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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The story of my father, the mascot, is a true one. In order to protect the privacy of some of the individuals and organizations I encountered during my research over the years, I have altered various names and identifying details.
I have also condensed the chronology of my research in order to enhance the narrative flow of the book, but the actual sequence of events remains true and accurate. I beg my readers’ indulgence of these alterations, for they were made with their reading pleasure in mind.
In addition, there are various accounts of the Second World War, and, almost inevitably perhaps, discrepancies among historians’ versions of certain incidents in matters such as dates, locations, and the troops involved. An important case in point is the precise date of the Slonim massacre, which still remains unclear, as does whether my father witnessed the massacre, as reflected in this book. I also encountered inconsistencies in the recollections of some individuals who were direct witnesses to the events. Furthermore, there were considerable variations in the spelling of place-names. In the interest of clarity and consistency, I have adhered to one version at all times.
I have done my best to navigate these discrepancies throughout.
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North-central eastern Europe.

THE MASCOT

PART I



CHAPTER ONE
THIS IS ALL THAT I KNOW

If I’m ever asked, “What’s your father like?” a simple answer always escapes me.
Even though I can look back on a lifetime spent in his company, I have never been able to take his measure: One part of him is a shy, brooding Russian peasant who shows a certain air of naïveté, if not gullibility, with strangers. Then there is another side: alert, highly gregarious, and astonishingly worldly.
His unexpected appearance on my doorstep in Oxford one May afternoon in 1997 left me more mystified than ever.

I was walking back to my digs, weighed down by books that I’d just bought at Blackwell’s bookshop. I was looking forward to getting home and immersing myself in a new purchase, the door of my study closed to the world for several hours.
As I let myself in I noticed a scrap of paper that had been slipped under the door. It was the stub of a boarding pass for a flight from Melbourne. Written on its margin was “OVER AT DAPHNES DAD.”
I immediately recognized my father’s handwriting: he wrote only in capital letters and without any punctuation. He had always formed his sentences like this; he’d grown up in eastern Europe during the Second World War and had had no formal schooling.
I was taken aback. I had spoken to my father on the phone only a couple of days earlier. He had been at home in Melbourne, watching television with my mother, and when I had asked how their week had been, all he would say was, “Oh, it’s been the same as usual here, son. Nothing much happens in this neck of the woods.”
His tone had not altered in the slightest nor had his voice missed a beat when I asked what they were planning for the coming week: “No plans, really.”
At that moment a slight clicking sound indicated that he had just turned on the speakerphone so that my mother could join in the conversation. He did this every time I called.
The three of us chatted on the phone for some time about things that had happened during the past week in Oxford, where I was a research student. We touched upon my plans to visit Tokyo—where I’d be for about four months, conducting research on a matsuri, or ritual festival—in about a month’s time.
My father didn’t have much to say about this, so the conversation drifted into silence. While he and my mother were always supportive of my path in life, the intense connection I’d always felt toward the culture and history of Japan slightly baffled them: it had become something of a family legend that as a child I would insist on dressing up as a miniature samurai before going to the corner shop to buy the milk and bread.
I promised to call my parents again before my departure. Then, just as I was hanging up, I heard my father give a nervous little cough. This was often a sign that something was troubling him. I hesitated, but before I could ask him if all was well he had put the phone back on the hook. Throughout our conversation he’d given no other indication of the dramatic scenario that was forming in his mind.

My eyes fixed on the note again: “OVER AT DAPHNES DAD.” Although it had to be true, I still couldn’t quite believe that my father was here, and I felt a rising unease. What was he doing here? Ever since I’d been a student at Oxford I’d wanted him and my mother to visit me. My mother had been keen to do so but had always been held back by my father’s reluctance: he hadn’t been back to Europe since leaving in 1949 and was adamant that he didn’t have the slightest interest in returning.
“That’s the past,” he’d insist fiercely, “there’s nothing there for me. Australia’s my home now.”
As I was growing up, he often made such assertions, but none of us, family or friends, ever gave them much thought. We never asked him why he felt this way, and he never volunteered any particular explanation. Just like him, we were absorbed in the business of living in the bright and healthy sunshine of the “lucky country,” as it was so often called.
I made my way over to Daphne’s. Daphne was my elderly neighbor from across the street, and she must have been peeping through the curtains in her front room, because the door opened gently before I’d even knocked on it. She stood wide-eyed on her front step and pointed excitedly toward the back of her house. “It’s your father!” she said, seemingly as astonished as I was. “But he seems to be nodding off,” she whispered. “Come in quietly.”
Daphne led me down the narrow hallway and opened the door to her living room. From the doorway I could see my father, his legs stretched out in front of him and his head resting against the wing of the chair so that his eyes were concealed from view. His arms were folded across the small brown case sitting on his lap.
I tiptoed farther into the room and whispered a thank-you to Daphne for taking my father in and looking after him. We’d been facing away from my father to avoid disturbing him. But from behind me I heard him stir, and I felt his eyes on me. I turned around. He had raised his head slightly and fixed his strong blue eyes on me with curiosity. I took in his familiar impish features: his arched eyebrows and his high and rosy cheeks gave him a permanently mischievous air. But I was struck by something else—it was as if I’d captured his image in a photograph and glimpsed an aura of sadness. But this quickly sank beneath the surface of his mobile features.
I can’t pretend that I wasn’t alarmed by his impetuousness, but his presence didn’t entirely surprise me. Over the years, I’d become accustomed to his highly impulsive and quixotic nature. He often made decisions on the spur of the moment without much regard for our likes or dislikes.
“Marky!” my father exclaimed warmly.
“Dad?”
“Open your ears. Daphne offered you a drink.”
I wanted to start questioning my father there and then. But I didn’t want to make a fuss in front of Daphne, who seemed to have sensed that I was thrown by my father’s appearance. She cut in with her own effort to keep the atmosphere calm. “Let’s have a beer. A Foster’s,” she said cheerfully, then added, “mate!” That ubiquitous Aussie term of affection made my father and I both smile despite the fact that I rarely thought of myself as an Aussie. Not only was I not a blond, blue-eyed surfer boy, or a “footy” player, but my years in schools away from the sunburnt country had left my body with an academic pallor.
“To Melbourne!” Daphne toasted.
“To Melbourne,” my father responded with a sheepish grin in my direction.

It was early evening before we finally made our way back across the street. In the half-light I fumbled with the door key while my father waited patiently behind me, coughing.
The door open, I turned to help him. I reached down to the small, battered brown case beside him, but his hand shot out immediately, snatching the case from my grasp. “Let me take that,” he said emphatically.
He had always been protective of his case—it was an unstated rule that nobody apart from him should ever lay hands upon it. He took it with him everywhere, clasping it so closely under his arm it might have been grafted to his rib cage.
It was all he’d brought with him from Europe at the end of the Second World War. In it he carried his few meager belongings: mementos from his childhood in Russia and Latvia.
For as long as I could remember the case had been a feature of our family life. Although we knew that it contained photographs, documents, and other remnants of his past, none of us had ever been allowed to see inside it. Instead we’d have to wait until he decided to display its contents to us. My mother would sometimes chide him for his secretiveness, exclaiming, “For God’s sake, Alex, you guard it as if it’s Fort Knox! What have you got in there, the Crown Jewels?”
When he was at home, my father invariably kept the locked case in the bottom of his wardrobe, hidden beneath my Catholic mother’s family Bible to give it extra and somewhat superstitious security. He kept the keys to the case in his pocket and out of the reach of me and my brothers, Martin and Andrew, at all times. Of course, his air of mystery gave the case an almost totemic power over our imaginations that was never more strongly felt than when my father decided to tell us a story from his past, using the case as a prop.
Once or twice a month, after my mother had done the dinner dishes and we had all settled down in front of the “telly,” absorbed in some police drama or thriller, my father would take up his position on the floor in front of the fireplace—regardless of the season—and my mother would sit in her armchair close to the hearth. It always seemed as if the deepening silence among us as we became absorbed in the “idiot box,” as my mother liked to call it, created in my father the urge to assert himself as the center of the household. He seemed to be tacitly saying, “I have a much better story to tell than the one you’re watching now.”
He would become visibly restless, raising his head slightly as if he were straining to hear something. Then his eyes would begin to dart about the room, unfocused, as if he were staring into another world, quite spellbound by what he saw there. Above all, it was his slight, barely audible clearing of the throat, as if he were struggling to release his trapped voice, that would alert us all to what was coming.
He would rise from the floor and disappear from the room while we silently prepared ourselves for his return. With a nod from our mother, one of us would turn off the television. Even if we’d been on the point of learning who the villain was in Homicide or Consider Your Verdict—our favorites—we never uttered a word of protest. We were all much more riveted by what was coming.
If we were lucky, my mother would even pass us each a small bar of chocolate. Fidgeting and wiggling about on the couch, my brothers and I would wait impatiently for our father’s return, case in hand, some moments later. He would place it gently on the floor in the center of the room. With a small flourish he would draw out a photograph or a document creased and frayed around the edges and yellow with age. Then he would abruptly close the lid on the case, placing the selected item on top.
Whatever he chose was used as a prop around which he would weave a tale about his life during the war or, more frequently, about his adventures on freight trains in the Australian outback or with a traveling circus in the 1950s. As the story unfolded, we would sit in rapt attention, licking our chocolate bars. From time to time he would reach back into the case to fetch another memento and would slowly turn it over as if doing a conjuring trick. Like a magician plucking one rabbit after another in quick, precisely timed succession from his hat, my father never had to lower his eyes to locate his next prop. He would draw out each one as if by divination. We were always enchanted by his stories and the artful way he related to his battered old case.
Apart from his love for eastern European foods, the case seemed to provide my father with his only connection to his past—the only one he seemed to want. From the moment he’d set foot on Australian soil in December 1949, my father had embarked with unabashed enthusiasm on his journey toward becoming an authentic Aussie—dinky-di—through and through. Quickly he came to believe he was one: for example, if someone cut him off when he was driving, he would curse the “bloody new Australian” driver, forgetting that he himself—cursing in broken English with his thick Russian accent—was pretty far removed from being “true blue” in the minds of many Anglos.
My father’s love for Australia extended far beyond the footy, and it was rare that anything ever compared favorably to the place he had called home since his arrival as a refugee on board a ship called Nelly. He even carried a photo of the Nelly in his wallet as a measure of his attachment, five decades later, to the vessel that had ferried him away from war-torn Europe to the haven of Australia.
“From the moment they set foot in Australia,” he would say, “people are free to be who they are, without persecution, and to make something of themselves.” Then, raising his eyes to the heavens theatrically, he’d exclaim, “Why on earth would I want to go back to Russia? The poverty, the weather. God forbid! You’d have to be crazy!”
He would put himself forward as an example: “Look at me. If I’d not come to Australia I’d be stuck in a freezing field somewhere in the middle of nowhere in Russia, looking after pigs. Here, I’ve built up my own business.” His tone was not boastful but rather grateful. To him, his adopted country was the “best little place on earth.” I’d always admired my father’s attitude, but it set him apart from many of my friends’ immigrant parents, who would often complain about how much better life had been back in the mother country.
The outer western suburbs of Melbourne where I grew up were predominantly immigrant areas populated by Italian, Maltese, and Greek families, among others, and many of them seemed dominated by a longing to return to their homeland. They would cling tenaciously to their own language, even as it began to atrophy, and use just enough English to make themselves understood. They would surround themselves with clothing, foods, religions, and customs that helped keep their pre-émigré world alive.
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The Nelly, which brought my father to Australia in late 1949.
Not my father. He never showed any interest at all in his Russian origins, and because he didn’t, we didn’t, either.
Despite my father’s determination to be an Aussie in every sense of the word, we didn’t bond over footy or any other sport or “mateship” rituals that would have been typical of a father-son relationship in Australia in the 1970s. Rather, it was the image of my father with his case that created a bond between us. Whenever I picture my father in my mind’s eye, he is invariably holding the case. Yet I still hadn’t seen inside it.

I reached across and picked up, instead of his case, the small travel bag at his feet, the type that you would take for a weekend break, not a trek halfway around the world. We made our way down the dark corridor and into my tiny living room. My father remained standing, taking in his surroundings.
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Our house in Altona.
“So this is where you live,” he declared rhetorically. “Small,” he added, raising his eyebrows melodramatically, “like a cave or a bunker.” Then he declaimed, glowing at the thought, “Not sunny like Australia.”
I observed him as he stood there in the half-light of my living room. His features had suddenly crumpled, and he seemed tired from the long flight.
“Dad,” I said as gently as I could, “do you feel like talking about this at all?”
“About what?”
The question provoked him to shift away from me to the other end of the room, where he began to examine the prints on the walls and the Japanese porcelain arranged on the mantelpiece.
“What do you think, Dad?” I said, baffled. “Why you’re here, of course.”
“What’s the matter with you?” he retorted innocently. “I told you I would visit you one day. To see what kind of life my number one son has made for himself.”
He stopped at the window, peering out at the small rear courtyard. Mollified a fraction, all I could manage was, “A bit of advance warning would have been nice, Dad.”
“How much notice do you need?” he said lightly. “I won’t take up much space.”
Space wasn’t the issue, of course, but it was clear he wouldn’t harbor any further discussion about his sudden appearance. He turned toward me, and, for the first time, I noticed a gaping hole where his front tooth should have been.
“Your tooth!” I said, pointing to the gap.
“It fell out on the way here. Somewhere over India, I think,” he said, “but the rest of me got here okay.”
Despite his glib remark, the gap made him seem vulnerable—wounded, even—and I was reluctant to push him for an answer.
Over supper in the kitchen he suddenly confessed to me that my mother had no idea that he was with me in Oxford. He had told her a “fib” about going to Sydney to see Otto, an old friend from the circus who was in poor health. My father said that he had promised to call my mother every day, and he was ready to do so now. I led him to the phone in the study but then immediately went to the living room, afraid that listening in would make me a collaborator in this unfathomable charade.
But my collusion was inevitable. Even as I waited in the other room I tried to avoid making noises that might betray my father’s scheme to my mother. Through the partly opened door I could hear him chatting amiably with her, and I tried to keep track of their conversation.
“Yes, I’m okay, luv. The doctor said Otto will be fine. He just needs rest,” I heard him say. “I think it would be better if I stayed here a few more days to keep him company, to get things organized for him.”
The tone of my father’s voice as he explained his plan to my mother sounded just as convincing as his words. In fact, I was sure my mother would have no doubts about the situation in Sydney; extending his visit to Otto would have seemed to her to be perfectly natural behavior for her husband. He was a caring person who over the years had always gone to great lengths to help his friends, often putting their needs before his own. Sensing this, my mother often complained that people were taking advantage of him, but he would always just shrug and say gently, “That might be so, luv, but don’t be hard on them. Anyway, I’d rather be kind to someone, even if they don’t deserve it, than turn my back on them.”
I peeped into the room to see if my father was uneasy about having to lie to my mother. If he was, it was not obvious to me. He was casually moving around the study, still holding the handset and pretending to be in Otto’s home. “Nah, between you and me,” he whispered into the mouthpiece, “it’s not much of a place, luv. Dark and dingy. Poor chap.”

In the days that followed, my father seemed reluctant to move, as if, having reached Oxford, he was seeking refuge there and was content to lie low. We made occasional trips into town, wandering from college to college, as I pointed out places and objects of interest. My father was attentive, yet someone who knew him well, as I believed I did, would have noticed that he still seemed distracted, as if he had some unfinished business to address.
One evening toward the end of that week, we sat in silence over dinner. We had run out of small talk, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to skirt around the larger question of his entirely unexplained appearance in Oxford. The evasive dance we’d been doing all week was proving more and more difficult to sustain.
Out of the blue, he announced that he had decided to return to Australia the following evening. I was dumbfounded and found it hard to believe that the visit might now come to an end without my having the slightest understanding as to what had instigated it.
“So that’s it then, Dad?”
“What?” He looked up at me, perplexed.
“You’ve made up your mind to go home? Just like that?”
“Well, I’ve got to go home sometime.” He laughed. “Mum will be wondering what I’m up to in Sydney. That reminds me, I’d better check the weather there in case she asks me.” He clicked his fingers at me. “Check in the newspaper for me, luv,” he demanded.
I grunted in a halfhearted way, unsure whether even doing this small favor for my father was tantamount to complicity with him.
He always had affectionate names for me—“number one son” and “Marky” were his favorites—but often he would use the endearment “luv” quite casually and without conveying any of its usual cloying overtones. Despite these surface intimacies, however, I never felt that he was taking me into his confidence. He was a man who kept his own counsel.
“Go on,” he pressed me.
I gave in and reached for the newspaper. Mystified, I decided that a change of scenery might have a salutary effect on us both and perhaps even help to break our odd impasse. Still partly hidden behind the broadsheet, I suggested that we spend his final day in London, at the end of which I would put him on the subway to Heathrow in time for his departure to Melbourne. He readily agreed and we began to make a plan that included having lunch at the Café Daquise, an old Polish restaurant in South Kensington known for its traditional eastern European food, which had always been my father’s favorite.
During my childhood, my father would sometimes decline to join us as we sat down to our Australian meals of roast lamb or fish and chips, preferring instead dill pickles, rye bread, and—even now I shudder at its sight and smell—raw herring. I hoped that the Daquise might remind him of the cafés and delicatessens of Acland Street, one of the few places in Melbourne in the 1960s and ’70s where he could indulge in these delicacies, the kind of world where he could relax.
As a child I used to love going to Acland Street with my father to buy cheesecake from one of its eastern European bakeries. I would stand next to him, holding his hand, as he stared into the front windows laden with pastries stacked high on display trays. One recollection came unexpectedly to mind. I had forgotten it completely, so I was a little perplexed at its sudden appearance. The memory seemed to have forced itself to the surface in order to point me toward an explanation for my father’s visit.
On the occasion in question I had noticed him staring intently between gaps in the trays into the darker recesses of a pastry shop. I followed his gaze and saw that he was peering into a world I had never seen before: an exotic scene of somewhat alien-looking women, dressed to the nines, with vividly painted lips and exaggerated eyebrows. My father seemed captivated by their masklike faces and the studied and individual way in which they ate—their hands delicately poised, their fingers, laden with gold rings and bracelets, lightly touching their cheeks as they brought forks laden with moist cheesecake to their lips. In some way these women were afterimages of an arcane world that my father recognized and was enchanted with.
I suddenly remembered another incident from one of those visits to Acland Street. One day, as we stood before the window of a cake shop, I noticed that my father had become distracted by something reflected in the window. It was the image of a man behind us who was leaning on the hood of a car parked directly opposite. The man’s arms were folded across his chest, and he gazed frankly, and with a friendly smile, at my father. I noticed that when his eyes met the man’s my father seemed to freeze to the spot, even though the stranger continued to smile broadly, even giving my father a gentle wave. My father gripped my hand tightly and abruptly moved on, as if eager to escape from something. In retrospect, it seemed that even though the man did not know my father, he recognized something about him.
While my father was clearly attracted to these denizens of Acland Street, he also seemed to be slightly afraid of them. Sometimes I saw him cock his ear, sparrowlike, as if to listen for something. It was as if what he saw through the shopwindows were the landscape of another life, part of a web that threatened to ensnare him, as if he belonged to them and they to him.


CHAPTER TWO
THE HEMORRHAGE

The train into London was almost empty, and we found ourselves alone in our carriage. My father sipped his coffee and stared out at the measured English landscape. For a second I caught sight of his reflection in the carriage window and saw that he’d been staring at me, evaluating me. His expression softened when my eyes met his.
“You’ve done well, son. You’re an educated man,” he said. I felt a little embarrassed to see him beaming with such pride. It was not his habit to praise me or my brothers. I turned my head to look out the window, mumbling, “Thanks, Dad.”
“I’ve never been to school, what with the war and things,” he continued.
“But you told me you were at school in the displaced-persons camp outside Hamburg.”
“Yeah, just for about a year. But I didn’t learn one single thing. None of the teachers could control me—I was a little devil. I just wouldn’t settle. I must have been restless from the war.”
These comments had come out of the blue and without any obvious connection to our trip to London. I was intrigued because he had never been willing to discuss his schooling before, cursorily dismissing any questions we posed. But before I could engage him any further, he abruptly raised his newspaper and hid behind it, lowering it only when we had safely reached Paddington Station.

The sunlight was blinding as we emerged from the underground at South Kensington. It was not yet 11:00 a.m., and I hoped that the émigrés who usually settled themselves at the Daquise midmorning would by now be there in full force: drinking coffee, eating cheesecake, and chatting volubly. If we got there any later, the cacophony of eastern European languages, especially Polish and Russian, would be supplanted by the lunchtime rush of local office workers, and I wanted everything to be undilutedly nostalgic.
We made our way to the café. I stood back as I watched my father peer through the front window. He put on his glasses, perusing the posted menu.
“Look, Marky, they’ve got latkes as well! I’m starving. Let’s eat,” he declared as if he couldn’t wait another moment. He gripped me by the elbow, trying to hasten me inside. “Open sesame,” he chuckled with relish as he pushed open the door. We stepped across the threshold.
From her stool behind the cash register the matronly owner, precisely coiffed, cast a disdainful look at us. She raised her bulk from her stool just enough to pass menus across the counter in a desultory fashion. With a barely detectable nod, she indicated that we should sit wherever we could find a table. It was what I imagined a typical eastern European welcome to be, a sour melancholy passing for enthusiasm.
We settled in a corner at the rear of the café. My father looked around the room, taking in his surroundings. Customers sat huddled at tables, drinking coffee, gesticulating, seemingly engaged in debate. At other tables, men or women sat alone, smoking, staring into space, or immersed in foreign newspapers.
“God forbid. Where have you brought me, son?” he joked somewhat edgily.
“I thought you’d like it here, Dad. Just like Acland Street.”
He smiled at me, seemingly touched by my consideration, then visibly relaxed. I noticed that he was guarding his battered case as closely as ever, and again I offered to take it.
“Give it to me, Dad. I’ll put it against the wall behind me. Next to your weekend bag.”
“It’s fine here, son,” he said, gently dismissing my fussing.
“C’mon, I’m not going to steal it or anything.”
He shook his head emphatically. “It’s more than my life is worth, your life, too,” he declared. “It’s your inheritance.”
We both laughed, knowing that it was true: he really did have little else but his case to leave me.
“Is that all I’ll get?” I shot back with mock disappointment.
He grinned at me. “Be grateful for whatever comes your way.”
I signaled to the elderly waitress, who waddled over to take our order and gave a contemptuous snort in response to our indecisiveness. For an instant I feared that this unfriendly reception would dampen my father’s interest in the surroundings, but I needn’t have worried. He found her behavior amusing and stared after her, making light of her moodiness. “We must have got her on a good day,” he whispered, a twinkle in his eyes.
Just as on our visits to Acland Street years ago, my father was alert to the sounds of the various eastern European languages he could hear around him—Polish, Russian, and even a smattering of Yiddish. He glanced over his shoulder, stretching to see who owned the voices. Clearing his throat, he turned back to me. The sounds seemed to have triggered something inside him.
“Before I went to Riga when I was a child…” he started.
“You mean when you were lost in the forest?”
“No. Even earlier than that,” he said quietly.
“I thought you couldn’t remember anything from that time?”
“There is something I remember.” He paused for what seemed an inordinate amount of time. Then he leaned forward to confide in me. “I have these two words locked away inside of me. I’ve never forgotten them.” Then he was silent. I waited.
“One is ‘Koidanov,’” he said finally, “and the other is ‘Panok.’” He repeated the words. “Panok. And Koidanov.” Immediately after they left his lips, he seemed distracted by them.
“Are they the names of people? Places? What do they mean?”
He leaned even closer across the table toward me. Then he shook his head, grim-faced, and shrugged. “No idea.” Then just as suddenly, he was energized by a thought: “But you know what I think, son? Those words are the key to who I was before the forest, before the Latvian soldiers…”
“When you were with your Russian pigherd parents?”
He fell silent, again seemingly lost in his thoughts. Then he said quietly, “If that’s who I am.”
“If that’s who you are?” I blurted out sharply. “What on earth do you mean, Dad?” I shot him a questioning look, but his eyes darted around, avoiding mine. I tried another tack.
“You’ve remembered these words all your life?” I asked more gently. “Have you told anybody about them?”
He shook his head. He stared at his hands, which rested on the table.
“I can’t understand that, Dad.”
His head was slightly bowed, perhaps under the burden of what he had just revealed or in a vain attempt to deflect my line of questioning. But I persisted. “Why did you keep them secret?”
He gave a shrug, then abruptly pulled away from me, back to his side of the table. “It wasn’t a secret,” he said. “I just thought that there was nothing to say about them. I didn’t know what they meant and I didn’t know how I could find out what they were.” He seemed exasperated by my puzzlement. “And besides,” he smirked, “Mum and I were busy raising you three boys. I didn’t have time to think about anything else.”
I suddenly pictured my mother sitting alone in the living room in Melbourne. “Does Mum know about this?” I asked.
“I don’t want her to know,” my father said, “for the time being. I just don’t want to worry her.”
“Why tell me then? And why now?”
“I want you to do something for me, son.” Though he tried to seem offhand there was an underlying note of urgency in his voice. “I want you to find out what these words mean.”
He leaned further back in his chair, folding his arms in a gesture of finality, as if all he wanted me to do was to discover the significance of the words and not trouble myself with his reasons for keeping them secret.
“I want to know who I am. I want to know who my people are before I die,” my father said. Leaning forward across the table again, he added pensively, “I want to place a flower on my mother’s grave. Wherever that might be.”
I fell silent. I was shocked.
“Please, son,” he said, as if he needed to convince me.
While I was thrown by his request, unable to recall a time when he’d asked me so directly for my help, it went without saying that I would help him, even if what he wanted still seemed so vague. I pulled out a piece of paper. “Tell me how to spell the words—”
We were interrupted by the waitress who arrived with our meals and slapped the plates down on the table. We ate in silence, my father bent forward, as was his habit, with one arm curled around his plate, protecting the steaming cabbage rolls as he devoured them greedily.
I had lost my appetite, however, and thought about his brown case again. It was true that I saw the case, despite its battered exterior, as something filled with riches, and all the stories it contained, especially all the tales of my father’s life since his arrival in Australia, as my inheritance. They were the kind of enchanting stories of human bravado that would make any child proud of his father. I felt more ambivalent about the stories of his childhood in Europe during the war. I could never get a clear picture of what had gone on because my father painted that time in the broadest of brushstrokes.
We enjoyed one particular story my father often told us more than the others, about the time he spent wandering alone in a dark, overgrown forest at the age of five or six when he had become separated from his parents, who were Russian pigherds. He could never remember how this had actually occurred, he said, but he always believed that the trauma of it, together with his time alone in the forest in the freezing winter—for weeks and perhaps even months—caused him to forget both his name and his origins.
My father told us that at night he would tie himself inside the forks of trees to survive the wolves, whose howling he could hear in the distance. As he sat high above the ground, shaking with cold, swinging his tiny legs, and waiting for the first light of dawn, he sometimes imagined that he could hear his mother’s voice calling out to him. But he could never remember her words. This part of the story prompted our avid inquiries.
“Weren’t you afraid, Daddy?” we would ask. “Could you see the wolves’ eyes glowing in the dark?” He would dismiss any questions that suggested he’d been at all vulnerable and respond as if he’d always been brave, confident, and readily equipped for any contingency. “Nah, boys,” he’d say, “I’d just make sure that I’d tied the knot tight enough.”
As if by an agreed-upon formula, one of us would usually exclaim insistently, “But, Daddy, you must know where you come from. Everyone does!”
When he would deny that he did, it only made us more insistent. “You must know, Daddy!”
My mother was always very protective of my father, and she would usually step in at moments like these, when our naïveté made us ruthless and we pressed him too much. “Boys! Leave your father alone,” she would insist gently. “Settle down now and let him get on with his story.”
As the years passed and he retold this story, my mother, my brothers, and I all came to accept the ground rules he set: sit in silence and ask nothing. But in my imagination I would create my own childlike images of my father as a little boy, a Mowgli-like creature wide-eyed with fear, despite what he’d said about his courage, being chased down dark, twisting forest trails by some large, shadowy figure, possibly half-human, half-beast.
My father told us that the turning point in his life came when he was found by Latvian soldiers in a forest on the outskirts of a deserted village somewhere near the Russian border in 1942. They had fed him and tidied him up. It was then that two figures surfaced who would play important roles in his future. The first was K[image: image]rlis Lobe.
Lobe was the commander of the Latvian police brigade whose soldiers had discovered my father and taken it upon themselves to give the boy a new name. They called him Uldis Kurzemnieks. Uldis was a common Latvian first name, much like John, and Kurzemnieks literally meant “one from Kurzeme.” Kurzeme was a region in the west of Latvia from which many of the soldiers had come. (My father would abbreviate Uldis Kurzemnieks to Alex Kurzem to spare his fellow Australians the pain of pronouncing the tongue-twisting foreign name.)
Lobe later gave my father a false birthday, November 18, chosen for him because it commemorated Latvian National Day. Eventually he made another key decision about my father’s life, arranging for him to be removed from the potential dangers of armed conflict at the front and taken to the safety of Riga and the home of a Latvian family called Dzenis, who ran a chocolate factory.

I looked around at the other tables in the Daquise, and the sight of many elderly European gentlemen of a certain bearing led me to reflect on my father’s account of his life with Lobe. My father was always circumspect, even evasive, whenever I asked him about Lobe. His response never varied: “He was a good soldier. He was firm with me, but always fair.” When I would try to draw him out further on Lobe’s appearance in those days, he became dismissive: “He looked like a soldier. That’s all. Nothing special.” I could never get my father to say anything more than that, so over the years I came to picture Lobe as tall and upright, with an aristocratic, almost Prussian, manner. I formed a mental snapshot of Lobe holding my wildly laughing father, then a small boy, aloft in the air. Somehow this image became my own private expression of gratitude to the man who had “rescued” my father from the wolves. Now, having just learned of a new element to my father’s past, I began to wonder what other revelations might follow.
After we left the Daquise we wandered the streets of South Kensington, slightly disoriented. It was just as well that we had no special plans for the remainder of the afternoon. It seemed as if the little crack that had appeared in the surface of my father’s demeanor less than an hour ago had now somehow resealed itself. He was content to walk in silence, as was I.
Eventually we came to the underground tunnel that took us beneath Exhibition Road. Its tiles provided cool relief from the unusually stifling humidity of this late May afternoon. The tunnel was deserted, and as we moved into its deepest section, the sound of the overhead traffic became muted. In the stillness our footsteps echoed back at us. This had a disquieting effect on my father. The rat-a-tat of our steps made his body stiffen as if he’d heard something I could not.
Suddenly he stopped and stared at me.
“Something terrible happened,” he said. I waited for what he was going to say next. He studied my face but then turned away from me and faced the wall. “No. Forget it,” he said. “It’s nothing, really.”
“What do you mean, ‘nothing’? You just said something terrible happened. What was terrible, Dad?”
He turned to face me again. “Forget it, son. You wouldn’t understand.”
I could see only his silhouette against the light from the other end of the tunnel. I moved closer to him. His face was pale and his features had become inexplicably gaunt. He breathed more heavily than usual, as if trying to expel some inner tension.
“It was terrible what they asked me to do!”
“Who are ‘they’? What did they make you do?”
He was distracted by the sound of someone else entering the tunnel and stiffened again at the echo of approaching steps. I was baffled by his response and instinctively reached out to grasp his arm in an attempt to soothe his nerves. I was surprised by my own gesture: neither my father nor I were physically demonstrative with each other.
A man in a suit hurried past us, with his head down. My father gave him an embarrassed smile. We must have made a strange scene—two men standing in silence in the dark center of the tunnel.
By the time the figure had faded into the distance, my father seemed calmer. I could almost feel his heart slowing down. “Tell me, Dad,” I said gently. “Are you in trouble? Is something the matter in Melbourne?”
He shook his head. “Nah, son. It’s not worth worrying about. Just something that came into my mind. Out of nowhere.” He repeated the words “out of nowhere” and then seemed genuinely perturbed by what he’d just blurted out, as if he’d given too much away.
“I won’t force you, Dad,” I persisted, “but if you feel like telling me…”
He stared at me with a blank face. Finally, he spoke. “C’mon, Marky, I feel like an ice cream. Where can we get one?”
He loved sweets and desserts, especially chocolate and ice cream, but I knew immediately that this abrupt change of topic was nothing more than a ploy to try to make light of what he had just said. Yet such was the force of his personality that I felt compelled to go along with the diversion.
“Let’s get out of here,” he said, taking charge. “This place makes me feel”—he clicked his fingers as he habitually did when he was trying to search for a word in English—“claustrophobic.” He chuckled lightly at finding the right word so quickly. He put his arm around my shoulder affectionately—again uncharacteristically—and began to move us both toward the light at the far end of the tunnel.
We surfaced into the hubbub of the street above. My father, who had always had keen eyesight, spotted a gaudy, pink-striped ice-cream van farther down the road, and after queuing for his favorite—“Strawberry. I love strawberry”—we made our way to a park nearby. As we walked along I cast a furtive glance at him. His face lit up with childlike pleasure in his ice cream.
A small crowd had gathered in the park, enjoying the late-afternoon sun. We found a bench and silently observed the children playing on the grass nearby. My father must have quietly drawn his case onto his lap because suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that he was fumbling in his pocket for something. He pulled out the well-worn key and inserted it into the case’s lock. As always, he opened the case just wide enough for his hand to slip inside. He pulled out a flat envelope and carefully closed the lid of the case before passing the envelope to me.
“What’s this?” I asked in a low voice.
“Something you should see, son.”
I felt a sense of trepidation and hesitated to open it. As I made a move to do so, he suddenly snatched it back.
“On second thought, let me do it!” He opened the envelope and slowly withdrew a small photograph. He gripped it firmly, grimacing as if in pain.
I drew closer to him and gazed down at the photo. Although the image had discolored with age, it was relatively sharp. I saw a small boy no more than six or seven years old. Dressed in a military uniform that must have been made especially for him, he was posing proudly in front of a gaily decorated Christmas tree.
My eyes focused on the uniform, and for a moment I caught my breath. On the lapels and sleeves of the high-necked jacket the uniform bore the lightning insignia that identified the SS. The boy was a miniature version of the stereotypical Nazi one sees in war movies. It was my father.
I scanned the image of the boy-soldier, my father, beaming at the camera. What was my father doing dressed like this? What sort of people would let a child dress in this fashion? Who took this photograph? When was it taken? And why take a photograph like this? Myriad questions ran through my mind at once. Where was it taken? In Russia? In Latvia? Was it connected to Koidanov or Panok? It didn’t make sense. My father had never mentioned being a soldier. Only a Boy Scout of sorts.
I began to move even closer to my father in order to scrutinize the details. But before I could, he abruptly shoved the photograph back into its innocent white envelope. He slid the envelope back into the brown case. “It’s awful, son,” was all he managed to say.
“Is this why you’re here?” I asked. “Is that what you’ve been hedging around all week?”
He avoided my eyes. “It’s a complicated story. We’ll talk another time.”
“Where did it come from, Dad?”
“It’s from the war.” He said nothing else.
[image: image]
The photograph my father showed me in London in 1997.
At that moment my feelings about the case, my so-called inheritance, shifted. I resented it and felt an inexplicable disgust toward it and even toward my father. I shrank away, wanting to escape from both. I wondered what else the case might contain. Was there something even darker, if that was possible, than what I had just seen? I found myself questioning how much he’d left out of the stories he’d been telling us all our lives. What hadn’t he told me, or my mother, or my brothers about his childhood? I began to see the battered case as a Pandora’s box: now that it had been truly opened, it might never be shut again. I couldn’t help wondering whether he’d be quite as protective of it now that he had intimated what secrets it might contain.
It seems absurd now, but instead of pressing him further I looked around me, worried that someone nearby might have caught sight of the photograph and identified my father as the boy in it—or indeed observed any resemblance to me. But nobody had noticed anything. The family on the neighboring bench were chatting happily among themselves. I began to act as if nothing had happened. I glanced at my watch. The afternoon was almost gone. “C’mon, Dad, you’ve got a plane to catch. I’ll take you to the subway.”
I grasped his free hand and rose, barely giving him time to secure his case, and headed off in the direction of South Kensington station.

The platform was crowded with commuters. The train appeared suddenly.
The doors opened directly where we were standing and passengers began to pile out. I eased my father out of their way and to one side of the carriage doors. By now, his head had dropped forward, making him seem even more dispirited than before, almost lifeless. I feared saying anything at all to him, even a simple good-bye or a bland “Safe journey, Dad.”
In a flash, however, his listlessness evaporated. Above the din of the platform he shouted at me breathlessly, “It was Lobe and Dzenis—something they wanted me to do years ago—Dzenis made me do it—Dzenis said, ‘Tell everyone you saw nothing—that Lobe did nothing.’ But it’s not true! It’s not true! I did see things.”
The words spilled out of him in a torrent, as if some old scar tissue had burst open to reveal a festering wound.
“Dzenis told me that they had saved my life and now it was my turn to repay them. I didn’t want to, but I felt that I had no choice. Dzenis had already written it, so I just signed it. I did wrong.”
He was beside himself in a paroxysm of fear, anxiety, and shame, and yet he seemed driven by the need to speak.
A voice over the loudspeaker warned us to mind the closing doors.
“Dad, step back!” I shouted. But before I realized what was happening, he had grabbed his bags and squeezed through the doors as they slammed shut. We stood facing each other, separated by glass. My father’s eyes were wide open, almost bulbous, as if he’d been starved of oxygen. He seemed to be in shock, astonished by his own involuntary outburst. I was appalled by his transformation but could do nothing. A railway guard’s whistle warned me to back off for safety.
The train began to move away. I followed the carriage, breaking into a jog to keep pace with it. Through its window I saw my father find a seat and settle down, delicately nursing his case. As the train gathered speed, his carriage moved away from me. He raised his hand in a tentative farewell. For just an instant I glimpsed in him the boy in the uniform. Then the train was gone, swallowed up by the tunnel, leaving only the rattling of the tracks.

I remember very little of my return journey to Oxford. The train soon left behind the outer suburbs of London and began to weave its way through the countryside that I normally found so comforting. Now as the certainties of my life fell by the wayside, it seemed quite alien.
What had my father seen that he had not mentioned to our family before? What had the chocolate-factory manager Dzenis wanted my father to lie about? He had mentioned Lobe, but what was the lie about Lobe? It seemed from his sudden emotional convulsion that the roles Dzenis and Lobe played in my father’s life were far more complex than I’d ever been led to believe. And, as much as I tried, I could not erase the image of that photograph from my mind’s eye. I regretted that I hadn’t had the presence of mind either to pull him back out of the carriage or to jump onto the train with him. And now, of course, there was no way that I could persuade my father to explain himself.
When I reached home, I headed straight to bed, curling up fetuslike under the covers, feeling vulnerable and exposed by the bewildering events of the afternoon. Yet sleep eluded me as I imagined my father at this moment. He would be airborne by now. I pictured him perched upright in his cramped airplane seat, still nursing his case, many of whose secrets I now suspected had tormented him for most of his life.
It dawned on me that I was losing my father and would never have him back again in the same way that I had always known him. As Dad. The comfort and safety that this term of affection had supplied throughout my life had suddenly been undermined, as if the family nest with its familiar twigs and eggs had been scattered to the four winds.


CHAPTER THREE
EARTH TREMORS

After my father had returned to Australia, I held back from calling him until he’d been home for nearly a week.
As I dialed my parents’ number, I wondered if by now he would have confessed to my mother where he’d really been and imagined he might now explain to me his cryptic outbursts. I couldn’t have been more wrong.
When he answered the phone, my father greeted me in his usual fashion, almost immediately turning on the speakerphone so that my mother could listen in. Jovial and relaxed, he asked me what I had been up to and how my week had been, careful not to indicate that he had been with me only days earlier. Clearly he’d been maintaining the charade with my mother.
When I put the phone down, I realized that he hadn’t imparted a single piece of information, certainly nothing that related to the dramatic climax of his visit.
Two weeks after my father’s visit, I had spoken with him two or three times, yet he still acted as if nothing had happened. On one occasion he even affectionately echoed my mother’s oft-repeated question: “When are you coming home for a visit, Marky? It’s been ages since we’ve seen you.”
I decided to take matters into my own hands. I called a travel agent and booked a flight for the following evening to Melbourne. My research trip to Tokyo would have to wait.
My father was waiting for me in the arrivals terminal at Melbourne airport. We were both bleary-eyed—me from the journey, which had taken nearly twenty-four hours, and my father from having to rise so early to meet my 5:00 a.m. flight. But he bore no other sign of surprise at my unexpected arrival. I suspected that he knew why I was there.
I hadn’t seen my father in just over three weeks, since his brief visit to Oxford. I felt very strange to be in his actual physical presence, self-conscious and even a little ashamed, as if my arrival was a demand for access to his secrets. But I also felt that what had transpired in Oxford and London had been a tentative invitation to be his companion. To the out sider my father may have seemed emotionally intense—paradoxically making him appear gruff rather than sensitive at times—but I had gotten used to it. He did want to express his emotions, but they seemed trapped. He said, “What are you doing here, son?” then stretched out his hand to shake mine while I opened my arms to embrace him, bungling our greeting.
“What are you doing?” my father exclaimed, attempting to smooth over the awkwardness. “Trying to push me over or something?”
With that, he grabbed my luggage and headed for the parking lot, with me following behind, benumbed and disoriented. It took me several moments to notice the familiar scent of the pungent eucalyptus trees, the dawn chorus of birds—kookaburras, rosellas, wild parrots, the slightly ungainly pink and gray galahs that often thumped into trees for no reason—and the vast high Australian sky. I gave an involuntary shiver.
We drove home in silence. Somehow the incident on the subway in London had become the lodestone of our relationship, and until it was mentioned we wouldn’t have much to say to each other.
I rolled down the window and stared out at the passing landscape of sprawling suburbs, built when the Australian dream—the triple-fronted brick house nestled on a quarter-acre plot—was in full bloom. The “brick veneers,” as they were called, dominated either side of the freeway. Even as a child I knew I didn’t ever want to live in one, though I had envied their atmosphere of proper Englishness. They all seemed so quiet and ordered compared to the chaos of my own arid childhood suburb, Altona, in the west. Altona was in essence a vast, open volcanic plain, full of dry scrub and tiger snakes, on which were dotted little pockets of newly built homes, some still incomplete, with dry, weedy gardens. When I was growing up, the roads were largely unpaved and the sewage was not yet connected, so the inhabitants would have to wait for the “dunny man” who came weekly to change over the smelly metal toilet tanks.
Altona was the site of the city’s petroleum industry and had been named after the German


* I also learned much later that the Lithuanian troop had been led by Antonas Gecevicius. Now known as Anthony Gecas, he had been found in 2001 alive and well in Edinburgh, under the auspices of the British government. Our subsequent involvement in the intricacies of the Gecevicius affair would bring us into contact with the Lithuanian government. Although this incident and others related to the whitewashing of Latvia’s past were merely peripheral to the story of my father’s quest for his identity, they were central to our efforts to validate my father’s search, because accusations against my father were made public and never retracted; the resulting damage to his reputation distracted us from our pursuit of the truth. However, these incidents speak of the impact of a small boy’s story on contemporary political and national self-interest and the ends to which my father and I had to fight for the truth of his memory.
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