oh! You’re home, sir,’ she cried, weeping. She was weeping!


Hubert took the stairs two at a time and caught her turning away.


‘What’s wrong? What’s happening?’ he cried, almost shaking her. ‘My wife. Is she ill?’


Lily raised her face to him, eyes streaming. ‘Please, sir, the doctor is with her. And Miss Adele.’


She stepped back, cringing against the wall as he strode away from her, certain now that Gabi was at death’s door.


He was halfway down the passage when the doctor emerged from their bedroom, his face reflecting anguish as he closed the door quietly behind him.


‘How is she?’ Hubert begged, but the doctor held up his hands, as if to prevent him entering his own room.


‘What is this?’ he demanded. ‘I have to see my wife.’


‘Just a minute, Hubert. A word with you first. Let us sit down here.’


Suddenly feeling very vulnerable, weak at the knees, Hubert allowed himself to be led to the sofa in the alcove at the top of the stairs.


‘You have to be very strong—’ the doctor began, but Hubert waved that aside.


‘For God’s sake! My wife . . . what has happened?’


‘She has had a stroke, Hubert, but she’s recovering . . .’


‘Oh dear God!’


‘Yes, she’ll recover, but the Lord is asking more of you. I cannot tell you how sorry I am to have to . . . It is my sad duty . . .’ He had tears in his eyes. ‘Erik and Ernst . . . they were killed in action . . . the French, at—’


‘No! No. That can’t be right. Not both of them. Impossible!’


‘It was a cavalry charge, Hubert. They were very brave . . . their colonel said . . . proud of them. They were in the thick of it. Fighting side by side. The Colonel himself will . . .’


He was still speaking as Hubert got to his feet. ‘I tried to break the news to Gabi as gently as possible, Hubert, but she won’t accept it at all. Perhaps you could . . .’


But Hubert had stumbled away, too shocked to hear any more. He ran down the stairs to his study, slamming the door behind him before collapsing in tears. He had to restrain himself from shouting in rage, from screaming at himself for allowing this to happen. He should have listened to his wife. Put them on the first ship sailing to anywhere! Made them desert! Made them live! But no, he had been too proud to consider such a thing.


Later he made his weary way upstairs to sit with Gabi and Adele, to try to console them. He put his arms about them and held them close, praying with them, but his heart was broken, and with it his dreams.


Father Beitz came often, doing his best to help them through this terrible time. He prayed with them, and for them, because Mrs Hoepper, who had always been sickly, was deteriorating before his very eyes. There seemed to be nothing the doctor could do to stop the fits of vomiting that assailed her every time she swallowed any food, and then it became difficult to persuade her to eat anything. He thought it was probably a form of hysteria brought on by the loss of her sons, a suggestion which irritated the physician, who, in desperation, was in favour of force-feeding. But Mr Hoepper would not permit such a thing. Silently Father Beitz was thankful for that small mercy.


Just six weeks after the death of her sons, Gabi Hoepper suffered a heart attack and only lingered on for a few more days. Not even the love and attention of her distraught husband and daughter, and the prayers of so many friends and relations, could save her. She wanted to be with her sons, and it was their names she breathed at the last.


Father Beitz was busy, tremendously busy. Fortunately he didn’t have a parish to worry about, having been ‘put out to pasture’, as he called his involuntary retirement, but he no longer had Hubert Hoepper to guide him, and he felt the loss quite severely.


Jakob Meissner had stepped into the breach, but it wasn’t the same. After all, the priest told himself haughtily, Hoepper was a businessman and Meissner only a farmer. There was no comparison. In fact he’d been greatly impressed that a man like Hoepper would even consider throwing in his lot with the mixture of farmers and peasants presenting themselves for this endeavour. Like a true leader, Hoepper was man enough to overlook class distinctions, and Father Beitz was grateful. He found no anomaly in his own attitude to Jakob Meissner, though. The priest was not given to self-observation; he’d been too long the lord of his parish manor. Though open to advice on occasion, he liked to be boss. This was his bailiwick, this grand mission. Meissner was a little too forward; he needed placing back a pew or two.


Jakob did know his place. He had wanted to call on Mr Hoepper and express his condolences for the loss of his sons, so he’d found the address in one of the committee’s notebooks and made his way there, but he’d been intimidated by the row of tall dwellings, even before he located the Hoepper residence with its heavy carved door and shiny brass knocker. Embarrassed, hoping he hadn’t been seen, Jakob retreated.


Hoepper, of course, no longer attended the meetings, and Jakob was having a hard time with Father Beitz, who seemed to think that he didn’t need permission or agreement to make purchases with money from the common purse. He bought foolish things, like a supply of light summer hats, and bags of produce that had to be shared out right away since they wouldn’t last until sailing time, which, as yet, had not been established. He bought several bolts of cloth to be used to clothe the natives who would come to his mission. Then he absent-mindedly left them at the door of their meeting hall and they were promptly stolen. But apart from this and other equally silly spendings, he went ahead and bought land in this town of Bundaberg without further reference to John Henderson.


Apparently the priest had been in touch by mail with a land agent in the city of Brisbane for quite a long time, and out of the blue he announced that they were the proud owners of forty acres of beautiful fertile land in the township that they’d chosen, on Henderson’s advice, as their destination. Except that Henderson couldn’t place the property or the road mentioned on the receipt.


Everyone else – the Kleinschmidt crowd, the Fechners, the Jenners and all the rest – was thrilled, carried away by his rhetoric, leaving Jakob and Freda Meissner to shake their heads and hope the forty acres would be suitable. It was too late to turn to Mr Hoepper for his support.


Then they heard from Father Beitz that Gabi Hoepper had died, broken-hearted over the loss of her sons, and they were devastated.


This time Jakob did visit Hubert Hoepper. He did not attend the funeral, though Father Beitz, of course, went along, representing the group. Not wishing to intrude, Jakob waited a few weeks after that before making his way to the door again.


A servant ushered him into a warm, comfortable parlour and Hoepper rose from a deep armchair to welcome him.


‘Good of you to come, Mr Meissner.’


‘Thank you, sir. I didn’t know if you’d receive me. If you’d mind, I mean. I didn’t want you to think that we’d forgotten you.’ Jakob was suddenly so shy he was babbling, and he knew it, but somehow couldn’t stop. ‘I felt so bad about your terrible losses, I had to come here to tell you myself. I hope you’re feeling all right.’


Hoepper didn’t look all right. He looked terrible, very pale and drawn, and so much thinner.


‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I do appreciate this, Mr Meissner. Perhaps you might tell me how the travel arrangements are progressing. You understand, of course, that I won’t be joining you.’


‘I thought as much, sir, though you will be a great loss to us. Our main problem seems to be the numbers. Several people dropped out recently . . . fifteen, to be exact, including the Jenners.’


‘Why? Cold feet?’


‘Not in this case. They joined another large group of emigrants heading for a southern state in Australia, where they will be able to grow grapes and establish wineries.’


‘That’s interesting. How many do you think you have left?’


‘I’m making the bookings this afternoon. On the Regina. She’s two and a half thousand tons and carries about four hundred and sixty-five passengers, but this is what I wanted to ask you. My count is twenty-six, including the children, but Father says there are more. I think he wanted more, a lot more, but for my part, I think what we have is more manageable. People, I mean.’


‘Do you have to book the passages today?’


‘Yes. And pay for them. The last day. I have the subsidy documents, and the money, but too much money. Father Beitz insists I book for forty in case others turn up before she sails.’


‘And when does she sail?’


‘In three weeks.’


Hoepper sighed. ‘I see your problem. But you don’t have any more names. The shipping company will require names, genders, that sort of thing, to work out where to put so many people, so you won’t have a choice.’


‘I see. I couldn’t just go along and book for forty anyway?’


‘No. Your twenty-six definites will have to do for now. There may be space for more later.’


‘Thank you, I am so relieved. But there is one other thing . . . Are you sure you won’t change your mind and come with us? You and your daughter? We do need you.’


Jakob felt he had gone far enough in his mild criticism of Father Beitz, so he couldn’t quite say why he thought this man was needed. Apart from the fact that he was a charming person.


‘No, I’m sorry. I wouldn’t consider going now.’


‘But I heard you have sold your business, and so I hoped—’


Hoepper shook his head. ‘The business was sold some time ago. I couldn’t go back on my word. I had to let it go. Not that it matters. I wouldn’t be interested now anyway.’


‘You have retired?’


‘Not exactly,’ Hoepper said coldly. ‘Totally lost interest, more like it. Why would I want to work now? Nothing to work for.’


‘Oh, sir. I am sorry you feel that way. Is there anything I can do to help?


‘No. Tell me, who are your twenty-six intrepid travellers? Your pioneers. Because that’s what you will be, you know. This place sounds like virgin territory.’


They talked for a long time. The servant brought coffee and cake and made a point of smiling and fussing over Jakob, even taking him aside before she ushered him out of the front door.


‘Sir, the master asked you to call again. I hope you will have the kindness to do so. He is so broken-hearted he stays in there all the time, rarely sees people and never asks them back. I don’t know what to do about him. His daughter Adele is the same. She doesn’t go out anywhere, won’t see people either, just stays in her room. Ah, this is a melancholy house, sir, truly too sad.’


Stunned, Jakob nodded. ‘Of course. I will be back. While I can.’


And he was. On his last visit, the day before Regina sailed, he brought a large holy card, decorated by his wife Freda, with all their signatures on it and farewell notes to Mr Hoepper and his daughter. As he walked away after delivering it, Jakob was so very sad. He had established a rapport with Hoepper, and they’d been able to talk of many things over coffee, many things. Now he would indeed miss him.


On that last visit, also, Jakob had plucked up the courage to admonish Hoepper ever so gently.


‘I saw your daughter, Miss Adele, before I came in this afternoon, Mr Hoepper. Is she well? She doesn’t look well. I suppose it must be very hard for you to console her. She’s so young to have suffered so much already.’


But Hoepper only nodded, making no comment.


Jakob walked down the street for the last time, admiring the symmetry of the tall, narrow houses, appreciating the small public park at the corner, with its wintering trees, its stolid benches and the brave little statue of Cupid. He was trying to set in place a remembrance of everything he could about this city of Hamburg, so schön, knowing he’d never see it again once the Regina sailed.


Shipboard life was a revelation to Jakob. It was like being in a rabbit warren, people everywhere. Folk travelling on assisted passages had berths in segregated areas, with three levels of bunks crowded together in rows, and when he saw them Jakob was appalled. He thought they were worse than a rabbit warren, more like pantry shelves long enough to place humans on. Since he had made the bookings at the shipping office, he felt responsible for their plight, and offered to make a complaint to the Captain, but Rolf Kleinschmidt, spokesman for a dozen young people who all seemed to be related by kin or marriage, wasn’t concerned.


‘Don’t worry about it, Mr Meissner. We didn’t expect any better. Only I would have liked my wife Rosie to be by my side. A sailor told me married couples might be able to make other arrangements once we get going. Once we see if there are any vacancies.’


‘Are you sure, Rolf?’ Jakob asked, peering into the cramped dormitory, wondering how these people could be saved if, God forbid, there was a fire or the ship was sinking.


‘Yes. We’re all looking forward to the voyage. It will be great fun.’


Jakob blinked. He didn’t feel old at forty, but since he couldn’t see much fun in their predicament, he guessed he must be getting on. He decided, then and there, that he too would find fun as well as adventure on this strange ship, no matter what.


That attitude was to serve him well over the next few months, when tempers became short thanks to overcrowding, poor rations and the ever-present seasickness. He and Freda were in married quarters below decks, separated from the first-class passengers, but there was little privacy. Their cabin was only a curtained-off space, tiny at that, one of the many along this section of the ship. The curtains were weighted canvas – remains of sails, he supposed – and could not be expected to contain sound, so he and Freda, and everyone else in the row, were reduced to whispering all the time. After a while they all gave up, until the days turned into weeks and the noise grew and voices were heard shouting for people to shut up.
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