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For my grandparents.

Without their courage, hard work and persistence,

I would not be here, doing what I love


‘Since love grows within you, so beauty grows. For love is the beauty of the soul.’

St Augustine of Hippo, Homilies on the First Epistle of John
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11 November, 1956

Clusters of tiny lights were scattered across the darkened land before us. As we drew closer in the predawn, I was loath to relinquish the peace I felt, even amid the excitement and apprehension that swirled around me. Clutching the cold railing, I breathed deeply, taking in the sea air – Australian air – and held on to that moment of calm.

The rising sun lifted above the horizon, dusting the port of Fremantle and the ocean in a soft golden glow. Sandy beaches and small dwellings appeared out of the inky blackness, dotting the coastline and harbour. Australia, the golden land, was welcoming me and my family to our new life with open arms. I knew I would never forget this sight.

Erich was by my side and I could feel the thrum of excitement course through his body. At that moment, I felt that we were the only two people who existed, waiting on the edge of the world, relishing these moments of quiet and united in our desire for a better life.

‘We made it, Lotte. We made it,’ he whispered into my ear.

‘Yes, we made it.’ Relief flooded me. Our old life was gone – Nazi Germany, the war and a country changed forever – and our new life beckoned. Finally I would be able to cast off the pull of the rigid traditions and expectations I had grown up with and escape the poverty that had come with choosing a life with Erich. This was a new start and we could be anything we wanted to be. Australia was a young country, with opportunities for all people, we’d been told, opportunities that would never have been possible for us in Germany, our ruined homeland. Here we would have the freedom to choose the life we wanted.

‘Look, isn’t it beautiful?’ He pointed to the shore.

‘All shiny and new.’

‘Perfect for our family . . . Perfect for our new life.’ His anticipation and hope were plain to see under the deck lights and I felt sure that my face mirrored his.

‘It has to be.’ We’d left everything we knew behind us in search of a better life for ourselves and our girls.

Erich placed his hand over my chilled fingers, sharing his strength, warmth and comfort. ‘It will be.’

He gathered me into his arms and kissed me deeply.

*

Chaos erupted as we docked. Most of the passengers on the Skaubryn were German, as were those welcoming the ship to Australia, and bursts of our mother tongue drifted across to us, the shouts and screams of family, friends and acquaintances waiting on the pier for those who were disembarking. There was frantic waving of banners and handkerchiefs. The atmosphere was reassuring. It would be the last time we would hear the sound of our language on Australian soil, I thought, before the inevitable tide of English was upon us. For a moment, I pretended we were still home and not halfway across the world. I wished we had someone greeting us, smoothing our transition into this strange country, but we knew nobody here.

Erich held my hand, his green eyes meeting mine. The girls were jumping out of their skins with excitement that we had finally arrived, fidgeting restlessly, keen to leave the ship for the day and explore, and my conflicted emotions were pushed to one side as we surged towards the designated areas for passport and health control.

‘Don’t leave Mutti’s side,’ whispered Greta to Johanna, her dark head against her sister’s blonde one. ‘I’ve heard that kangaroos jump down the streets here and take little children and stuff them in their pouches.’

‘They do not,’ said Johanna indignantly.

Greta nodded knowingly, her hands on her hips as if daring Johanna to prove her wrong.

‘Do they?’ My younger daughter shot a worried look to me. Her eyes were blue today. They often shifted between blue, like my own eyes, and green, like her father’s, and sometimes it was hard to say what shade they were at all.

‘Of course not,’ I said, exasperated, but quietly, not wanting to make a scene. ‘Don’t tease your sister,’ I said to Greta, giving her my sternest expression.

Greta just grinned at me, her brown eyes sparkling, her nose peeling from hours in the sun. She was ten years old and a month at sea had exhausted all the adventurous opportunities available as far as she was concerned; now she wanted to discover what excitement Australia had in store. Johanna, with her sun-bleached blonde hair, like my own, was two years younger and adored her sister. She was more sensible, wary of new experiences and fond of reminding Greta of the dangers of her latest endeavour. They were a good team, balancing influences, and fiercely protective of each other, despite the usual sibling rivalries. Whatever was ahead of us, I knew that they would be fine.

I spotted Erich returning with our paperwork. He cut an impressive figure – tall, athletic and broad-shouldered – and he carried himself with a natural elegance that many admired. Despite the humidity that embraced us and the throngs of anxious and impatient people, his crisp white jacket remained uncrushed. The matching wide-brimmed hat sat jauntily on his head, covering the luxuriant dark hair, now threaded with silver, that was swept back from his forehead.

‘All finished,’ he said. ‘We can take the bus to Perth.’

‘Where’s Perth?’ Greta pulled on his jacket sleeve. ‘Is it far?’

‘Not too far. I’ve been told there’s plenty to see. Come on, let’s not waste another minute.’ We were all excited to get our first glimpse of Australia before boarding the boat once again for the final leg of our journey to Melbourne.

The girls grabbed his hands, and Erich laughed and set off. The vice around my heart eased a little to see the joy on their faces. For a man in his mid-forties, Erich had the energy of a man half his age, but I still sometimes marvelled that he had decided to uproot his entire life and begin again in a new country so late in life. I had struggled with the idea much longer than he had, even though I was only thirty-one. The girls’ dark and blonde plaits swayed gently across their backs as they tried to match their father’s footsteps. They were why we were here.

It was a beautiful day and our decision was made, so as I first stepped onto Australian soil, I was determined to stop worrying about the uncertainty ahead.

It wasn’t until we were standing on top of the hill in Perth’s famous Kings Park that I truly got a sense of Australia. The girls were eating ice cream and Erich and I drinking Coca-Cola as we surveyed the city, the beaches and the ocean beyond. Trees unlike any I had seen before were plentiful – the eucalyptus trees we’d been told about on the boat, their leaves fresh and pungent. The dry and dusty paths and the succulents that bordered them reminded me that we had left the verdant green of Germany behind. It was springtime but already evidence of the hot, dry climate was easy to find. I took photographs with the camera Erich and I had bought for the journey, beginning to grasp the vastness of the wild, tough landscape.

We arrived in Melbourne’s bustling port five days later, thousands of lights and neon signs illuminating the pier. The screaming and shouting was deafening. Banners, flags and balloons jostled for prime position on the pier as names were called between land and the ship. Everyone wanted to be first to find their loved ones but it was nearly midnight before passengers could step ashore and into waiting arms. That was when the hysterics really started: tears of joy were shed by all at the happy reunions but there were more than a few who cried tears of sadness, those who had no family or friends here. Those who missed their homes desperately.

We could go ashore for the evening too but it was late, and while those who disembarked made the most of their reunions, many of us would stay on board for one final night. My emotions were running high – our voyage here on the Skaubryn had been like a dream, the luxury of the liner itself was an unexpected pleasure as we sailed toward our new life. The next morning a train would take us to the Bonegilla migrant camp where we would be processed, given job placements and sent to our new homes.

‘It’ll be all right,’ said Erich, drawing me into his arms. ‘We’ll get through this together.’

I clung to him. He was my anchor and I knew he was right. Despite the difficulties of moving to a strange new country, we had every reason to believe that better times were ahead for us.

‘Let’s go to bed. We have an early start in the morning and the girls won’t give us a moment’s peace once they’re up.’

The following day was a blur as we made our way off the ship and through the crowd still clustered around the gangways. Pamphlets were thrust in our faces by faceless figures, promoting what I didn’t know. The girls stayed close to us, overwhelmed by the cacophony of voices calling out in different languages.

A group of dock workers stood a little apart from the fray and offered them ice cream and sweets. ‘Welcome to Australia,’ they said.

The men didn’t look like they could afford to give out treats, but I felt obliged to accept, and the girls were very excited to have sweets to sustain them through the hours of the train ride ahead.

The workers didn’t force their pamphlets on us but Erich took one willingly and thanked them for their kindness. The pamphlet was promoting trade union membership to new migrant workers. Erich wouldn’t need to be part of a union in his profession and new job, but it surprised me that Australians were proactive in the labour movement; we had been told they were a very relaxed people. Under the Third Reich in Germany, trade unionism was banned as a manifestation of communism and workers had no voice. But I was pleased that migrants were being welcomed so readily into the Australian way of life and would be guided and looked after by those who knew and understood Australian ways. It looked like freedom of choice and the freedom to speak your beliefs was a reality in this country and our hope for this was part of the reason we had come.

Then we were through customs with our luggage and onto a train bound for Bonegilla, six hours away. It was hard to believe that we were finally in Australia. At one point on our passage across the world I wondered whether we would arrive at all – the Skaubryn was one of the last ships to make it through the Suez Canal before it was closed by the crisis. It was still closed and nobody knew when it would open again.

‘When will we get there?’ moaned Greta and Johanna on more than one occasion. Each time, I threw them a frown. We were not alone in the carriage, sharing it with a doctor and his two sisters. Erich chatted amiably with them while I tried to keep the girls under control. My nerves were already frayed, worried about what would greet us at the end of this journey, and their restlessness didn’t help my state of mind. The supply of sweets had dried up long ago.

‘Look out the window for the kangaroos,’ said Erich to the girls when it was clear that I would soon lose my patience with them.

‘I’ve seen three already,’ said one of the doctor’s sisters, winking surreptitiously at me.

I smiled in thanks as the girls’ attention was drawn to the rolling countryside once again.

‘It goes on forever,’ I said to Erich. ‘I can count the number of small towns we’ve passed on one hand.’

‘Australia’s so much bigger than Germany.’

‘Yes, I know, but I never imagined how vast it would be and how few people live in such a big place. It’s so different from home.’

‘Not really. It’s mainly hilly farmland like at home and the cattle and sheep look much the same.’

‘You can see the farms are much bigger here and the countryside’s nowhere as green.’ Erich was only trying to soothe my anxiety but he was irritating me. ‘Besides, the never-ending sight of eucalyptus trees is a constant reminder that we’re not in Germany any more.’ I took a deep breath to calm down, gazing out at the blue-shaded mountains in the distance, and wondered what mysterious things might be found upon their slopes and rugged peaks.

He squeezed my hand. ‘I know. It all seems so strange at the moment. We’ll get used to it, I’m sure.’

I nodded and stared out the window once more. Although it was certainly going to take a while to adjust to all the changes we would find here, we had each other. And after what we’d been through during the war, and afterwards, we were well used to supporting each other through the toughest of times.

We reached our destination mid-afternoon, our nervous energy swirling around us as we alighted from the train to board the bus to camp.

‘Look, Mutti and Vati!’ said Johanna, pointing out the window to some figures lining the camp driveway.

‘Aborigines!’ said Greta with excitement. The three young men wore nothing but shorts, their tanned bodies and faces streaked with white paint. We’d heard about the Aborigines and their ancient culture while still in Germany and after experiencing exotic Colombo, Greta had hoped to see Aborigines everywhere.

The bus driver laughed. ‘No, love. They’re Swedes. They’ve been in the sun too long and burnt to a crisp.’

Although I didn’t quite understand exactly what he said, I understood his meaning and translated for Greta. Her face fell and I had to hide my smile with my hand.

‘But what about the paint?’ Erich asked.

‘That’s calamine lotion for the sunburn. Don’t you have that where you come from?’

‘No.’

‘Oh well, you’ll soon get to know it. It’s useful for all sorts of things, from sunburn to stinging nettle rash.’

Erich shot a perplexed look at me. I shrugged. I didn’t know what he was talking about. Erich’s English was now even better than mine but I somehow felt that we were not prepared for the variety spoken in Australia. It would take some time to understand all the strange things Australians said.

Bonegilla migrant camp lay close to the town of Albury. It was a beautiful spot, hilly and leafy with a large water reservoir nearby. We could see mountains beyond the camp, which we were told were only a fifteen-minute walk away. Behind them lay the Australian Alps, still snow-covered this late in spring. The girls were excited by the thought of swimming in the reservoir and although Erich’s face lit up when he learnt that motor-boating was popular, I knew that, just like me, he couldn’t wait to go hiking in those mountains.

The camp was enormous, with all the facilities we could want – hospital, school, kindergarten, canteen, cinema, theatre and churches. Each block was a small village of twenty corrugated-iron barracks and each barrack had ten small rooms, partitioned with plywood and sparsely furnished. There was a communal kitchen, dining room, laundry, shower room and toilets. It wasn’t a palace but it was much better than the dilapidated farm cottage we’d lived in after the war. Erich and I had lived with my mother and aunt and her four boys with no electricity, no running water, only a little fuel to cook once a day and no heating. We’d managed then and we’d manage now.

‘Look at the geraniums,’ I said to Erich as we walked to our barracks. We’d been given two rooms: one for the girls and one for Erich and me. ‘They’re enormous compared to the ones at home.’ The colours around us were vibrant, with flowering plants and bushes lining the paths and buildings of the camp.

‘Everything seems bigger and brighter here,’ said Erich in awe as we stepped inside our room. ‘Even the sky is bluer. We’ll make it feel like home for however long we’re here,’ he said as we looked around. Once you put your touches on the rooms, they’ll be cosy and welcoming. Just you wait and see.’

‘I know,’ I answered. ‘How long do you think we’ll be here?’

‘I’ve been told that it’s only for a couple of weeks. I see the employment office in a day or two. Hopefully they have a job already for me. I’m excited to be working in engineering again. It’s been too long.’ He sighed, kissing my neck. ‘We’ll stay only as long as we have to. We’ll have a place of our own soon.’

*

A few days after we arrived, Erich came home, face drained of colour. Thank God the girls were outside with some of the other children in our block, looking at where the fireworks display would be held to celebrate the beginning of the Olympics in Melbourne.

‘What happened?’

‘There’s no job,’ he muttered, almost to himself.

My heart began to pound in my ears. I wasn’t sure I’d heard him right. ‘What did you say?’

Erich looked at me then, and his face crumpled. ‘There’s no job waiting for me. I’ve let you down.’

I grasped his arm, not sure if it was to give him strength or to make sure I wasn’t in some horrible nightmare. I led him to a chair and sank down beside him. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I presented all my documentation. Everything was in order, but it didn’t matter. Foreign qualifications for professions like medicine, law and engineering – professions like mine – aren’t recognised in Australia. I can’t work in my field unless I go to university here and retrain.’

Erich knew everything about planes and how they worked. He had been unable to find work in his field in Germany after the war and had struggled to find continuous work to sustain our family. But the Australian Consulate in Frankfurt had promised him engineering work in Australia and that information had helped us make the decision to migrate.

‘How can this be?’

‘They lied to us to get us to come here. We’ve been lured here under false pretences.’ Erich’s voice was hard and flat.

‘That is ridiculous! How can they get away with it? It’s not right . . .’ I raked a trembling hand through my hair. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘We have no choice. I was reminded of the fact quite clearly today.’ He looked me in the eyes. ‘We’re committed to staying here for two years. I have to take any job I’m given, regardless of what I was promised. Besides, even if we wanted to go back now, we could never repay our passage to the Australian government.’

I stared at Erich. His words were like a slap in the face. All the planning, the heartache and the difficult decisions . . . We’d been through so much. But he was right – false hope and indignation weren’t going to get us anywhere. We had no choice.

‘I’m so sorry, my schatz,’ he said. ‘You don’t deserve this.’

I wrapped my arms around him but I wanted nothing more than to scream and shout – to throw something at any Australian official who crossed my path. But none of that would do us any good. Bureaucracy could not be swayed by the act of a single person, righteous or not. I sat back, steeling myself against what was coming.

‘So what happens now?’ My voice sounded small, although I was trying to put on a brave face.

‘The best they can offer is to find me work in some related field, probably as a mechanic.’ He shrugged. ‘We’re no better off than we were at home.’

‘It’s not your fault.’ I squeezed Erich’s hand, summoning my strength. ‘We’ve done it before, we can do it again.’

He straightened in his chair, pulling himself together. ‘Maybe it’s a start. I can save some money and get us settled and then perhaps I can study to get my qualification.’

The vein at his temple was throbbing and I could see the supreme effort it took him to remain calm and logical. As much as this blow devastated him, he had his family to provide for. We had to come first.

I kissed him and held him tight but a little voice inside me wondered how long it would take for us to find our feet.
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I wasn’t sure what woke me, but the faint glimmer of early morning light peeked between the curtains and fell onto my pillow. I glanced across to Erich’s bed. It was empty, and I remembered that he had been sent to Sydney on the train the day before, to work as a mechanic at a factory for trucks and agricultural machinery. It was early January and companies were employing again after their Christmas closures. If all went well, we would join him once we were allocated somewhere to live.

Gooseflesh rippled along my arms. It was still quite cool in the mornings, though I knew we would be scorching by midday. Pulling the blanket higher around my shoulders, I tried to remember the last time we were apart. It was about six years earlier. Erich’s first wife and their children were still living with us after he’d managed to get them out of the Russian zone. Inga had made it clear that she wanted Erich back and I was at breaking point. But our love had endured and we’d remarried after his divorce from Inga was finalised. I’d vowed never to be parted from him again.

Erich was the love of my life. Of course life was busier with the girls but even after nearly twelve years of marriage, a tender word, a feather-light touch could still stoke the fire between us like in the days of our young love. If anything, the years had brought us even closer, the intimate knowledge of each other forging a bond deeper than I’d ever imagined possible. I fervently hoped we’d be reunited soon.

When it arrived, his first letter to me from Sydney had left me dismayed, my head reeling. There was no work for him there either. It was only after talking to other migrants in the camp at Villawood that Erich learnt the truth: Bonegilla was the main reception centre for migrants and it only sent people to Sydney to make room for new arrivals. The employment office in Sydney tried to accommodate those sent up from Bonegilla but it was often weeks before they found work for them.

I cried after that letter. I wanted to be by Erich’s side, to comfort and support him. I wanted him to see the girls and how happy they were, to be reminded why we’d come to Australia. I remembered our first joyous day at sea. Despite leaving our homeland and everything we knew, I truly believed that Australia was our new beginning. What mattered was that we were together.

The girls and I settled into our routine without Erich, who had decided to stay in Sydney to look for work. Being busy was the only way I could keep my worries at bay and stop myself feeling the absence of him too acutely. I had English classes in the morning, then lunch, a swim at the lake with friends, dinner, a walk and then coffee with the neighbours once the girls were in bed. We could occupy our time easily enough and we were beginning to make friends here but I couldn’t keep thoughts of Erich out of my head.

So I made plans to join him in Sydney, and after speaking to the camp officials I was able to secure our transfer to Villawood migrant camp. We were to travel by train to Sydney and Erich would meet us at Central Station and escort us back to the hostel. I was nervous about travelling on my own with the girls. I knew that my English was passable but we’d been cocooned in Bonegilla for the last couple of months, sheltered from the outside world, and part of me was afraid to step beyond our bubble. However, there was no point staying – Sydney was the most likely place for us to find work. It was the almost overwhelming fear of being apart in this strange new country that spurred me forward – and the thought of being together again enabled me to get on that bus and leave the camp behind as we made our way to the train station one morning in late January.

‘Good luck to you and your family, missus,’ called the bus driver as we set our suitcases down on the dusty kerb. I nodded my thanks and waved as the bus pulled away and we were left alone. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I clasped a suitcase handle in each hand to stop the shaking that had overcome me.

‘Come on, girls, let’s find our train,’ I said brightly as I could. Thankfully our tickets had been booked and paid for and all we had to do now was find the right train and get on.

‘Have you got the tickets, Mutti?’ asked Greta.

A shot of panic coursed through me. ‘I’m sure I put them in my handbag. Let me double check.’ I put the suitcases down and rifled through my bag.

‘We’ll miss the train,’ said Johanna, pulling on my sleeve.

‘No, we won’t. We have plenty of time,’ Greta replied superiorly.

‘Here they are.’ I pulled out the tickets, sighing with relief.

Once inside the station, I looked around anxiously for directions to the platform where the Sydney train would arrive.

‘Stay close now. I don’t want to lose either of you before we get on.’ The girls dutifully stayed by my side as I tried to decipher the board in front of me.

More people arrived, jostling past us impatiently as I stared in confusion at the information.

‘What’re you standing there for? Can’t you see you’re in the road?’ said one of the men crossly as he tried to squeeze past and bumped into me. I drew back in shock at his tone and the look of anger on his face, dropped the suitcases and put my arms around the girls.

‘Train to Sydney,’ I began. ‘What place?’ I stammered in fright.

‘What did you say?’ The man glared at me. ‘You can’t even speak English, can you? Why don’t you go back to where you came from? We don’t want the likes of you here.’ The girls cowered next to me, hugging me tight.

A large woman in a skirt and blouse wedged herself between the man and me. ‘Is there a problem here?’ The man stared at her belligerently. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked me. I nodded, unable to speak.

‘She can’t even speak fucking English,’ the man proclaimed to the crowd indignantly. I could see the flashes of sympathy across many faces but also the hard stares of others who no doubt agreed.

‘That’s enough,’ said the woman, ‘or I’ll have you escorted from the station.’

‘And who do you think you are?’ jeered the man.

She stood a little taller. ‘I’m the stationmaster’s wife.’

The man turned away, scowling at me one more time. ‘We fought against these bastard Europeans and now we invite them here,’ he said loudly. ‘What’s this bloody country coming to?’

‘Don’t pay any attention to him,’ said the stationmaster’s wife. ‘Some men have never been the same since they came back from the war. They left their decency and manners on the battlefield and all they have left is their resentment. I’m sorry you had to see that. Most Australians are friendly and accommodating.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, the shock beginning to subside and understanding most of what she’d said. I glanced at the girls, their faces pale, and loosened my grip on them.

‘I could see that you were staring at the board before you were rudely interrupted. Where are you going?’

‘Sydney . . .’ I looked at the board again and frowned. ‘Platform Two, but the time is different. Is it the right train?’ I pulled out our tickets from my bag and showed the woman.

‘Oh, of course.’ The woman smiled, checking the tickets before handing them back. ‘It’s the right train but it’s running late today and won’t arrive for another hour.’ The woman didn’t seem very worried about the train not running to schedule.

‘Okay,’ I said, trying to smile. ‘I thought that maybe because my English isn’t very good that I’d made a mistake.’

‘You’re fine.’ She patted my hand reassuringly. ‘How about you all come with me and have a cup of tea before the train arrives. Then I’ll put you on the train myself.’ Still in shock and worried about the girls, I nodded and allowed the woman to usher us to a small room off the stationmaster’s office, where we were given sweet milky tea and biscuits.

The monotonous clattering of the wheels of the train soothed my jarred nerves. The tea and biscuits had done their work on the girls, who were back to their usual selves, restless and annoying each other, but for once I didn’t worry. After the morning we’d had, I was happy to let them be, grateful to see them behaving normally. Besides, the carriage was nearly empty. Thankfully the man at the station hadn’t boarded the train but I was too rattled to want to leave the security of our carriage. I felt for the packet of sandwiches in my bag, the white bread I couldn’t get used to but that the girls loved, still soft and fresh. The kitchen had prepared them for our trip and now I felt very glad for them and that I didn’t have to converse in English or deal with Australian money to buy our lunch.

Slowly my frozen mind began to work again and I tuned out the girls who were playing a guessing game. Now I could take in our surroundings as we hurtled through the countryside. There was barely a blade of green grass in sight. As far as the eye could see, it was bone dry, dusty and brown, that was except for the eucalypts – gum trees they were called – and the continuous blue sky. I couldn’t imagine an environment more alien and different from anything we had known in Germany. The heat was almost suffocating and my last thought, as I was finally lulled into an exhausted doze, was that soon we’d be with Erich.

*

We alighted at Central Station and were thrust forward amid the sea of passengers, me hanging on to suitcases and the girls in front of me gripping hands. I tried to keep one eye on them and the other looking out for Erich. My heart was thumping madly, wondering what I’d do if I lost the girls or if I couldn’t find Erich. How would I get us to Villawood? Then I saw him, standing away from the surge of people, towards the end of the platform. I guided the girls towards him, jostling my way through the crowd.

‘We made it.’ I fell into Erich’s arms and willed myself not to cry. Instead I trembled violently – from relief and joy.

‘My liebchen,’ he murmured, holding me as if he’d never let go. We had been apart for nearly a month and the strain on him was evident.

‘I missed you so much,’ I whispered, squeezing him to make sure he was real.

‘You’re here now,’ he said, smiling down at me.

That night, lying with Erich in one of the camp beds, I prised the details of the last weeks out of him. We had two rooms like in Bonegilla, separated from the three other families in the dome-shaped Nissen hut by thin partition walls that didn’t even reach the roof. There was no privacy at all and we had to whisper to make sure we weren’t overheard and so we didn’t disturb the children. Erich had finally found a job working as a mechanic servicing Volkswagen cars at Lanock Motors in the city. It wasn’t much money but it was a job and that was a start.

‘It was difficult,’ he began. ‘I was supposed to go to the employment office once a week to see if there was a job, but hundreds of people sit there every day, often from early in the morning until the evening, desolate and desperate.’

‘I can’t believe they let things get so bad.’ It sounded like the queues in post-war Germany, standing for hours in the freezing conditions, desperate not to miss out on the limited rations available when the shop opened its doors, determined to stay as long as necessary to bring some kind of food home – anything – to the family.

‘I’ve been told that once you leave Bonegilla, they stop caring about what happens to you, and I’ve certainly heard many terrible stories about people trying to find work and losing all hope of the life they came to find.’

‘Thank God in heaven you found a job, then. How did you manage it?’

He paused and sighed. ‘I went to the city and sold our camera.’

‘You what?’ I turned rigid in his arms. Erich had taken the camera with him to Sydney to send us photos of where he worked and of areas we might live with the last of the film before having it developed. He knew how much that camera meant to me; it was my only link to my passion and my dream of my own photography studio.

He cupped my cheek, trying to soothe me. ‘I know, but what other choice did I have? None of our belongings have arrived yet. It was the only thing of value I had. I promise I’ll buy you a new one as soon as I can.’ He drew back to look into my face in the dim light. ‘Can you forgive me?’

We had bought that camera together and he had used it on the boat and on our stopover in Colombo almost as much as I had. It was our only extravagance and held such sentimental feelings. Tears slid down my face against my will, not just at the loss of something so meaningful but at Erich’s desperation.

‘Of course I forgive you,’ I whispered, my body softening once more. ‘Why didn’t you tell me how bad it’s been for you?’

He gently wiped my tears away with his thumb. ‘I didn’t want to upset you any more than I needed to. You’ve had enough to deal with on your own with the children and I always hoped that a job would come along.’

‘You can always tell me anything.’

‘I know.’

‘So what did you do with the money?’

‘I spent it on fares into the city every day to look for work. I went from factory to factory, but everywhere there were people lined up, sometimes a hundred or more, looking for work, just like me. It was a depressing sight, but the thought of you and the children kept me going.

‘One of the other German immigrants gave me the address of the Australian–German Welfare Society. They help Germans who might be having difficulty financially or in finding employment. They used their contacts to help me find work.’

‘There are some kind people out there,’ I murmured, thinking of the stationmaster’s wife.

‘I don’t know where we would be without them. They gave me the address for the Volkswagen plant here in Sydney. Apparently, Volkswagens are gaining popularity after winning a big cross-country car race recently. They need more mechanics, especially those who understand German cars. I went immediately. After they checked my paperwork and credentials, I was hired as an auto mechanic within the hour. The problem was that all my work clothes and tools are still in our crates and I needed my own tools to start work.’

‘I tried to find out where they are before we left Bonegilla but all I got was that they’re still in customs,’ I said.

‘It’s okay,’ he said, kissing my shoulder. ‘Lucky for me the manager has provided me with new tools, which I have to pay off at one pound a week. But they couldn’t provide work clothes until I’ve been there a month. The society helped me again by buying work clothes for me. I have a month to repay them.’ He paused. ‘I would have lost the job if not for them. I can’t believe the kindness they showed me.’

‘We’re very fortunate.’ After the war in Germany, it was every man for himself. Living conditions were far worse than what we were experiencing now and there was no safety net to ensure an ordinary person’s survival, let alone that of a family. But I couldn’t imagine what this experience had done to Erich’s pride.

‘It will be all right now.’

I hoped I was right.

*

Erich settled quickly into his job. Although he was no stranger to manual work, most of the mechanics were in their twenties or thirties and Erich worked as hard as the younger men to justify his employment. It was rough on him: he got up at five in the morning and didn’t return until six at night when he collapsed, bone-tired, on the lounge. The only time we really got to talk was on a Sunday, after a sleep-in and late breakfast.

‘My English is getting quite good,’ he said one Sunday. We were reading the newspaper, enjoying a little peace while the girls were outside playing. ‘I’m interpreting for the other German workers who don’t understand English so well yet and translating their official documents, so they understand the work routines.’

I noticed that he’d finished the page he was reading and handed him a section I was finished with. ‘Surely there are provisions made for people who can’t speak English so well?’

‘We both know what should be happening but it’s not and someone has to help them. Some of the Australian mechanics have started to talk to us, although sometimes it’s hard to understand them. They speak so fast and their expressions need explanation. I have to admit there are times I’m totally lost.’

‘I know what you mean. I thought that with our good grasp of English, we’d be fine, but there are different ways of saying things here. I let Johanna pay the man at the fruit shop for a few apples and with his broad accent, we misunderstood the price. She gave him the money but worked out herself that what she’d given him was wrong. He saw her confusion and said, “She’ll be right.” We didn’t know what he meant, but when she tried to give him more money he shook his head and smiled and gave her the bag of apples.’

‘I know that one.’ Erich smiled broadly. ‘It means it’s all right, don’t worry about it.’

‘Yes, I guessed as much. It was nice of him to do that, going out of his way to make sure Johanna didn’t feel embarrassed.’

‘Yes, but there are others who stay away from us. We’re called “New Australians”, but it’s a derogatory term. Some people believe that we don’t deserve to be in this country and we should go back to where we came from, especially Germans, who are all Nazis.’

‘That’s crazy! If people only listened and got to know us, they’d realise we’re ordinary people just like them,’ I said, remembering how the incident at the train station had left me feeling inadequate and small. I passed him the paper. I didn’t feel like reading any more.

‘They blame us for taking their jobs, but they don’t understand that we’re at the bottom of the ladder. Professionals are doing manual labour and factory work, doctors working as hospital cleaners, and many men are sent to remote areas, separated from family, to work on big government projects.’ The muscles in his jaw clenched tight.

‘Well, helping with the little things is a start,’ I said, trying to console him. ‘Surely that will show the others that you want the same things that they do – a decent life.’

‘I don’t know. I really believed that this was the land of equality, but I’m not so sure now. Some of the men at work urge the new workers to join one of the trade unions, to protect their rights, but I don’t know if it’s the answer for migrant workers.’

‘You’re doing what you can.’

We soon discovered, however, that Erich’s wages were not enough. He made seventeen pounds a week, with a monthly bonus of eight pounds if he worked every day that month and all his hours. Our accommodation and food at the hostel cost twelve pounds a week, two pounds were deducted for Erich’s tools and clothes, and our health insurance and hospital fund came out of the remaining three pounds. Then there were the little extras we never thought about that had become essential here. For example, when it rained, it really rained – heavy storms with thunder and lightning, often in the afternoons – and everything was muddy, sodden and flooded. I’d bought all of us rubber boots – which the Australians called gumboots – so our shoes weren’t ruined. There was very little left to save, and I knew I had to find work very soon to supplement our income and put savings away so that we could find somewhere to rent and set up a proper home. New migrants were given little help in their search for accommodation, we discovered, and housing was expensive.

*

The girls started school a couple of weeks after we arrived in Villawood. Although I had been worried about their English being good enough for school, they adjusted well and made new friends very quickly.

‘How was your day?’ I asked one afternoon, as we walked back to our rooms after school. The grass either side of the path was brown and shrivelled, baked by the relentless summer sun. I wondered if in winter the landscape would return to the luscious green I was more familiar with. The air was warm and still, like walking through an oven, but I discovered, to my surprise, that I liked it.

‘Fine, Mutti,’ said Greta. She was bright and would find her feet quickly.

Johanna said something to her but I didn’t understand her words. It wasn’t German or English.

‘What did you say, Johanna?’ I asked.

‘It’s all right, Mutti,’ said Greta. ‘It’s just the words Johanna learnt today from her new Dutch friend.’

‘You’re speaking Dutch?’ I was incredulous. ‘Your first new words at school are Dutch, not English?’

‘Mutti, there are so many different languages and nationalities at school,’ said Johanna. ‘At least I could understand Saskia a bit. I’ve taught her some German too.’

I stared at the girls, not sure what to make of this. Then I burst out laughing. ‘We come to Australia so you can learn Dutch! Wait until I tell your father!’

‘Okay, Mutti,’ said Greta, glancing at her sister. ‘We’re going to meet Anna and Peter. They’re helping us with our homework. We’ll be back for tea.’ I was still getting used to the idea that ‘tea’ was the Australian word for dinner. Maybe they were learning after all.

Our neighbours Franz and Claudia Schneider had become indispensable to us. They were German, too, and had been at Villawood four months longer than us, so they’d taken us under their wing, explaining the way things were done in camp and the differences between Australia and Germany. They had four children: Anna, who was a year older than Greta; Peter, who was the same age as Johanna; and twin girls only three years old. The older two got along beautifully with our girls and they spent hours playing together and exploring the camp. We were at a similar stage in life and found that we had much in common. Claudia was my age and worked in a textiles factory while Franz, now in his late thirties and unable to work as a lawyer, worked in a door factory.

‘Only since arriving did we discover that Australia’s in the middle of a recession. Unemployment’s a real problem,’ said Franz one evening, after we’d shared the difficulties we’d been experiencing. We were drinking coffee on our porch. Instant coffee was popular in Australia, and something we were slowly getting used to. Making it was easier than trudging back up to the cafeteria yet again and we could drink it and relax in some privacy.

‘I don’t know why nobody told us that in Germany before we left,’ I said. ‘We were seduced into coming here . . . Even on the boat we weren’t told the truth by the Australian representatives.’

‘But why is Australia still bringing out immigrants?’ asked Claudia.

‘They need us to do the jobs that Australians don’t want to do,’ said Franz.

‘Maybe those representatives should come here.’ Erich’s eyes glittered with anger and frustration. ‘The camp residents will tell them what’s really going on. I’d be happy to be the one to organise that visit and show them what life is like for migrants!’

‘It’s like nobody cares,’ I said, my cup clinking against its saucer more forcefully than I intended. I felt so helpless, so insignificant, and I’d vowed when I left Germany that I would never feel like that again.

‘Nobody does,’ said Claudia, her hand on my arm in sympathy. ‘Franz wanted to write a letter to the government department in Canberra, or even to Prime Minister Menzies himself, and tell them what’s happening.’

‘It won’t make any difference. It won’t be taken seriously by the bureaucracy here,’ said Franz, reaching for another spoonful of sugar.

‘We have to help each other. Otherwise we’ll never make it,’ said Claudia.

Erich nodded. ‘It takes so much effort to get anyone to notice anything and then it takes time for them to act on it. We’d be better off using our energy to help ourselves.’

‘The only thing the Australians are passionate about is their sport,’ said Franz. He leant back in his chair, long legs crossed.

I realised with a little start that he reminded me of my old fiancé, Heinrich: tall, blond and athletic. I knew that Mutti and Heinrich still wrote to each other at Christmas but I never enquired after him and Mutti knew better than to talk about him to me. That chapter of my life was closed and I intended it to stay that way.

‘I don’t mind that so much,’ said Erich, grinning. ‘I’ve missed my football and although it’s not as popular here as at home, at least there’s still a competition to follow.’

‘Everything’s so strange,’ said Claudia, frowning. ‘I’ve seen women walk out onto the street in the mornings in their dressing gowns to buy their newspaper or collect their milk from the milkman, and men half-dressed and barefoot in public. Nobody takes offence. I can’t stop shaking my head. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.’

Erich looked thoughtful. ‘But there’s a certain kind of freedom. People can do what they like.’

I sighed. ‘I know what you’re saying, but it’s crazy. How does anything change if nobody cares?’

‘I’m sure one day it will, liebchen.’ Erich reached across and squeezed my hand. ‘I think people here fundamentally believe in having their own rights.’

‘Maybe it’ll be our children who will make it a country where opportunities are equal for all people,’ added Claudia.

I smiled a little at the thought of my girls campaigning in this most peaceful yet, strangely indifferent country, and I realised that I wanted them to have that freedom and opportunity. Here, people could stand up for what they believed in, not like when I was a girl growing up in Hitler’s Germany, where even the most innocent comment could be taken as an affront to the Nazi regime. I remembered how my alarmed mother had cautioned me to say nothing after the arrest of my wedding dress designer by the Gestapo. I’d felt so powerless. Being unable – or unwilling – to help her was one of the many things that haunted me.

Franz leant forward. ‘I’m proud to say that we’ve nearly saved enough to rent a house. Thanks to my beautiful wife working so hard.’ He smiled and kissed Claudia on the cheek, and a deep blush rose on her delicate, pale skin. She was like the voluptuous beauty of a Rubens painting, plump and curvaceous with fine, honey-blonde hair she pulled back into a roll. ‘When we can manage it, I hope to gain my qualifications here and practise law again.’

My eyes were drawn to a couple of large moths attracted to the light where we were sitting, their wings beating frantically, making the light flicker for a moment until they settled against the warmth of the glass. Perhaps surrender was the answer, acceptance of this new land and all of its strange ways. All we could really do now was to put our disappointments to the side, push on and keep our dreams alive.

*

I discovered that there was a vacancy at a textiles factory. It wasn’t photography as I had hoped, but earning money was our priority and I had to take whatever I could get.

‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ Erich asked. We were walking through the camp after dinner. It was a balmy night, the soft breeze warm on my skin and the droning of cicadas almost deafening.

Bugs were becoming a way of life for us. It was forty-one degrees Celsius in our rooms some days and we had to leave everything open to get as much air flow through as possible, but we had no screens on our windows and doors and no way to keep out the flies, spiders, ants and mosquitoes. The spiders were a common occurrence but it didn’t stop me shuddering at the sight of them. The first time I saw a massive huntsman spider on the wall above our beds, I screamed with fright, only to discover from one of the neighbours that they were harmless and not at all poisonous like the red-back spiders we’d been warned about. The pump-action fly spray had become our best friend, and I doused the surfaces of our room with it every day, just to keep the creatures at bay.

‘You know I have to. The children are settled and happy at school and we’ll never get ahead if I don’t take the job.’

Erich stopped walking. ‘But this was my responsibility. We agreed that we’d have another child when we got here and you could set up your photography studio. It’s all come to nothing! If only I could work as an engineer – it wouldn’t even have to be with aeroplanes.’

I caressed his arm. ‘It’s all right, truly it is. We’ll make it work. I know we’ll have the son we’ve always wanted and one day I’ll have that studio, too, but it’ll have to wait a little longer, that’s all.’ I kissed him, feeling his cheek grow hot with shame. I had to be strong for both of us. ‘This way we can save a little and find a place of our own. Everything will look brighter then.’

‘I’ll make it up to you. I promise.’

‘I know you will.’
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The tedious and monotonous nature of work in the textiles factory came as a bit of a shock. Admittedly I was sitting most of my day sewing, and only getting up to pick up more garment pieces to machine together.

‘Is this what we do all day?’ I whispered to the woman next to me after the first morning. We were all female workers, working side by side on industrial sewing machines, cramped together in rows that filled the factory floor.

She nodded. ‘That’s right. I’ve been doing this job for a year now.’

‘With no change in routine?’

‘Just different garments from time to time, but I don’t mind. At least I can do it with my eyes closed.’

The electric globes that illuminated the factory hung high above, so many of us hunched over the machines and squinted in the poor light to keep the quality of finish consistent. Luckily for me, my eyesight was good, but I wondered how long it would be before I was squinting too.

‘We have to be thankful we have a job at all,’ said the woman, shrugging. ‘At least I can put food on my family’s table.’

Some days, I wondered if the paltry wage was even worth it. By the end of the day, my body was stiff, my neck and back aching and I was ready to scream with boredom. I vowed that one day when we no longer had to exist hand to mouth, I would make my dream of working as a photographer a reality.

Erich saw a job in a German newspaper for a mechanical engineer to build new factories and machinery centres for a large company. It was more like the work he used to do for the Americans after the war and certainly better than the work he was doing. He attended the interview dressed in his best suit. Of course he got the job. We were ecstatic – not only was he working as an engineer, something we both worried would never come to pass, but he was going to earn more money and had the opportunity to work his way up in the company. My mind immediately jumped ahead. Maybe then we could finally move out of Villawood and I could find a job in photography and leave the textiles factory. Maybe I could even consider having another child. Suddenly I could see light at the end of the tunnel.

One evening soon after Erich began his new job, I had the light on, darning socks, while the girls were at the table doing their homework. The days were getting shorter, autumn leaves were falling from the trees, and it was beginning to get dark already. The girls were bickering periodically as was usual, but all it did was set my nerves further on edge. For I had news I needed to share with Erich.

The door opened and Erich came in a little earlier than expected, his face like thunder. He mumbled a greeting and disappeared to wash before dinner. I glanced at the girls, who had barely noticed the odd behaviour. My heart began to pound and I couldn’t sit still any longer. I put the darning away and straightened the picture on the wall, the sunflower that had graced the parlour wall of my mother’s home when I was young. It reminded me of her and gave our room a homely feeling. I decided I might as well tidy up for the weekly room inspection the following day, so I pulled out the broom and swept the floor.

We all jumped as the door slammed behind us.

‘We have to talk,’ Erich said.

I gulped down the lump that had formed in my throat. ‘All right, girls, enough homework for one night. Off you go to your room until dinner.’

‘Can we go to Tante Claudia’s?’ asked Greta. ‘Anna and Peter are going to help us with our English homework.’

‘They understand it better than we do,’ added Johanna.

I wasn’t sure how much homework was going to get done, but sending them out would give me the space to talk to Erich in peace. ‘All right. You can go to the dining hall with them and meet us for dinner, but make sure you take your coats.’

The girls didn’t waste another minute, gathering up their books and coats and squeezing past their father, who stood rigid in the doorway.

I sat at the table and straightened the tablecloth, thinking about how I was going to tell Erich about my day as I waited for him to join me.

‘I’ve left my job,’ he said as he sank into the chair.

My head shot up, eyes wide with shock. I began to feel queasy. I couldn’t believe the timing. He’d seemed so happy. ‘What happened?’ I whispered, barely able to get the words out of my dry mouth.

‘The company’s a fraud.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘They lure German engineers into their firm, knowing they can’t get an engineering job anywhere else unless they retrain. There’s no big company, only a small room with a few engineers and draughtsmen with a drawing table.’ The vein at his temple was pulsing, a sure sign that he was furious.

‘What happened?’ I asked softly, my hand on his arm.

‘The first day I was given photos and paper copies of plans of machines and parts. I was asked to complete the calculations and drawings for them. I thought it a bit odd. But it was only the first day. Maybe they wanted to see what I could do or perhaps it was something to do until my job was ready. The same happened yesterday, but I persevered.

‘Today, the copies I received were hardly legible and the photos were blurry.’ He leant forward in his seat, eyes blazing. ‘I’d had enough and went to the boss. Nothing made sense to me. I’m not a draughtsman or a structural engineer. I was employed to build and set up workshops. I told him my expertise was in machine and plant engineering and that’s what I was hired to do.’

‘What did he say?’

‘After a lot of excuses that he could see I didn’t accept, he finally admitted that the company hadn’t yet reached that stage and it would be some time before a plant was ready. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing and stared at him in astonishment. I asked him how long it would be until the job I had accepted was available, but he couldn’t tell me.’

‘What do you mean?’

He sighed. ‘It all felt wrong, and then the penny dropped. Everything I’d been told was a lie. The company’s engaged in industrial espionage, I’m sure of it. I understand now why there’s always been such a big turnover of engineers. Nobody stays when they realise what’s going on.’

‘God in heaven! How can something like this happen? What did you do?’

‘I told him what I thought of his company and quit. He went red and then white as a sheet and didn’t know what to say. I’m disgusted they’re using vulnerable migrants to carry out such criminal activities.’ Erich sat back and smiled grimly. ‘Perhaps the other engineers just left without telling him what they thought. I’m sick of being taken advantage of and it’s disgraceful what he’s doing to desperate people.’

A surge of pride mingled with a stab of fear. This was the man I loved standing up for injustice, but I knew from experience how dangerous it could be to tell people with power what you really thought.

‘Will you go to the police?’

‘No, I don’t think so.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t want any trouble. Besides, the boss could try to turn it around on me and say that I didn’t understand what I was supposed to do. I’ll just tell everyone I know to be wary of job advertisements in German newspapers. If they seem too good to be true, they probably are.’

‘So now you’re without a job.’ I wiped my clammy hands on my skirt.

‘I’m so sorry, Lotte. I just couldn’t stay there. It wasn’t the right thing to do.’

‘I know. I don’t blame you, but . . .’ I debated whether this was the right time to tell him my news. It was never going to be the right time, I decided. It had to be now, like ripping off an adhesive plaster. ‘I have some news of my own.’

‘What is it, my liebchen?’

I took a deep breath and stared into the concerned green eyes. ‘I lost my job today. The textile factory is putting people off because they don’t have enough work.’

‘You lost your job.’

‘Yes.’

‘So we’re both out of work now.’

I nodded. Erich stared at me.

‘We couldn’t have planned this if we’d tried, you know,’ he said. The edges of his mouth turned up and began to quiver before he broke out into helpless laughter.

I stared for a moment, taken aback by his reaction, but I understood it. If we didn’t laugh, we’d cry. I began to laugh too and it felt good to release the day’s worries.

‘What a day we’ve both had,’ he wheezed as the laughter fizzled away. Then he looked serious as the reality set in. ‘We’re back to square one.’

On the boat journey, Australia had been an unknown quantity, full of possibilities, and my imagination had run wild with all that we could achieve. Erich had been so happy and we had been so full of hope. I had to hold on to that feeling now.

*

Thank God for Franz. The company he worked for was looking for someone to cut and plane the timber for the doors they made. Through him, Erich was lucky enough to get the job and was working again within the week. We were so grateful for the wages coming in, but I was worried about Erich when I noticed open sores on his shoulders after the first few days. He tried to brush them off as nothing but, when I insisted, he finally explained his job to me. He had to unload the timber from the truck, each board six metres long and weighing fifty kilograms, cut it on the circular saw, plane it and dress the timber. I knew that it was manual work but never realised how demanding and taxing it really was. Yet he’d never complained about it.

Over coffee one evening at the end of the week, Franz and Erich tried to explain the work hierarchy they had witnessed to Claudia and me.

‘Australia needs migrants to do its manual labour and unskilled work. They don’t have enough people to do this kind of work now that the manufacturing industries are booming. There’s no such thing as employment contracts for migrant labourers either,’ said Erich. He was so indignant he had forgotten the cigarette smouldering between his fingers. A few cigarettes were his one indulgence at the end of the working week; we couldn’t afford for him to smoke more than that. I knew how much he missed it and looked forward to Friday night coffee when he could sit and relax and have a smoke. Privately, I didn’t miss the smell on his clothes, breath and skin, even though I had become used to it when he smoked like a chimney during the war.

‘Really? No employment contracts?’ Thanks to Franz, Claudia was used to the organised, pragmatic approach to legal matters. It would never have occurred to her that Australia was any different to Germany.

We knew a little about the life she and Franz had shared in Germany. We were happy to share personal stories of family life but never discussed the war years in any detail. Nobody wanted to remember that time and we’d all come to Australia to get away from the horrors we’d seen and experienced under Hitler’s Reich.

‘It’s no different in the textiles factories where you work,’ said Erich.

Claudia’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. ‘I just assumed that the jobs Lotte and I started were the usual way to enter the workforce and once we’d proved ourselves, we would work our way up.’

Erich shook his head.

She glanced at me and I shrugged. ‘I didn’t know either until I lost my job. Erich explained that I had no recourse to complain or fight for my job. Migrants are always first to go.’

‘That’s how some of the trade unions get migrant members,’ said Erich. ‘The union reps wait at the factory gates to talk to new workers. Some unions are more inclined to help migrants, explaining their vulnerability and how easily they’re being taken advantage of and discriminated against.’

After what had happened with the engineering job, I knew that Erich had considered union membership as a way to be heard. He’d become quite passionate recently about finding the best way to protect the rights of workers arriving in Australia.

‘At least they employ us Germans,’ said Franz bitterly. ‘As far as the management is concerned, we’re good workers and anti-communist. After all, everyone knows Hitler was fighting the communists. We won’t cause trouble, striking and demanding better conditions and pay, like the supposed communists in the unions and industrial groups.’

‘I can’t believe that belonging to a union brands you as a communist,’ said Claudia. ‘Let the Hungarian refugees talk about real communism. They understand what it’s about.’

‘Reds under the bed,’ I murmured. ‘It’s insane. If Australians really knew what communism was, they’d see they’re under no threat here.’ The stories Erich had heard about life under Stalin in the Soviet Union from the Russian soldiers he befriended during the war still made my blood run cold.

‘Blame the Petrov Affair in Canberra a few years ago,’ said Franz, ‘and now the war in Korea. Anyone spouting socialist ideas is branded a communist and a threat to democratic and civilised society. Not only that but we’d also be branded Nazis.’

‘That’s ridiculous,’ spat Claudia. ‘How can you be a communist and a Nazi?’

Franz shrugged. ‘But it’s not worth the risk for us. I’ll have to wait and fight injustice as a lawyer once I’ve finished my studies.’

‘It doesn’t matter that some of us are so much more qualified or experienced than the Australians, our papers and work history seem to make no difference – all the higher positions, the managers and bosses, are Australian or English,’ said Erich. He clearly didn’t want to discuss communism and I wondered how close he was to joining the union.

‘That’s right,’ said Franz. ‘Educated men like us suffer the most. There’s no way we can rise to a higher position, it just isn’t possible.’ He cocked his blond head to the side, frowning slightly. ‘No, that’s not exactly true. There are exceptions. Migrants who have risen to elevated positions have been here for some years and are naturalised . . . Australian citizens.’

‘All I know is that Australian craftsmen and builders must be good: we’ve decided to rent for a while before we can afford to build a house because the labour costs are outrageous!’ Claudia rolled her eyes.

‘Maybe Erich and I should go into the building business,’ said Franz, grinning. ‘He’s a master with timber even though he hasn’t got any trade qualifications.’ He slapped Erich on the back. ‘We have to be smart about it, understand how the system works here and make the most of it. We’ll be successful just to spite them all!’

Not long after, I found casual work on factory processing lines, standing for long hours, performing mindless and repetitive tasks: checking, filling or capping soft drink bottles or packaging soap into boxes. I hated it. I wasn’t there long enough each week to make friends, maybe one or two days at each plant, and the permanent workers kept mostly to themselves. The factories were always the same: poor natural light with the windows high up in the factory walls, cold as the season turned towards winter, the floors hard concrete and the work relentless. But I couldn’t complain – at least it was money coming in. I realised that I’d been reduced to being grateful for any kind of work like the woman I’d spoken to on my first day at the textiles factory, but I’d be damned if I was going to do this forever. Things would turn around for us soon, I told myself. It was the only way I could bring myself to return to the factory each day.

*

In the dead of winter our crates finally arrived. It was just like Christmas. The girls hopped from one foot to the other waiting for Erich to pry the lids off the boxes.

‘Come on, Vati,’ said Greta impatiently. ‘You’re doing it too slowly.’

‘Am I?’ asked Erich innocently, a twinkle in his eye. ‘I’m going as fast as I can but these lids are shut so tight, I don’t know if I can open them.’

I was just as excited as the children. I mostly remembered what we had packed but that was over nine months ago now and I was sure I would find as many surprises as the girls.

‘Put them out of their misery,’ I said.

Erich looked at me. ‘In some kind of hurry, are you?’

‘No,’ I said, my fingers itching to rip the lids off the crates.

Johanna pulled on her father’s shirt sleeve. ‘Vati, I’m going to burst with excitement if you make us wait much longer.’

‘Well, I don’t think Mutti would like to clean up the mess after that. I’d better put some more muscle into it then. Can you girls help me?’

Greta and Johanna were by his side in an instant, helping to lift the lid of the first crate.

‘Well, I think the honour of discovering what’s under all this padding goes to Mutti,’ Erich said. ‘Move aside, girls, and let your mother through.’

In the silence that followed, I removed the padding from the top of the crate and reached in to remove the first treasure, wrapped in paper. I realised it was part of my dinner set, the one Mutti had given us before we left Germany. I carefully placed the package on the small table.
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