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For Grant, my soul mate, and most faithful supporter.




AUTHOR’S NOTE


Dear Father is a work of fiction, and any resemblance to any person living or dead, is purely coincidental. The Australian Defenders Party is a fictitious organisation, and any resemblance to an existing political party or organisation, is purely coincidental.


There are important exceptions. The narrative features historical people such as Heinrich Himmler, Franz Stangl, Christian Wirth and Kurt Franz. Stangl and Wirth were the master minds behind the extermination process at Treblinka, whilst Stangl, Wirth and Franz all served as Camp Commandants. By the time Treblinka was destroyed by the retreating Nazis, approximately 900,000 prisoners had been murdered.* Only 67 survived, the last of whom died in 2016. Much of my description of Treblinka is derived from the meticulous work of Gitta Sereny, who spent 70 hours interviewing Franz Stangl in prison before he died. She also interviewed his family members, SS guards and Treblinka survivors. Her work is entitled: Into that Darkness: From Mercy Killing to Mass Murder. (Pimlico Pub., 1974).





* Stangl was sentenced on the basis of this figure proposed by the West German government, but Franciszek Zabecki, who worked as traffic supervisor of Treblinka station, maintained that the figure was higher. He was the only trained observer who witnessed military and prisoner arrivals from the start of Treblinka’s operations until the end. He registered all arrivals, estimating that the real figure was 1,200,000.




To you your father should be as a god, One that composed your beauties, yea, and one To whom you are but as a form in wax, By him imprinted and within his power To leave the figure or disfigure it.


A Midsummer Night's Dream


(Act 1, Scene 1)


— Shakespeare —
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CHAPTER 1


Melbourne, July 2004


Isaac Bernstein slumped in his favourite armchair, weighing up the best method to kill himself. The house was steeped in the oppressive silence of late evening. Upstairs Miriam was sleeping. She slept so well, he reflected, the pharmaceutical sleep of someone who prefers unconsciousness to reality. Their daughter Esther was staying at a girlfriend’s house.


I am alone. This is my life’s work. For this I struggled, scampered like a rat on a treadmill building my empire.


He heaved himself out of the chair and paced the living room.


So how shall I do it? Hanging? Where from? Who cuts me down? Miriam? Impossible. Overdose? I could grab Miriam’s sleeping pills. How many do I need? I’m a fat man. Drive my car into a tree? Jump off a bridge?


His pacing stopped, and he stroked the desk lamp. Above it hung his favourite photograph, black and white: a five-year-old boy with his parents, holding their hands ... the boy smiling primly out of a stiff sailor suit, parents unsmiling … standing in the front yard of a small weatherboard house ... his mother gazing away from the camera, as if distracted.


Out of nowhere, he visualised that first ‘new migrant’ house in the outer suburbs of Melbourne.


No, that would betray everything they worked for too. I can’t do that. I have more than financial debts. I have debts to my parents, who escaped the crematoria. I have debts to all my kin, every single one of them, who were herded into the pits of hell.


Isaac’s little book of memories


Muter and Fater only told me extracts, you see, like episodes of a television series where the censors have chopped out the nasty bits. The good bits? They were 19 and feverishly in love in one of the most romantic cities in all Germany. Heidelberg transformed into a Monet painting in summer: rippling waters full of diamond-headed trout, stone bridges and emerald fields, almond trees in blossom, vineyards ... so many vineyards. She was studying violin at the Conservatorium, while he was enrolled in Chemistry and Physics at the prestigious Max Planck Institute. Devout Jews, they attended the synagogue every week, nourished by the warmth of the Jewish community. I have no early photos of them, you understand. All that was lost in the flight, and afterwards.


The bad bits. So many escapes and frantic fleeing from terror. The terror. For my parents it really began on 9 November 1938. Kristallnacht: The Night of Broken Glass. Orchestrated, carefully planned, justified by the authorities. In Heidelberg, two synagogues were burnt to the ground, including theirs.


This was the warning siren, for those alert to real danger. Like deer sniffing the wind, many Jews rapidly organised their departure from Germany. Muter and Fater crossed the border by train into France. Their families refused to go. Like doomed animals, their senses were not so finely attuned to peril. But before long those families would also travel by train.


Slow cattle trains. Juggernauts steamrolling into places that even Dante’s Inferno could not possibly describe.


. . .


For a while they felt safe in the south of France. Safe from what, exactly? No one then could fully imagine the end game.


Nominally Switzerland was a neutral country, but the Swiss authorities grew increasingly anxious to avoid offending Germany. The Swiss economy depended on Germany, you see, and as each Western nation collapsed under the Wehrmacht onslaught, the Swiss were terrified they might be next. In March of 1938, after Austria was annexed, the Swiss strove to limit the number of Jews entering their country. German authorities were asked by the Swiss to mark Jewish passports with a ‘J’ so limits could be imposed.


France fell to the Nazis in May 1940. My parents read the script well: they had already encountered enough anti-Semitism in France to know what their fate might be. On 20 June they crossed illegally into Switzerland, having paid the last of their money to a Swiss truck driver to smuggle them across in a truck crammed with furniture. From that remote border crossing near Crassy, the driver conveyed them to a farming estate whose owners he knew and trusted.


The farming family were Christians with a profound ethical sense. They sheltered my parents, who worked on the farm and earned their keep. News of the Jewish exterminations often reached Switzerland first, so the farmers heard rumours, terrible rumours, but they never passed them on to my parents. They kept saying: ‘After the war ends, you can go home. It will be safe for you then.’


At war’s end, they finally received news that every member of their families had died in the camps.


They wept.


I was born in 1948 in a refugee camp. Although we lived there for nearly four years, I have no memories of that time.


. . .


In 1952 they joined a throng of DPs (displaced persons) sailing to Australia. I have one faded photo of a ship arriving in Port Melbourne, filled to bursting with desperate people. They leant over the side of the ship, exulting in their survival. My parents are not in this photo, but I like to think they waved and shouted with joy. Always with joy.


Fater learnt to be a tailor, and of course he was excellent, while Muter nurtured hopes of teaching violin to students. But her English was not good enough. She began to sink into a kind of trance state. It was as if, after so many years, the reality of Europe’s madness caught up with her. She watched newsreels endlessly. When the Nuremberg Trials ended, she sat frozen in front of the cinema screen, folding and unfolding her long fingers like pieces of origami. Television came to our house then, so she could follow the news from Europe in the safety of her own home.


But now safety meant nothing. She loved my father and adored me, the only child, but love only increased her paranoia. One night, I remember, she took me aside – I think I was 12 years old, and grabbed me so tightly it hurt.


‘Listen to me!’ she hissed. ‘I’ve destroyed any evidence we are Jewish. The papers, everything. We must hide the fact we are Jewish. Do you hear me? Your father doesn’t understand. He trusts. He trusts this country. One day, Isaac, one day they will come for us again.’ Her voice soared into hysteria, the high-pitched notes of a frantic flute. ‘Do you hear me?’


More good bits


I met Miriam at a musical concert: Liszt I recall. She wore a dress glistening like opals, so full of colour. Her chestnut-brown hair was swept up in a coil, and she eyed me off as if I was a perfect dish of food on her plate. I had spent two stellar years in France, learning the restaurant trade. Ah, I was no tailor, no scientist. I was born to run businesses, watching them flourish like children. Yes, I learned to cook well, but that was not the point. As owner and maître d’ I could be master of the house in every way. Master. So seductive for a powerful man like me. My flagship restaurant was called La Perle – The Pearl in English. Classic French cuisine – duck in orange sauce, crêpes flambé – finished off with theatrical flair at the table. White linen so stiff that it dared you to crease it. I drew the lines at escargots: disgusting objects that needed garlic to mask their pungent graveyard smell. I ran an efficient ship. That meant long hours, hours I couldn’t spend with my family. My staff respected me, though not all of them liked me. No matter. Respect is more important in the end.


Miriam is Australian-born, and has worn her Jewishness like a cloak she could put on or take off as the occasion demanded. I taught her Yiddish, and she tolerated my strange ways, my insistence on celebrating Shabbat and important holy days. I failed to obey my mother’s warning about hiding my Jewish ancestry. This is a new country, I said to Miriam. It has no history of that vile old hatred, that poison in the European blood.


We settled into a swirling lifestyle of work, home-building and children. As the years passed, I opened a second restaurant, though not with the culinary gravitas of La Perle. I poached a one-star Michelin chef from Lyons, and he was a genuine treasure. Politicians, sporting celebrities, media stars, and business executives all lined up to reserve my tables. It was the era of the long lunch, plenty of rich food washed down with French wines, and all tax deductible.


In the early years, Miriam (bless her) attempted to help out in La Perle, as a kind of ‘supervisor’. Naturally, this was a disaster. Whenever she was on the premises, the faces of my staff assumed a strange hunted look. My Michelin chef threw a tantrum.


‘Darling Miriam,’ I said gently, cradling her elbow. ‘Restaurants are rigidly hierarchical places. It’s not your fault, but for the staff, the boss’s wife hanging around is as welcome as Typhoid Mary.’


Miriam understood. She always took my side in business. She was the homemaker, with an astute eye for décor and understated opulence. The home was her domain, business was mine.


Asher was born in 1977, a bright boy, linguistically gifted. Did that come from my father? I wonder. Three years later Simeon arrived, so loud and restless that Miriam would sometimes moan: ‘They swapped him at the hospital, you know.’


Then, in 1986, Esther arrived. My beautiful, spoilt daughter. Well, of course, I spoilt her. Doesn’t every father?


Miriam’s little book of memories


I can’t bear to watch sad movies. Hate them. I want laughter and romance, and pictures of people drinking wine or swimming in the sea. Isn’t that what God wants for us too? Happiness?


My only sibling, David, was the bookworm of the family. He constructed little models of houses, and dreamt of being an architect. I was bored by school, though I somehow knew that I would marry a rich man and I would make him happy. Isn’t that enough? Isaac glittered like a prize, and I worshipped him. In the early days I helped him in the restaurant business, but the staff didn’t like it. Was I too bossy? I slid into my natural habitat, the home, creating beautiful spaces.


Babies, yes, of course, we had babies. I loathed childbirth – such gross indignity. But our babies were like jewels in my crown. Asher came first, then Simeon, followed six years later by Esther. I have so many photos of the family. Each year we made the pilgrimage to New York, catching up with David, who lives there now with his wife and three children. Isaac insisted we try all the new restaurants. How did I keep my figure? I have no idea. Shows on Broadway. Day trips into the countryside, with smoked salmon and champagne picnics. Walks in Central Park. Clothes shopping with Esther.


We always spend time with the great retinue of aunts and uncles on my family’s side. They hug us close to their hearts like precious soft toys. But, you see, there is a downside to those trips. My aunts and uncles insist on dredging up the past. They lost loved ones in the camps.


Why, oh why, must they keep on about it all? It’s over. I complained once to Isaac, and he snapped at me. ‘At least you have aunts and uncles. I have none. Be grateful!’


Yes, but who needs to remember all that suffering?




CHAPTER 2


Poland, 20 November 1941


A pine forest outside the town of Pruszków, a mere 18 kilometres from Warsaw. Pruszków boasts a porcelain factory and a soap factory, along with some beautiful churches and historic buildings.


The gravel fire road has wound its way through dense forests of pine and birch trees. There are oak stands too, some oak trees more than 180 years old. Not a lot of bird song. Pine trees are not good places for nesting birds. The air is cold, with occasional flurries of snow. Winter is cruel here.


An officer of the Waffen SS steps out of his staff car. He is Hauptsturmführer Dietrich Hoffman, immaculate in his field uniform of grey-green. He peruses the scene before him – a deep pit of crumbling black soil interspersed with mossy rocks. A truck is unloading prisoners: a motley bunch of Jews and other racial inferiors, Communists and political dissidents. This is the fourth lot today.


The prisoners tumble out of the back of the truck, hurried along by guards prodding them with rifles, and shouting at them to hurry, hurry!


The guards are a mixture of Ordnungspolizei, the so-called Order Police, and Einsatzgruppen, special action groups who accompany the Wehrmacht across the newly conquered territories. This Aktion, as it is called, will be the result of their intelligence gathering. A Jewish ghetto has been in operation in Pruszków since 1940, but there are still Jews hiding in the town and surrounding villages.


Next to Hoffman, a young-looking soldier is shivering as he holds his rifle. Is he shivering from the cold or from fear? He is a non-commissioned rank, Unterscharführer. So very young-looking, thinks Hoffman. Raw. He will learn quickly.


The prisoners are pushed into line at the rim of the pit. One bulky man stands back, resisting. He looks fat, but then Hoffman realises he is hiding something beneath his greatcoat. The man appeals to the guards in frantic Polish: ‘moje dziecko!’


Why is he yelling about a child? A guard knocks him to the ground and the coat falls open. There, cradled under one arm is a skinny child – perhaps two years old – perhaps three. Children seem smaller these days. The guard fires a shot into the man’s head and kicks the body into the pit. But the child has tumbled onto the ground, where he (is it a he?) starts to wail. The guard hesitates.


Filled with impatient anger, Hoffman strides forward and hauls the child off the ground by one scrawny arm. Hoffman yells now at the top of his voice: ‘Must I do everything myself?’


He yanks out his Luger, and at point blank range, shoots the child in the head. Then he flings the body into the pit. Feeling wetness, he looks down. Little skull fragments and clots of milky brain are speckled over his trousers. He lets out a puff of disgust. They were laundered only yesterday.


He feels like shouting to the junior officers – this is an act of kindness! Why, only last week another killing squad had emptied a Jewish orphanage and driven all the inmates to the burial pit. There the officer tossed sweets into the pit, so that the children eagerly scrambled in. A burst of gunfire followed, but it was haphazard. As they filled in the pit, small bodies squirmed under the sandy loam.


On that cold November day, Dietrich supervises four more Aktions, so by the time he returns to his staff quarters, he is tired and restless. He paces outside in the fading light, smoking, and reflects: these methods of disposing of human rubbish are so inefficient. It is time consuming, and a waste of bullets.


What’s more, it distresses some of the men. He knows this, because in the tranquil darkness of night, they drink themselves into oblivion. Not all have the discipline and strength of character of Dietrich Hoffman.


He muses over the problem, thinking: there has to be a better way.




CHAPTER 3


Melbourne, February 2003


Esther was 17. Eyeing off the boys in her school, she fantasised about sex, but rejected the pallid Jewish boys with their repressed sexuality. She had read enough romance novels to know what sex should be like. Moreover, she had heard frightful tales from newly-wed Jewish girls of how poorly their nervous grooms performed on the wedding night. An indifferent student, her marks were insufficient to gain university entry into any high-status course. But then, what did it matter? Her parents expected her to marry a doctor or lawyer, not become one.


Miriam understood a mother should not have favourites. Raising sons seemed uncomplicated, but a daughter? When it came to Esther, a frisson of tension rippled through their relationship – not that uncommon with mother–daughter bonds. The relationship was a murky sea of love, attachment and resentment. Miriam’s face in the mirror reflected the ageing process with brutal clarity, while Esther blossomed like a ripe peach. Miriam was not a warm or tactile person. She loved her children, but never found it necessary to hug them or keep telling them how wonderful they were. I show them by my actions, she thought. I support them, listen to them, give them the best in life. The best.


Mother and daughter were alike, not so much in looks, but in nature. Esther was attractive, although not as stunning as Miriam had been. That meant, of course, that Esther worked harder at being attractive. She practised makeup techniques to enhance her large, dark eyes, copied her hairstyles from actresses, and always selected clothing to showcase her figure.


Like Miriam, Esther was no devout Jew. She loved the holy days for their food and ritual, but not for any spiritual reason. Daydreaming her way through much of her teenage life, she pored over romance novels, visualising deep-chested heroes who took her breath (and virginity) away.


Esther’s bedroom was littered with novels, magazines and a stuffed lion that she was given as a child and refused to throw away. Her dressing table overflowed with makeup, perfume, mismatched bits of jewellery and music CDs spilling over onto the floor. Wall posters featured her favourite singers and bands: Britney Spears, The Black-Eyed Peas and U2. This Irish band was her dream band. Why do I love the Irish so much? she wondered. Once she heard her father describe the Jews as ‘the Irish of Europe’, always battling against the odds.


If anyone asked her, Esther would say her family was happy.


Yet bubbling beneath this ‘happy family’ surface was Miriam’s strong will, like a colossal sea creature lurking below calm waters. When Miriam set out on a path, her will would not, could not be deflected. She insisted that all her children repay her sacrifice as a mother with honour and obedience. Obedience.


Being a mother is just as much about control as it is about love.


Eldest son Asher had cleverly escaped this spider-web of maternal devotion. After university studies, where he excelled at foreign languages, he was head-hunted by Foreign Affairs. Moving from country to country had meant he remained single. Now he worked in the consular office in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. This was not in Miriam’s grand plan. No marriage, no children, and too far away. ‘Come over for visits,’ he would say chirpily. Visit Vietnam? mused Miriam, I don’t think so.


He phoned regularly, as a good son should.


‘Mum, you and Dad must come over for a holiday!’ he enthused. He always used the Australian vernacular, never calling them Muter or Fater.


‘But it’s so hot. So much dirt and poverty. Street food – ugh, Asher, with your upbringing, how can you eat street food squatting on a little plastic stool in the gutter?’


‘Mum, the French ran this place for decades. The food is marvellous.’


She tried another tack.


‘They eat dogs!’


‘Only a minority. Although,’ he grinned mischievously as he said this, ‘there is a whole street in Hanoi named Dog Street. I wandered there by mistake, thinking all those red things on rotisseries were skinny piglets.’


‘Asher, stop! You’re making me sick.’


‘Mum, relax. You don’t have to come if you don’t want to. I’ll have leave in two months’ time.’


‘Well, be careful, darling. Watch out for food poisoning. And Asher …’


‘Yes, Mum?’


‘Don’t even think of bringing home a Vietnamese bride.’


. . .


Phone calls to Simeon were more reassuring. He had a wife, Chana, and three children: all delightful and devout. They lived in New York, where Sim worked in IT security for a prestigious banking house. Their spacious apartment overlooked a small park, and whenever she visited, Miriam itched to redecorate the rooms. She would wander about regaling Chana with her ideas for more vibrant colour, more sunlight, better furniture.


Chana was a master of passive resistance. Never arguing with Miriam, always smiling, but never actually doing anything. ‘Yes, yes, that’s a lovely idea. I’ll have a good think about it.’ Not refusing, but never obeying.


It was a formula worthy of Solomon himself, and it took years for Miriam to figure out the ploy and accept that finally, she had met her match.


. . .


Melbourne, May 2004


The bomb had not yet dropped on the Bernstein home.


In sublime ignorance, Miriam and Esther maintained their routines. Esther’s studies had finished, but she was dragging her feet on the work front. Frustrated, and determined to steer her daughter in the right direction, Miriam circled job advertisements in the daily paper, or downloaded them from the internet. These pieces of paper floated like confetti through Esther’s jumbled bedroom.


‘When are you getting a job?’ Isaac queried one night at dinner.


‘I don’t have a car,’ whined Esther. ‘Public transport is hideous.’


‘Well, then,’ he sat back, burping and stroking his fat stomach squeezed next to the table. ‘Organise yourself some driving lessons and I’ll buy you a car. A little one, like a Mazda. You’re not driving my Mercedes. God forbid! The insurance is sky-high already. If I included you on the policy I’d have to sell a kidney.’


‘You’re spoiling her,’ muttered Miriam. She poked at her trout, searching for bones, and then eye-balled Esther. Esther had recently painted her nails purple, and for some reason, this aggravated Miriam’s anger even more.


‘What happened to that job as a receptionist I showed you? The accounting firm? Didn’t you go for an interview?’


‘I don’t have enough computing skills, Muter.’


‘So whose fault is that? Your brothers did well at school. They studied. You listened to raucous music and read trashy novels all the way through – and while we’re at it, why are you wearing that dreadful nail polish?’


Esther sighed and swivelled her head towards her father, throwing him the perfect look of appeal that combined wide eyes with a slight mouth tremble.


‘Your mother’s right, Esther. You have to apply yourself. I detest laziness.’ He laid down his silver cutlery and carefully folded the napkin. ‘I’ll organise something with Meyer at his cellars. You can start at the front desk, and learn something about the wine trade – no, don’t give me that whinging little girl look. It won’t work anymore.’ He stood up, a towering man with a magisterial presence. His full face, with its aquiline nose, was marked by a crimson blush and broken capillaries, courtesy of his love of wine. Otherwise he was still handsome. At 56, he felt in his prime.


His prime. How ironic.


The thunderstorm had been threatening for years. Isaac had overextended, the classic hubris of the rich entrepreneur, especially in the precarious restaurant business.


The clouds darkened ever so subtly. He responded by opening a gourmet delicatessen, linked to his restaurant brand. The delicatessen sold imported luxuries from Europe: cheeses, Italian pasta, foie gras, cured meats, the list was endless. The shop even sold Iranian Sevruga caviar, imported at a shocking price.


In the beginning it flourished, boosted by gushing magazine reviews. Australian Diners’ Review published a double-page spread on Isaac, showing him posing in front of the counter, pointing to eight types of olives in the chiller cabinet. Miriam even muscled her way into the feature story, insisting that the photographer include shots of her home kitchen and her dining room.


Gradually, those luxury foods began to pop up in supermarkets and boutique stores. The Victoria and Prahran Markets offered them, but at a better price. Meanwhile, the culinary scene was morphing into a different beast, one that Isaac was ill-equipped to comprehend or respond to. Classical French food, silver cloches whipped off with a flourish by suited waiters, were so yesterday. He had opened La Perle in 1975, the same year he married Miriam. By that time nouvelle cuisine was creeping across restaurant menus, as visionary chefs experimented, breaking the old rules.


By the mid-1980s, there was pressure on Isaac to reinvigorate his model. The magazine reviews were mediocre and sometimes blistering. New young staff came on board, full of energy and bold ideas. Listen to them, thought Isaac. Listen to a young pup with metal rings through his nose and ears? God forbid!


La Perle began slowly bleeding money.


Then came the crunch of 1986. The Federal government introduced the Fringe Benefits Tax. It was the kiss of death to the long business lunch and to many restaurants.


Tragic heroes have a fatal flaw, which pushes them over the precipice. For Isaac, there was certainly hubris, but there was also sentiment. He had achieved so much. If only his parents had lived long enough to revel in the glory of La Perle. Such irony, that his muter died in 1970, when she was only 50. She stopped eating and faded into the night. Fater died from a heart attack at 54, with Isaac always believing sorrow pierced his heart like an arrow.


Oh, Muter, Fater, if only you had seen me at my height … your struggles were not in vain … Fater, you would have been so proud of me, so proud of your dear son.


In the darkness of the lounge room, surrounded by memories, Isaac again contemplated his demise.


Esther’s little book of memories


I turned 18 that year: the most fateful year of my life. What did my father do to deserve it? He worked so hard. What went wrong?


Our lives were broken apart like bits of bread, and cast over the waters.


That was also the year I met Frank. I was working at the Rondillon Cellars for my father’s good friend Meyer Spiegel. Like my father, Meyer had spent years in France, and his love of French wines was almost a religion. The name for the cellar came from the Château Dauphiné-Rondillon. I liked reminding customers that its history went back to 1798. That always made me feel more important, I think.


I hated working there. Does that surprise you? Meyer was a lovely boss, very loyal to my father, and he patiently helped me learn the basics. But I was just a shop assistant, selling to the public, filling orders and keeping stock records. It was so boring. Standing most of the day, greeting the customers with my biggest smile, and pandering to their egos even when it was clear they didn’t have a clue about good wine. But then, neither did I.


. . .


I was drinking in a St Kilda wine bar on a late Friday afternoon with my friend Rachel. My best friends were Gellah and Rachel, but I preferred Rachel because she was funny and fat. She had no idea of style, so really, being next to her always made me shine more brightly. We’d knocked back two glasses of Sauvignon Blanc, and she was joking about one of her workmates. I looked across at the bar, and there was this man.


This man ... oh God, such a man. He had a luscious head of black curls, dark eyes with long eyelashes, and he was wearing a tight T-shirt. His muscles stirred beneath the fabric. He had golden skin, no, I mean it, golden.


Then, to my breathless amazement, he walked over to our table.


‘You pair are having such a good time. I wouldn’t intrude, you understand, but something was very funny. Can I hear the joke, or was it too rude? I’m quite shy.’ With that, he smiled ironically. Yes, I can recognise irony. The smile lit up his face and he tilted his head to one side. He had a strong accent: was it Italian?


‘No,’ laughed Rachel. ‘It wasn’t a real joke, just funny things about my office. Crazy office mates, you know.’


‘May I sit down?’ He was so polite, it seemed unnatural, foreign, but then he was foreign.


We laughed together, and I pointed to the spare seat.


‘Can I buy you both a drink?’


‘No, sorry,’ blurted Rachel, ‘I’m late already for Shabbat dinner with my family. Esther?’


I shook my head. Dinners at home had been so disorganised lately, so hectic, and Fater had even missed leading Shabbat a few weeks in a row. He always insisted on making the Kiddush, but not lately. Muter never bothered either. What was wrong with them? What was happening?


‘I’ll stay on.’


Stay on? At that moment it was as if God was commanding me: Stay. Your life will be utterly changed.


. . .


His name was Frank Cavalli. He asked her all about her life and her interests. Unlike so many men who were bursting to turn the conversation to themselves, he listened attentively, his eyes locked onto hers.


Finally she giggled. ‘I think I’ve run out of interesting things to tell you. Your turn.’


Frank was not Italian, he was Neapolitan. ‘That’s an important difference,’ he insisted. Naples, as exotic to Esther as the moon. His parents had emigrated to Australia when Frank was seven, the eldest of five children. He spoke lovingly of his family, about growing up in Mildura, where his parents owned a farm. His siblings were scattered now, and his parents had sold the farm, weary of trying to outsmart the weather and the rising costs. They had returned to Italy, hoping to build a modest but sustainable life in the countryside just outside Ercolano, about 12 kilometres from Naples. Meanwhile, Frank had reluctantly moved to Melbourne for work. He was a woodturner, a craftsman, he explained, not a carpenter. He used a wood lathe to make beautiful things: bowls and platters, boxes, lamps, legs for furniture, newel posts carved specially for staircases. He worked in an artisan workshop in south Melbourne, catering for well-heeled customers and people ‘of taste’ who shunned the cheap Chinese products.


He drank his wine slowly, emphasising his words with flamboyant hands. Every so often he accidentally brushed the back of her hand with his strong fingers. He showed them to her: ‘See the resin stains? The mark of my craft.’


That touching triggered something primal in Esther. Her parents were loving, yes, but they rarely touched the children as adults. They maintained a kind of respectful distance. Frank’s touch made her shift on her chair, suddenly hot and flushed.


‘Would you consider having dinner with me?’


Well, of course I did. I was in a dream.


Much later, he drove her to his flat in North Carlton. Esther couldn’t quite recall how many wines she’d drunk, but had the presence of mind to ring her parents, explaining she was staying overnight at Rachel’s house.


Frank’s second-floor flat was wedged between a coffee shop and a music store. There were two bedrooms, tiny but full of resplendent colour. The kitchen overflowed with food supplies, wine, and cooking utensils. Movie posters fluttered from several walls. Frank pointed to one poster showing a mesmerising man with hooded eyes and hair that stood up on end.


‘Who is that?’ Esther asked.


‘Ah, one of my favourite actors: Christopher Walken. Underrated by so many people. I first discovered him in a video of The Deer Hunter. It was made way back in 1978, two years before I was born. Oh, what a movie, Esther. Such intense acting.’


‘Would I like it?’


‘No, not many girls do. It’s very violent.’


Esther moved to the next poster, carefully laminated and framed like a painting. She examined it quizzically.


‘You don’t recognise it? St Peter’s Cathedral. It is the heart of Christianity, of Catholicism. My parents took me there once. Such a long train trip from Naples. Oh, it is magnificent Esther, like Heaven itself.’


He sat beside her on the bed for an eternity, it seemed. Frank was 24 and sexually experienced. He recognised a virgin in his bedroom when he saw one. For Esther, her neurons soaked in the rich soup of romance fantasies, this was just how things were supposed to happen. In a daze she watched him undress. Yes, so important for the man to go first. Let her wait, and watch, and smell his skin hovering just beyond her reach. Slide out the drawer with the condoms, but be tactful, even secretive about this act of coarse pragmatism. Everything must be romantic and dreamlike. Help her undress very slowly, underwear slipping over flesh, keep her gazing into his eyes, not looking down, embarrassed by her body, as so many women are.


Keep looking at me.


When he finally kissed her, it was not on the lips. He kissed her throat, and the sensitive skin on the inside of her arms. Stroking her body as she arched like a seal, he whispered to her in Italian: carissima, cosi bella, tu sei perfetta. The woodturner’s hands were those of a skilled musician, and he played her to perfection.




CHAPTER 4


Germany, February 1939


The Hoffmans’ proud ancestry was rooted firmly in old German aristocracy known as Junkers. Derived from the medieval Teutonic knights, the Junkers only comprised a few thousand families, but wielded huge influence. Deeply conservative, almost feudalistic, they monopolised land ownership and were powerful players in military and political life. Like the industrialists, the Junkers had been pivotal in helping Hitler rise to power. Accordingly, Dietrich Hoffman’s family were wedded to an austere sense of duty and honour, acutely conscious of their class and racial purity. Although Dietrich’s father had dropped the honorific ‘Von’ from his name, little else had changed in terms of their world view.


Distinguished military service flowed in the veins of the Hoffman family, but to Dietrich Hoffman’s disgust, he never saw action in the First World War. After suffering multiple fractures to his leg in a horse-riding accident just at the outbreak of war, he endured a long and traumatic recovery. Even after several operations, he walked with a limp. For an 18-year-old with his impeccable pedigree, it was a personal disaster. But tough-mindedness was also a Hoffman trait. Keenly aware that any sign of a disability was shameful, he trained obsessively to overcome the limp. By the time he was 20, the limp was conquered, but his deeper feelings of inadequacy as a man were not totally overcome.


Given his background, Dietrich could well have joined one of the family businesses. The Hoffmans managed factories in the Ruhr, and were major shareholders in chemicals, textiles and agriculture. But in 1923, the French and Belgians invaded the Ruhr after Germany defaulted on payment of reparations. Hyperinflation followed, as the Deutschmark’s value dived. Although the Hoffmans were not as badly hit as most Germans, their confidence in the banking system and the political leadership was profoundly shaken.


God plays dice with men’s dreams. Hitler wanted to be a painter, but proved an artistic failure. Dietrich’s destiny should have resided in business or industry. But it was not to be. Having joined the Nazi Party in 1933, he rose swiftly through the ranks, and by 1939, had completed the rigorous training for the Waffen SS.


As Hitler cemented his hold on power, he envisaged the SS organisation as his own personal army and police force, but the real origin of the SS can be traced to 16 January 1929. That was when Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler, a bespectacled, softly spoken man who once wanted to be a farmer, assumed command of a small force of 280 men. Two main political and military bodies emerged: the General SS or Allgemaine and the military Waffen SS.


In 1938 Hitler decreed that the military SS, still operating under the control of the Wehrmacht, should be developed as an elite force. Men were recruited using the most rigid physical and racial standards. As well as combat training, they underwent intense ideological indoctrination. Their psychological training drew upon the racist ideal of Blut und Boden – Blood and Soil. Embedded in this ideology of racial supremacy was the principle of unshakable obedience. SS training documents stated: ‘Obedience must be unconditional. It corresponds to the conviction that National Socialist Ideology must reign supreme ... Every SS man is therefore prepared to carry out blindly every order issued by the Führer or given by a superior, regardless of the sacrifice involved.’


Up until 1937, the SS wore black uniforms, but these were changed to the regular field uniform of grey-green, with the eagle and swastika on the left sleeve and the insignia of rank and SS runes on the collar. The buckle on the belt read: ‘Meine Ehre heist Treue’ – My honour is my loyalty. This elegant SS uniform was a sign of social prestige, and it was not surprising that many men from aristocratic families enlisted. Notable recruits included Prince von Mecklenburg, Prince von Waldeck and even two Archbishops. Every so often, the uniformed Dietrich Hoffman would catch a glimpse of himself in the hall mirror. He would pause, contemplating the uniform’s purity of style, the crisp edges and the mystical insignia of the runes: This is how I was meant to be. This is my destiny.


The SS included two full-time armed divisions: the Verfügungstruppe and the 40,000 strong Totenkopfverbände or Death’s Head units. These units were given charge of ‘special police tasks’ in German-occupied territories. Essentially this meant deportations and executions, as well as command of the concentration camps. A large force was needed to manage the expanding number of camps. In 1933 the total number of internment camps was 110, but by war’s end, that grew to over 900.
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