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ABSTRACT

Autobiographical journalism is gaining momentum as a form, yet little literature
currently exists on the topic. Ros Coward’s 2009/2010 work forms the beginning of
wider conversation to be had about the function of the self in journalistic writing.
This paper shifts that discussion from newspaper columns to contemporary book-
length works of autobiographical journalism, drawing a theoretical framework from
autobiographical theorists who argue that narrative forms an inextricable role in
development of self. It defines three new categories to map the positioning of self to
narrative in relation to three literary case studies: Helen Garner’s Joe Cinque’s
Consolation, Anna Funder’s Stasiland and Joan Didion’s The Year Of Magical
Thinking. The categories of narrative-driven autobiographical journalism, reflective
autobiographical journalism and introspective autobiographical journalism are
established with reference to the literary texts. The paper then examines my own
work of autobiographical journalism, Searching for Alfons Henneberger, and the
ways in which it has been informed and influenced by the abovementioned literary
and theoretical works. Ultimately this represents a reference point for discussing and
analysing the role of the self in literature. As the title suggests, these three new
categories represent only points on a spectrum of how the self functions in literary
autobiographical journalism—they do not in any way purport to represent the entire

realm of possibility.
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CREATIVE WORK: SEARCHING FOR ALFONS HENNEBERGER

My grandmother is dying. She’s been doing so for years, but not in the gracious,
dignified way I hear of other people going. Instead, she’s dying a death of incontinence-
related midnight phone calls and hospital visits for feet so swollen they look like they’ll
burst. She discharges herself from care so she can light up a cigarette before returning to
hospital a few days later because she can’t breathe.

I started writing about her youth years ago, envisaging a kind of rollicking
adventure story, one wherein I track down her missing husband, my grandfather, visit
his family’s old hotel in Namibia (complete with tales of diamond smuggling), meet his
new family in (I presume) Israel, and take Oma to see her family in Germany. It was all
so very Wes Anderson and I pictured myself a kind of Margot Tennenbaum, an
effortless prodigy. It didn’t occur to me until recently that no amount of genius can
make my grandfather Alfons’ story make sense. The clues I have spent years chasing
have not been clues at all.

My grandfather has been missing since about 1967. As far as anyone’s aware,
it’s a self-imposed exile. I can think of a few reasons he might have left his family, but
we’ll never know for sure: once he was gone, he never contacted his wife or children
again. He was so keen, too, to become an Australian citizen before. He filed for and was
granted citizenship in 1960, a few years after my family arrived in Australia from
Germany. During World War II, my grandfather was part of a very German, very
Catholic family, and yet, in 1994, when I was eight years old, my mother was informed
that she had lost her Australian citizenship because her father had become an Israeli
citizen. He’d also changed his name: from Alfons Henneberger to Abraham Ben-
Yehuda. According to section three of the Citizenship Act 1948 (which was only
revised in 2007), a child ceases to be an Australian citizen when their responsible parent
renounces their own citizenship.

I still remember my dad’s face growing red with anger when we first found out.
He’d throw his hands up.

‘That’s ridiculous!” he’d say, ‘You’ve never even been to Israel!’

My mum has spent much of her life trying to find her father; I thought maybe as
a journalist I might be able to find new avenues to lead her to him. It was arrogance
really. That was in 2008. Since then I have worked for magazines, websites and dodgy

creative agencies, trying to fund my adventure story. I’ve built websites for local
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businesses and written copy for beauty brands and men’s deodorant. I’ve tried as long
as I could to be the hero of my own narrative and a reliable employee. I tried and tried
and now I find myself sitting on the lounge in my tiny apartment that looks straight into
my neighbour’s kitchen in the middle of a Tuesday. I’ve just lost a long-term contract,
am out of work and have no real grasp on Alfons’ story either. I don’t know what’s
next.

So let’s start with a series of memories because at least they’re tangible: I am
three years old, clutching the swirly metal gate at my Oma’s house while she tries to
unhook my fingers. The early morning sun stains the scene gold. I'm screaming; I don’t
want to go inside. My mum’s going to leave me there, I know. They work together,
mum and Oma, to peel my hands off, but I am determined. Dusty white flecks of
peeling paint stick to my hands. Eventually, I give up and slump on the warm concrete.
Oma picks me up and carries me inside, the scratchy wool of her jumper on my cheeks.

I was then, and am still now, a voracious reader. As a child my parents worried I
was partially deaf: often when they’d try to speak to me I wouldn’t respond. My
hearing, they soon realised, was fine—I just wouldn’t hear them if I had a book open.
One story from that time has always stuck with me. I can’t remember the title or who
wrote it, but it was about a little girl and her grandfather. In the beginning he has to help
her put on her shoes, eat her breakfast, push her in her pram. By the end the little girl
has grown up and the grandfather has grown old. Now, she has to help him put on his
shoes and eat his breakfast. She has to push him in his wheelchair. I remember liking
the symmetry of the story, and the sweet hand-drawn illustrations. What seemed sweet
then has lost its sheen now it’s my reality.

Riiing Riiing: the urgency of the home phone, ringing at 10pm. I know it’s Oma
before I answer; otherwise I would have let it ring out. At this time of night it’s always
her. I’m staying at my parents’ place while they’re away for work and I have a big night
of chocolate and Law and Order planned. I never watch TV except at my parents’
house, so when I do, I go all out.

‘Hello?” Oma asks, her voice scratchy.

‘Do you need me to come over?” I ask and then add. ‘Should I call an
ambulance?’

‘I think so, yes.’

‘Okay, what’s wrong?’



‘My feet hurt. And my chest has a pressure in it.’

I panic. I call my mum. I know I can’t call an ambulance before I see Oma; I won’t be
able to answer the routine questions (Is her skin clammy? Is she breathing right now? Is
her skin changing colour?). But it’s taking a chance to wait. Oma is 84 now. She lives
on her own in her smoke-stained house, existing on coffee and biscuits and slices of
meatloaf eaten straight from the deli paper. Oma has been admitted into hospital twice
in the past few months, it’s always because she can’t breathe from years of smoking, but
doctors say it’s her heart that will eventually weaken more and more until it stops
pumping at all. These days, when I arrive at her house, she squints and shades her eyes,
as though trying to figure out my identity based on my shape. ‘It’s all shadows’, she
says. Sometimes she tells mum I haven’t been to visit when I’ve only just left. Most
questions are answered with: ‘oh, Donna, how I know that?’

I grab a coat and my car keys and head over to her.

On the way thoughts turn to my friend Aemelia whose father passed away
earlier this year. He was in his fifties and it was fast: a cancer diagnosis and just months
to live. The night he died I navigated the uneven path to Aemelia’s front door, the air
floral and thick. We went inside and she talked and I wiped the tears forming in the
corners of my eyes. Her mother was there, as well as her brother. I realised only later
that we were not leaving anyone alone: when her brother drove to pick up his girlfriend,
her mother joined us in the living room. I waited until they came home before I left.
What would happen if I left my friend in that big house, sitting on a crochet blanket,
staring at the tag on the bottom of a teddy bear laying face down on the couch, pictures
of her childhood self smiling back at her?

‘I’ve been seeing old couples holding hands and I just keep thinking that mum
will never have that,” Aemelia says and I think of Oma pulling on her nightie over
saggy skin, sitting in her house alone.

I swing my car into Oma’s driveway and head for the door; it’s open, and I call
out to her. She’s sitting at her kitchen table, in the chair she’s always in, beneath the still
life photo of vegetables. Oma’s days are spent in a smoke-haze, sitting, waiting for the
next visitor. Most days she covers her hair with an old beanie that sags over her
eyebrows. Her blue-blue eyes are sunken into saggy cheeks. Tonight, her face is puffy

and her breath echoes in her throat.



‘I think I call you why Rom come and he just tell me take two Panadol and go to
bed,” she says. ‘I didn’t know if anybody answer why I know Sylvie and Barry away for
work.’

‘That’s okay Oma, I was just looking after the dog. Now, what’s wrong?’

‘My feet hurt,” she says. ‘Is there anything on? It hurt like hell.’

Her feet look swollen as they always are. Her breath usually comes in rasps these days.

‘There’s nothing I can see,’ I say, ‘but I’ll call an ambulance if you like.’

After I’ve given the ambulance the address and hung up the phone, Uncle Rom comes
in, dressed in his work overalls. He’s on night shift at the coal terminal. Mum must have
called him.

‘She was like this when I was here earlier,” he says.

‘I called an ambulance,’ I tell him. ‘If she wants to go to hospital, I'm all for it.’
The three of us sit around the dining table, making small talk while we wait. I spent a lot
of time at my Oma’s house while I was growing up. Sometimes we’d watch Days Of
Our Lives or play Trouble. I was a bright kid, but stubborn. I used to make up stories
and compile them into little books, stapled at the edges. Later, I excelled at school and
attended gifted and talented classes once a week. I was raised with the understanding
that one day I would do something extraordinary. To me, the search for Alfons was it.
Of course I would find him, sit down with him. He would be the grandfather Oma’s
second husband Wally never was. And my mum would be so happy to have her dad
back. Equally as importantly though, would be the creative side: I’d be able to write
about the search. It would be great writing, sophisticated, moving and familiar. It hasn’t
all worked out that way.

I like to remember Oma as she was when I was a child: always wrapped in a
home-knitted jumper, her wiry hair in tight curls, her hands busy, knitting or cooking or
picking up after me. I remember her in a purple-striped bathing suit at the beach. When
I was little we’d go for walks or she’d take me to visit her friends: Aunty Margaret,
who’d give me crumbly shortbread or Mrs Ludwig, whose house was decorated with
clogs and birds carved from dark wood. Like Oma, both women left Europe on a ship
bound for Australia after World War II and ended up here, in Wollongong. It’s worlds
away from the town where Oma grew up: a little place called Roding, about three hours

by train from Munich. Roding is a snowy town divided by a river that’s frozen in the



winter. It’s in the Bayern Schwarzewalde, or as we call it here, the Bavarian Black
Forest, home of the namesake cake and heartland of the Nazis in the lead up to the war.

It was a long time before Oma started speaking about what happened during the
war; she would have been in her seventies and me in my teens. Now, over a decade
later, she has memorised her stories, telling them verbatim and on repeat.

“You know,’ she’ll say, ‘I never had any chocolate until I was sixteen. Someone
gave it to me, a Yankee, why they come over from America, and I looked at him and I
say “what is that?” and he say “try it, it’s good.” But I take it home to my mother and
she eat it and I don’t get any.’
When she was twenty, Oma moved to Munich. The war was over. There, she worked in
a butcher shop, and as a cleaner. She met a man named Alfons Henneberger, fell
pregnant and married him at the Court House. There is a photo of Oma, Alfons and my
mother as they’re about to board their ship, the Castel Felice, bound for Australia.
Oma’s legs are bare beneath her long coat. She looks open-mouthed at the waiting ship.
Alfons trails behind with a slight grin and my mother in his arms. My mum clings to a
toy with both hands. Alfons wears his coat open, the belt trailing behind as he walks.
The family unit would only last a few more years.

Eventually the paramedics arrive. There are two of them, a kind of good-
cop/bad-cop pair.

‘What’s the problem, Anna?’ asks the first one, a hooked-nose man in his fifties
with a mop of curly hair and full cheeks.

‘My feet,” she says.

‘Are they aching? Or is it a sharp pain? When did it start?’

‘I get up and I make a cuppa,’ starts Oma, ‘And then I sit down and I drink him.
Must have been this morning. Oder after breakfast. And then I stand up...’

‘So this morning?’ interrupts the second. He’s squinty and restless. Oma either
doesn’t hear him or doesn’t care to hear him. She continues talking to the first.

‘... and then I lay across my bed a bit, watch a bit of TV...
The paramedic works as she speaks, taking her temperature, strapping a band to her
upper arm and clipping a tiny monitor to her fingers. Oma’s oxygen levels are fine, as is
her blood pressure. They are reluctant to take her away in the ambulance, but do so, if

only to take some chest x-rays. The next day, though, we find out Oma has fractured her



toe. She kind of remembers missing the step to her toilet and kicking it. She’ll be in
hospital in Shellharbour for a month.

Oma always says to me, ‘Donna, don’t get old.” And I always reply ‘Don’t
worry, [ won’t.’

I’'m twenty-seven now. I always thought that by this point I would have it all
together: the career, the man. I thought I’d be confident and healthy and successful. For
me, the prospect of ageing like Oma is not as scary as that of turning thirty, still sitting
on this lounge. Let’s circle back to the beginning of this: when I started searching for

Alfons. When I thought the answers were within reach.



Theo
February 2009, Munich

I arrive in Munich full of expectation. On the flight from London, I scratch notes in a
tan moleskin notebook. What was Alfons like as a kid? What were his parents like? Has
Theo heard from his brother? What does he think happened to Alfons? Notes and notes
of questions. I half-expect simple answers ... Oh, so my grandfather is living in Africa,
I’ll go there! Really? He wrote all these letters and they never got to us?

I wonder what my grandfather would think if he knew I’d flown halfway around
the world, from Australia to Germany, to find out about him. More than forty years ago,
when he was my age, he did the trip in reverse, stepping off a ship in Australia with
wife and child in tow. In my favourite photo of Alfons he holds my mother’s pram in
one hand on a street corner. He is looking away from her, but not at the camera either, a
cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth. I love his thick-rimmed glasses and
short-sleeved shirts. His cardigans and hair that stands on end. The lazy, bored stare.
Child-like handwriting in short notes my mum has kept for forty years, wrapped in
sticky tape and tucked away in a box. I feel he and I are kindred spirits, that when I
meet him, he’ll explain everything to me and it will all make sense. And then I think
about Oma, tugging at her wedding ring as she talks. She doesn’t want me to find him,
and so, back home, I’ve been tiptoeing around the subject with her, prodding her for
information and backing away if she asks any questions.

Theo Henneberger looks a lot like Alfons. In pictures of their younger selves at least,
it’s hard to tell the brothers apart. But even if Alfons had lived his whole life in Bavaria,
he and his brother wouldn’t have much in common.

Let me tell you about Theo. Theo loves his heimat, Bavaria. He wears the
traditional Bavarian felt hat when he goes out, or, on days when he wears a knitted cap
instead, he pretends he is French, mock-tossing his scarf over one shoulder and turning
up his chin. He’s a member of the local shooting club and treasures his books and books
of targets. He drags them out at mealtimes—‘See here,” he says, pushing the book
towards me, ‘Here I shot 300,”—before his wife, Maria, takes them away. ‘Donna isn’t

interested in how well you shoot!’



My great aunt and uncle live in a little flat near the Olympic stadium; one of
many paint-by-numbers housing blocks in the city. From the outside it looks like every
other block on the street, white walls, brown windowsills, a little wrought iron balcony.
The neighbours are friendly, and always interested in who I am and why I’m here. The
walls of their flat are crowded with family photos in heavy frames. Here are Theo’s
parents, sitting formally to have their picture taken. Here is Theo’s late grandmother,
eyebrows raised and thin hair coiffed. There is little Wuschel, Theo and Maria’s much-
loved Maltese terrier that died a few years back. Their children’s wedding photos,
grandchildren, even cityscapes. No Alfons.

For the six days I spend in Munich, Theo, Maria and I fall into a routine. I wake
up early, at 7, and cycle on the indoor bike in Theo’s study. I’d rather be jogging
outside, but Theo and Maria don’t like me to go out on my own. Cycling is a better
workout than nothing, and after a few months of travelling, it’s good enough. Usually
about 20 minutes after I begin Theo pads in wearing saggy underwear and a threadbare
t-shirt. He leans over my shoulder to look at the bike’s little LCD screen.

‘Morning Theo.’

‘How far did you ride this morning?’

I tell him, he grunts.

“You know, when I was young, I used to ride everywhere. I worked on the other
side of the city, and I rode there. That’s why I’'m so healthy now,” he says.

Less than six months before I got here, Theo collapsed on a city street: a stroke.
He was in a coma for thirty-one days. Maria was beside herself. Even now, sometimes
as we sit at the breakfast table, she leans her forehead on her fingertips and shakes her
head. Ein und dreifig tagen. Thirty-one days. But by the time I got there he was driving
again, walking without a cane. ‘You know what the worst thing is?’ he says, ‘I got to go
in a helicopter, but I missed the whole flight.’

Theo’s legs show the only outward signs of the stroke. His thighs are covered in
brand new baby pink flesh that has grown over bedsores. He shows these to me in the
mornings, as he casts an eye over them himself. I guess I’'m in his space, an
inconvenience, cycling surrounded by his shooting scrapbooks and pens and papers and
maps and flags.

After Theo is done talking, he shuffles out. I climb off the bike, stretch and

shower. I dress and wander to the dining room, where Maria has laid out a basket of



bread, all sorts of jams and butter, cheese and sliced deli meats. For me there’s a bowl
of muesli, alongside yoghurt and fruit, always some kind of tropical fruit, like papaya or
kiwi fruit or limes or berries.

‘Papaya!’ Maria announces, ‘We ate this in Thailand. Do you like it?’

Maria lives to eat. She stops to admire strudel in store windows and gushes over
tangerines in fruit shops, holding them to the light and grinning. She sings along to old
American love songs on the radio as she bakes. She bakes a lot: cream-filled chocolate
cakes, butter tarts piled high with fruit. Maria refuses any help.

‘No, don’t wash the dishes! Leave it, it’s okay!’

After breakfast Maria settles into the kitchen while Theo sets himself up in the
lounge room—television on and crossword resting on his knee. Some mornings, as I flip
through family photo albums or attempt to read German fashion magazines, he talks and
talks at me about the problems with Japanese cars or the state of the economy, only to
stop minutes later and ask “You don’t understand, do you?’ I studied German for six
years in high school and have the basics down, but we learned Hochdeutsch; 1 can’t
understand his regional dialect, Bayerish. He shakes his head and goes back to his
puzzle. Sometimes he tells me about his youth, and about his grandfather Ludwig.

Ludwig Henneberger owned a hotel in a predominantly German part of
Namibia. The hotel, called The German Kaiser, was something out of a Katherine
Hepburn film: an oversized colonial home rising from nowhere in particular,
sandblasted white against clear blue sky. I’ve seen Theo’s pictures, but other than that I
can’t find any record of it ever having existed.

For years Ludwig travelled back and forth between Germany and Africa,
running the hotel and visiting his family. Once, at Christmas, he brought a dining table
home with him. Dark wood, solid. Theo remembers watching a group of men carry the
table inside and place it in the centre of the living room. But that’s no place for a big
table like that, he thought. He saw his grandfather extend a stocky hand to the men in
thanks. They left. His grandfather surveyed the table, tapping its legs and running his
big palm across the polished wood. He felt underneath and pulled out a small saw. What
did he need that for? Ludwig began to work carefully, cutting into one of the thick
wooden legs. He threw his whole body into each movement. And soon he’d sawed right
through and the table toppled onto the now-shorter leg. Ludwig picked up the foot of the

table, now separate from the rest. He turned it upside down and shards of glass fell into



his palm. Glass? Why glass? Only later, when Ludwig had sold his prize and returned to
Africa did Theo realise what he’d seen: diamonds. A table filled with diamonds. Now,
as he tells me the story in his little Munich flat, he looks around and throws his hands up
in the air. Maria, who has wandered in to adjust the cushions under his legs, shakes her
head. ‘Everything gone! Nothing! He sold them all and went back to Africa!l’

‘Hennebergers!’ says Maria. ‘They’re all the same!’

‘Not me,’ says Theo.
I’'m restless. I’'m here to see where Alfons grew up. I want Theo to pass me a box
crammed full of Alfons’ letters and old clothes. I want to meet people he knew back
then. There are photos. Albums and albums full. There were family photos from so long
ago it seems preposterous—who even had cameras that long ago? There are childhood
pictures of Alfons and Theo, brothers in matching lederhosen, chests puffed out with
pride. There are photos of Oma’s house in Australia: my mum perched in a highchair,
sun glinting off her curls and toys scattered around. But no letters. When I ask Theo if
he has any of Alfons’ letters, he claims his brother never wrote a word to them after he
left for Australia. When I asked how he got the childhood photos of my mum and who
wrote on the back of them, he says Oma sent them; he’s convinced that even though the
letters were signed by Alfons, the handwriting wasn’t his.
So, there are letters?

‘No,’ says Theo, ‘I burnt them. I thought, “What am I going to do with those?””’
He’s not telling me something. Maybe the brothers had a falling out. Maybe they are
still in contact. I ask Theo if he’d like to know what happened to Alfons. He doesn’t
hesitate.

‘Actually no.’

‘Are there any friends of his I could talk to?’

“Yes, he had friends,” says Theo, ‘but they weren’t correct’. He tells me this auf
Englisch.

‘They weren’t correct. Lots of these friends were homosexual, but he was
heterosexual with women as well. It wasn’t a good time for the family.’

One morning after breakfast Theo and Maria break our established routine. They
sit down next to each other and tug on their boots. I watch with interest. Where are they
going?

‘Come, Donna,’ says Maria.
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Where were we going? I slip a pair of thick woollen socks over the ones I am already
wearing. [ shove my feet into my boots and wind the laces around silver hooks. I wrap a
scarf around my neck, throw a thick jumper over my shirt. I zip my rain- and snow-
proof jacket up to my neck and pull a beanie around my ears. I am not born for this
cold, this balling-hands-in-mittens, leggings-under-jeans winter. My nose is always red
and I email friends, telling them about the sundresses and sandals I’ll wear when I come
home.

In the hall Maria passes Theo a cane and he pulls a felt hat from its hook. I
bundle myself into the back seat of their Fiat and sit quietly.

In the car Theo complains about the Americanische musik that has infiltrated his
once-quiet radio station. Three years earlier, the last time I was in Germany, the only
songs I recognised on the radio were Don McLean’s Starry Starry Night and Beatles
classics. Back then, when I asked a relative in his early 20s about his favourite music,
he told me it was ‘German music.” Now in Theo’s Fiat, Madonna’s new single disrupts
the silence.

We pull up outside the post office, a bright yellow brick building. Theo parks
illegally and tells Maria to hurry as she runs inside. Theo turns around to look at me
over the edge of his seat.

‘We’re going to show you where my brother and I lived.’

My mum was born on a couch, or so Oma says. It was in a cramped house on a street
called Auerfeld Strasse. Three rooms for six people. Oma, Alfons and mum had the
bedroom while Theo and his parents slept on fold-out beds in the kitchen. There was
also a small bathroom. I’ve heard stories about this place—Oma swears Theo and
Alfons’ mother stole dresses from her room and sold them for cash. That’s where Theo
was taking me. I don’t know what to expect: as though family secrets are contained in
bricks and linoleum.

On the way Maria points out a church steeple: my mother was baptised there.
We are round a corner before my camera switches on and I miss the photo. Not long
after, Theo stops the car in the middle of the road and points out the apartment block. It
is red-brick and plain. Maria crosses the street to read the nameplate on the buzzer. She
doesn’t recognise it. I take a few pictures; Theo points out which apartment was theirs.
We climb back into the car and drive home. Is that it? A real journalist would have

pressed the buzzer, spoken to the new occupants, no matter who they were. I tell myself
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it’s okay that I didn’t: this is just the beginning. I can always go back without Theo and
Maria.

The next day, Stefan Henneberger, my mum’s cousin, whisks me off to a party
in the mountains. He bounds into the hallway as though on stage.

‘Mum, where is my lunch?’ he booms. ‘I’'m hungry!”’

“You’re always hungry!” Maria calls back.

We eat: dumplings and pork and bread and vegetables I haven’t seen before.

‘Donna, you don’t eat enough!’ says Stefan.

“You’ll love this party, there’s a buffet.’

After lunch we set off. We stop at Stefan’s house to collect his wife Pauline and her
friend Suzi. Pauline, dressed in black, is large and sullen. She doesn’t speak to me. Suzi
looks like an aerobics instructor from the 80s with her powder blue ski coat and dry,
teased blonde hair. Stefan and Pauline’s three children are excited—they get to spend
the night at a friend’s house. They giggle at my poor German and the eldest, Corrina,
tells me the English she learnt in school:

‘My fav-our-ite ice-cream is choc-o-late.’

“You’ll stay in my room,’ says four-year-old Simona. ‘My bed is the comfiest.’
After the kids are gone, the four remaining adults climb into Stefan’s car. It has that
distinct child-smell, of spilt apple juice and saliva. Stefan explains to Pauline and Suzi
that I am here from Australia to find out about the family history, that I am writing a
story.

‘What would you do that for?’ says Pauline, not really to me.

‘The next time you come, you bring me back a kangaroo,” says Suzi. I noticed
her eyelids are painted blue to match her coat.

The party really is in the mountains. It’s in the Austrian ski fields and we have to
take a train, almost vertical, up the slopes to get there. In all, the evening is a blur of
endless plates of tough meat, dinner rolls, salads dripping in dressing, over-sweet
desserts, cream-filled hot chocolates. I eat too much and feel the familiar discomfort of
undigested food behind my ribs. The conversation moves too quickly for me to keep up.
There’s schnapps, drunk out of tiny bottles. My German companions light cigarette after
cigarette; I try not to breathe in the smoke. I cup my hands around my hot chocolate. I
wander out onto the balcony to get away from the nicotine air. Way below the party in

the mountains, a town twinkles life where snow-coated mountains meet.
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The next morning I wake up in Simona’s pink bedroom. My clothes hold smoke
from the night before. It’s a quiet morning; the kids are still out. I gather my jeans and
cardigan, socks and boots from the floor and put them back on in layers. I wander out to
the living room, where Stefan is already drinking coffee. He cooks toast for me and
spreads it thick with Nutella.

I’'m finishing breakfast when the front door opens and in comes Ruth, Stefan’s
sister. Her cheeks are pink and she leaves her coat on; it’s a practical, puffy green thing.
Ruth greets Stefan with a kiss on the cheek. She’s taking me for a drive to see some
other family houses today.

‘We go?’ she asks in English, “Yes? You put on your coat?’

Ruth picks up my overnight bag and carries it to her car. She sets the inbuilt GPS and
off we go. It speaks out loud in simple German phrases, geraudeous—straight ahead,
nehm die nachste links—take the next left. “You understand this?” Ruth asks. I nod.

We drive past fields covered in stripes of snow. The sun glints off the
brightness. Ruth chats to me in German as she drives.

We are on our way to a little town called Buch, where Ludwig had one of his
country houses. It doesn’t take long, probably only half an hour on the autobahn.

Buch is a quiet little town on Ammersee. In winter Ammersee is a deserted lake;
a paddle steamer stands proudly next to an empty beer garden.

‘In the summer this is very nice, we come here for beers after work,” says Ruth.
Today is a clear day and we can see right across the lake to Zugspitze, Germany’s
highest mountain.

The house we went to see is all thatched roof and rounded chimney, something
out of Brothers Grimm. The big yard backs right onto the lake. I can imagine Ludwig
trudging out the front door in his hunting gear, leaning his hand on his gun for a photo,
and whistling for his dog to follow. I wonder if Alfons swam in the lake in the summer
while his parents and grandparents were served tea and torte on picnic blankets like in
the photos I’ve seen. On the way back to Theo and Maria’s house Ruth drives me to see
an apartment block on Ardelheid Strasse. This was the family’s home after the war:
three generations crammed into a little cellar flat. Ludwig was able to afford a flat here

because it was company-owned and out of the city centre.
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The building itself was almost identical to the one at Auerfeld Strasse. Another
set of flats, the differences hardly register. I know now that there really is nothing to be
learned from staring at stacks of bricks. The things I want to know belong to Theo.

Something unusual happens when Ruth drops me home: Theo comes to the door
to greet me. He grabs my shoulders and then holds my face in both hands. He hugs me
to him in homecoming.

That night we have a family gathering of our own. Maria bakes a crumbly butter
cake and covers it in a tropical fruit glaze. Ruth stays for coffee and one of her brothers
arrives with his teenage children, Marcus and Issy. Maria asks how their schoolwork is
going. Marcus is forced, in a teasing way, to practice his English with me. He’s shy and
fiddles with the sleeve of his jumper. The family albums are pulled down from their
place above the cabinet. Theo shows them proudly. We make jokes, drink champagne
and go to bed with full stomachs and light heads.

The next day Theo and I are in our usual after-breakfast spots in the lounge
room when I ask if he was ever close to Alfons. He tells me a story in reply.

In the winter of 1946 Alfons was 13 and Theo 11. Their mother moved the
family to a flat overlooking the Viktualienmarkt, Munich’s central marketplace. The
war was over, but the clean up would last years longer. Parts of the city had been
destroyed. People were tired, constantly on alert. Theo says Munich was bombed nearly
two thousand times in three years. ‘Day and night the bombs came ... Detonation bomb,
firebomb, there were lots of people killed. They thought dead people were good people.’
Like Oma, he didn’t know the taste of chocolate or fruit and was given only a hundred
grams of meat once a week.

The new apartment was in a nice spot; the windows looked out over the Munich
skyline: domed cathedrals outlined black in the afternoon sun. I’ve stood in the doorway
and watched the Viktualienmarkt as it is now: old men huddle in puffed jackets, their
frosty breath spilling onto hot pretzels and wurstels. Couples pose, cameras in hands in
front of a traditional blue-and-white-striped Bavarian pole.

From their bedroom the boys listened to sounds from the market below. Voices
floated through the glassless windows—the panes had been shattered in bomb blasts and
who had the money to replace glass? The ice-tipped winter wind howled straight in,

sweeping through the apartment. The boys’ mother did her best, tacking newspaper and
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sheets of tin over the open spaces. When it rained the three huddled in the centre of the
bedroom to stay dry. Stealing firewood was Alfons’ idea.

The roads in the city centre were being rebuilt, gravel spread thick over wooden
reinforcements. A waste, said Alfons. When he looked at the streets he saw firewood.
He told Theo his plan: “We’ll fill up a backpack with wood and we’ll be warm for days.
It’s so simple!” With Alfons there was always some kind of half-hatched scheme. Theo
pointed out that there are always soldiers on watch.

‘Ah it’s no problem,’ said Alfons, ‘we’re just kids.’
A few days went by; Theo was sure his brother had forgotten about his plan. Then one
evening, as the sun started to set Alfons brought it up.

‘Come on Theo, we’re getting out of here.’

Theo folded his book closed over his finger and looked at his brother in the next
bed. Alfons was huddled cross-legged on his thin mattress, a blanket around his
shoulders.

‘But it’s nearly dark out.’

‘So?

Alfons threw his little brother a coat. It was a shabby old thing, way too big for his
shoulders. Theo slipped his arms into it. The boys walked out the front door and into the
fierce cold. Alfons looked up and down the street and crossed the road, a hand signal for
Theo to follow. The younger brother walked a few steps behind.

A dirty green jeep came around the corner and slowed down. Americans, surely.
The car came to a stop opposite the Viktualienmarkt and a pair of legs swing out the
door. Two heavy boots set themselves on the ground and the soldier stood tall. He
looked around and fished in his pockets. Theo watched as he began to roll tobacco in his
thick fingers. Some kids he knew chased the soldiers around like they were something
special. He’d watch little girls swarm to parked jeeps and come back with fistfuls of
candy.

‘Come,’ called Alfons. He’d stopped and was waiting with raised eyebrows. ‘It’s
getting dark.’

They didn’t get far before Alfons stopped walking again.
‘The further we walk, the further we have to carry the wood,” he said. ‘It’s better

if we just get it here.’
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Theo didn’t argue. The brothers got down on their hands and knees and started
to clear away the top layer of gravel. It was sharp under Theo’s knees. His fingers,
frozen, couldn’t work any faster. The rocky surface hurt as it gave way, but Alfons was
right: underneath was splintery old wood. Alfons levered out a block and turned to Theo
with a grin that took up his whole face.

‘Come on slowcoach!’
The canvas bag was almost full when the jeep rounded the corner.

‘Americaner!” whispered Alfons. ‘Go, go.’

He leapt into action. The boys got up to run, but they had already been spotted.
They ran anyway. The pair kept running, past the Isa Tower, past the marketplace,
heavy footsteps on their heels. Suddenly, Theo was running on his own. The soldiers
had grabbed Alfons from behind.

‘Where is your father?’ they demanded. They took Alfons home by the collar.

‘I was a faster runner,” Theo recalled. “When they had gone I ran back and
collected the rucksack.’

For a split second I see that boy, the proud-chested boy from the photographs
come back to life. But then he’s gone and Theo sits across from me, thin and hollow-
cheeked. The boys grew apart long before Alfons left for Australia. All he has now is
memories. Yet Theo still can’t believe his brother would just walk out on his family.

‘That’s what 1 don’t accept .... I don’t accept that, because for me that’s a
terrible, really terrible thing to do.’

When I ask him about the possibility that his brother is in Africa, he shakes his
head.

‘That didn’t happen. Your mum imagined that,” he says. ‘The little girls hang
very much on their papa.’

When I leave Munich, I hug goodbye to Theo through his open car window. I
kiss him on the cheek and thank him for everything. He doesn’t, can’t, get out of the
car. I wriggle my backpack onto my shoulders. Maria walks with me down the stairs to
the U-Bahn.

‘When will I see you again?’ she asks.

‘Maybe next year.’

Maria squeezes me to her, her glasses fogged with tears. And she turns away and

walks up the stairs, back to Theo.
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On the train I think about them. About Theo, with his puzzles and lectures and
shooting targets. Maria, with her tracksuits and wavy white hair and plates of cake and
cups of tea. I thought back to breakfast when Maria was telling me about how bad
Theo’s father was with money, about Ruth’s cheating ex-boyfriend, and about the way
Alfons had no respect for Oma. I think about how she said ‘/mmer Hennebergers’ and

shook her head. And how Theo said ‘I’m not the same.’

It’s now been more than four years since that trip. Theo and Maria are still living in the
same place, probably still eating the same meals. We talk to them sometimes on the
phone, but the language makes it hard to keep up with them. I’ve wanted to go back and
see them so many times, but it’s always been too difficult for me to save the money and
find the time (or I’ve lost sight of the trip and instead have spent money on handbags
and sunglasses so I’'m not the only girl in the office with an out-of-date accessory).

I spent a couple of years after I got back working on a health magazine.
Magazines were always my dream, so I ignored the low salary and the two-hour
commute. I was so happy to be going to work every day for a magazine company. As an
undergrad I worked with a group of students to launch a student magazine. I always
thought that when I landed a job in a glossy everything else would fall into place. It
wasn’t the case. The magazine I worked for was new to the Australian market and under
pressure to perform—which it wasn’t doing by any means. The team worked long hours
and was met with higher and higher targets each month. Requests for holidays were met
with an incredulous stare from the editor. Still, when I think back now it was the best
job I ever had. After the magazine I went to work on a start-up website: a job that
seemed to offer a good networking opportunity and better salary. It turned out to be one
of those mistakes you could never see coming. The commute was longer, the work
harder and the search for Alfons fell by the wayside. By that stage I was struggling just
to get through the day. It’s taken years to understand that I may never get the story.

And then just last week Oma said that Alfons is in Africa—Theo told her.

‘When?’ I asked.

‘When I talked to him on the phone.’

‘But mum said he didn’t know.’

‘That’s what he tell your mum.’

It’s a shame her mind is going; I’d like to believe her.
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Family
May 2009, Wollongong

I come home from Munich excited about Theo’s stories, but with a vague sense of
dread. I have great bits and pieces, but no leads or answers. I have the stuff I want to
write about Oma, and I have Theo’s stories, but I don’t know what will happen once
I’ve written those parts. Still, every day I wake up, run, and drive to the university to sit
in the library and write. It gives my days a sense of purpose, if only purpose for the sake
of purpose. I’ve always found that it’s all or nothing with me: I’'m either focussed on
work, health, finances, everything at once—or I’m floundering. If one area falls, they all
do. At the moment I'm going through the motions. I'm unemployed after my trip,
uncomfortable in my skin after gaining weight overseas. The story though, seems to
read nicely, even though I’m writing it with no real sense of structure or intent. I’'m
nervous to show it to my family in case the act of letting someone read my work
changes it in some way. Will I still be free to write it as I please if, all of a sudden, other
people are allowed input? But it’s a standoff that I’'m willing to lose. I let them read it.
Shortly after, my sister comes home for a family dinner. I’'m back living with mum and
dad after the trip, so I cook homemade pizzas.

‘Donna, why aren’t I in it?’ asks my sister Inga from across the table, reaching
for a slice.

‘Donna, you should really write your sister into it,” says my dad. He wasn’t
mentioned in it either. I didn’t edit my immediate family out intentionally; I just didn’t
want to confuse things any further than they already were. I know Inga and dad would
love to be part of the story, but it would read as a consolation: they aren’t essential. I am
more interested in writing something clear than something true. But even saying that is
assuming the truth is in the details, which 1 don’t believe. I hadn’t included them
because it made the story harder to write.

‘Yeah,” Inga says, ‘You make it sound like you did these things yourself, like
you’re an only child. I was there too.’

‘Oh sure, I’ll write you in. I’ll write, “I have a sister. Her name is Inga and she’s
reeaaallly pretty.””

Did I owe it to my family to include them? How much of writing about yourself is about

pleasing other people?
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I read it to my mother in the car on the way to the gym.

‘It sounds so good when you read it,” she says of Oma’s German-English,
‘Better than when she says it.’

‘I don’t think so,” I say, ‘I think it’s just that we hear the same stories over and
over again that when she starts talking we think “ugh, not that one again!” It’s only
when I typed out the recordings that I realised the way she tells her stories is actually
kind of amazing.’

‘It’s just so weird,” says mum as we’re shrugging on our jumpers to walk back
to the car, “You’ve put so much of our family story out there.’

After the Theo chapter is complete, I am lost. There are too many avenues to
follow and I don’t know which one to go down first. So instead of choosing, I sit on it,
don’t do much at all. I don’t know it now, but the inability to make a decision is the
beginning of an anxiety that will drag on for the next few years. The fear of not getting
the story and the fear of not getting the story the way I want it is enough to stop
progress for months on end.

Eventually I force myself to go to the Bluescope (formerly BHP) archives, to get
a sense of what it was like when Alfons worked there. Dad works there so he organised
it with the PR team. It’s funny: the Steelworks have always been such a big part of the
local landscape, but I’ve never been inside the gates until now. It’s like its own little
city, and I can’t find the building ’'m meant to go to. After a few minutes of driving
around, I call Dad.

‘I think I drove too far.’

‘Where are you?’

‘I don’t know. Some pink building.” I scan for street signs, gripping the steering
wheel with one hand and my mobile in the other.

“The operations building?’ he asks.

‘I don’t know. Administration Road?’

“You’ve gone too far. I’ll come out the front.’

I turn into a narrow driveway. The closer I get, the more the pink-bricked building with
palm trees and square windows looks out of place in this industrial lot. The Bluescope
Steelworks is a permanent grey fixture on the Illawarra skyline. Its smoke billows can
be seen from the beaches, from all the lookouts. When I was a child I imagined

inventing a giant dome to house the entire lot; there’d be some kind of filter to send the
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pollution back into the earth’s core where it would be neutralised by magma, and the
outside of the dome would be covered in trees, a new mountainous landmark. My sister
and I used to refer to the coke ovens as bum-burners. There was a major PR campaign
when [ was a little older, to inform the public that the smoke escaping from the
Steelworks was not smoke at all, but tightly packed condensed steam. It hasn’t been in
the news as much lately.

Dad emerges from the palm trees that frame the doorway. He walks around the
car and climbs inside.

“You’ve come too far Donny.’

‘Thanks for helping me find it.’

We double back down the road I came, back toward the freeway. Dad points to the
building I need to be in.

‘You don’t need me to come in?’

‘Nah, it’ll be okay.’

Dad walks back the way we came and I step towards the building, boots clicking on
asphalt. Inside, I ask for the PR manager and the receptionist asks me to sign in.

‘Kilby?” She asks, when I sign my name, ‘Are you Daryl’s daughter?’

‘No, Barry’s daughter. Daryl’s my uncle.’

‘Barry’s daughter! Inga’s sister?’

‘“Yeah, I’'m Donna.’

‘Oh ’m Sarah’s mum!’

‘Oh wow, I run with Sarah.’

That morning I’d had an argument with Inga while we were running. Inga and
Sarah were already waiting for me when I arrived on the street in front of Inga’s
apartment at Sam.

‘Pioneer Road?’ asked Inga, and the three of us set off in a jog down the hill
towards the cycleway. Along the way Sarah filled us in on her flight in from Adelaide—
“There were screaming kids everywhere! And I got in trouble for having my iPod
on!”—and I told Sarah the latest instalment in the boy saga: a cancelled date, an
ultimatum, a failure to understand the significance.

‘Wait, isn’t he the gay one?’ Sarah asked.

‘Yeah, skinny jeans!’ said Inga.

When we hit Pioneer Road we started to pick up the pace.
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‘Ready?’

We ran at full speed to the first light post, and then slowed down to a jog. The next light
post, sprinted, next one, jogged. By the fourth or fifth I was starting to regret going out
so hard, so I slowed my jogs right down. The girls ran ahead.

‘Can we stop for water at the end?’

“Yeah, we’ll run back through Puckeys.’

Puckeys Estate is a field of mangled tree roots that line the lagoon. The dirt track is
uneven — not a place to run through alone. But the track is beautiful, especially with
early morning sunlight streaming through high-up branches.

‘Guess what Inga!’ I said, watching the ground for rocks and sticks and soft
ground, ‘After my research trip Gus and Jess and Laura and I are gonna rent a house in
Spain or something for a couple of weeks.’

‘Cool, can I come?’

‘Ummmm..." I hesitated too long, ‘If you want.’

Sarah snorted.

‘That’s ano.’

‘Fine. Don’t worry, I’m not cool enough.’

We ran through Puckeys in stony silence. Inga streamed ahead.

‘Should we run around the lagoon?’ I asked.

We were rounding a grassy corner when I tried again.

‘Inga, why don’t we do a week or so in Greece before I meet up with the
others?’

‘No, I’'m not cool enough.’

‘Ingal’

‘Well we talked about doing a trip after and now all of a sudden you’re meeting
Gus.’

‘Why can’t I do both?’

‘I’'m saving for your research trip and this is how you repay me?’

‘No you’re not! You’re going to Hawaii with Nicole and Nepal with Nat and
how am I even supposed to know you’ll actually come?’

‘Because I told you I would.’

At that time I wanted to do Alfons’ journey as I imagined it, from Sydney to

Queensland, to Africa, to Israel and then to Germany, where I think he settled in the
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end. If [ was wrong I’d at least get to see Theo and Maria. Inga and mum had jumped on
board immediately, dad saying he needed to stay home to look after my dog. It was a
vague plan, and one that didn’t eventuate: I took a job in a start-up instead. It seemed
like an extraordinary opportunity to make influential contacts in the media (the writers
included female comedians, television journalists, advertising execs) but instead it took
all my confidence and motivation. I have never experienced coldness like that in my old
boss’s stare. We make the choices we think are right at the time.

The PR manager slides heavy shelves on hinges. Dust-coated books and files
and magazines fill every shelf.

‘What year did you say you were looking for?’

‘Well he didn’t work here long—anything late ‘50s early ‘60s.’

She flips through heavy piles of grimy company magazines.

‘The late ‘50s should be just here....’

The building is older than I expected, carpets and walls and desks and chairs all in
shades of “70s brown. I take a seat at a round table and spread out my sources. Down
the hall, two women argue about the office stock of soy milk running low.

I pick up the first magazine from the pile, Contact, and flip open its plastic
cover. It’s an old one, from the early 1950s, photographs all black and white.
Employees are featured in profiles: Working in the electrical install at the No. 2
Merchant Mill, Mr Geoff Crehan (left) and Les Carlis. Geoff, trainee electrician, is son
of Jack Crehan (foreman). He plays rugby league for Western Suburbs in the winter. 1
know it’s too much to hope for Alfon’s face in black-and-white ink. I’'m sure he was no
employee of the month (‘He and Wally swept the floors,” Oma told me). There’s a
community in the typed letters beneath my fingers. Engagements were announced,
family photos published, employees wrote in with safety suggestions for a £2 bonus. A
voice in my head repeats: ‘Steelworks. Best company,” in vowel-heavy Croatian-
English. It’s the voice of a Mile Milkovich, a man I met through a friend—he’d worked
for the Steelworks for forty-two years before finally retiring a few years ago. He’d
loved the company and couldn’t understand why Alfons would leave as quickly as he
did. He talked about mid-shift trips to the pub, about learning new skills. Even now, as a
man in his seventies, he’s on call for emergencies—he knows the equipment better than

anyone.
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I don’t have much more luck when I start on The BHP Review, a later and more
formal publication. I do find a nice chart on steel in the [llawarra, and a map of the BHP
plant at the time Alfons would have worked there.

‘Excuse me,’ I stand in the PR manager’s doorway, ‘Can I please photocopy a
few things?’

‘Sure,” she says, and takes the piles of magazines from my arms.

I tuck my photocopies into my notebook, and hand my plastic-coated ID back to Adele
in reception. From the car I call my father.

‘Any luck?’ he asks.

‘Not heaps,’ I tell him, ‘but thanks again for helping me out.’

I’'m not making progress. I’'m just not sure where to start. I figure Sydney’s Jewish
museum would be a good place to start: if Alfons did convert to Judaism maybe they’ll
be able to help me access the archives, plus it’ll be a good way to learn more about the
religion—which I’ve realised I know little about. By this time I’ve moved out of mum
and dad’s place, into a little apartment I share with my cousin. It’s in the city centre, and
it’s all tiled on the inside. Even my bedroom floor is tiled. I’ve been going out too much
and waking up with friends on my couch but the night before the Jewish museum I stay
in so I can be fresh in the morning.

Mum and Dad pull up outside my apartment and I climb into the car. I flip open
my book and read in the back seat while they navigate to the city. After an hour and a
half in the car, and with car sickness settling in, we arrive. Dad is glad to get a good
parking spot, and cheap one, on a side street nearby in Darlinghurst.

The museum is sleek. We’re checked by security on the door, pay entry and take
the elevator to the bottom floor. In a dark and empty room the three of us sit at desks
like schoolchildren to watch an introductory film: Jews being chased out of their homes,
forced to wear stars on their sleeves. We watch the Germans salute Hitler from the
Berlin Square we wandered around a few years ago when the three of us travelled
through Europe together after Christmas spent with Oma’s sisters. I wonder how old my
German family were when they realised Jews were not the enemy. My throat feels tight.

We take the lift back upstairs, all chattiness gone. The bottom floor is all
cartoons and paintings and timelines. In a display cabinet a bold-typed sign tells how
important family is for Jews. On Saturdays, they do not work, but spend the day with

their loved ones. I walk up behind my mother as she reads it.
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‘It’s funny,’ she says, pointing at the sign, ‘He took up a religion where family is
so important.’

We start up the stairway that curls between floors. At the top, we disperse. Dad flips
through plastic-cased newspapers; mum reads bold text from a sign. I run my fingers
over the glass case that housed a Star of David, torn from someone’s shirt.

‘Come on,’ says dad, coming up behind me, ‘We don’t need to see this.’

‘Dad,’ I say, ‘we do.’

In a cabinet a dark-haired caricature snarls from a poster. Jews are biologically
less-intelligent. Jews are out to steal your money, it says.

‘I need a coffee,’ says dad.

Here are the things that stand out: a picture of hundreds of bodies cramped into a
tiny space, tiny papier-maché shoes tossed on top of each other, letters drafted to family
from ghettos. I can feel myself twisting my ring around my finger. I ask myself
questions that have been asked long before my time. How? And Alfons, did he have
friends who were Jewish? How much did he know?

This is what tightens my chest the most: a bowl of water with one million drops,
each drop representing a child’s life lost in the Holocaust. The drops form above our
heads and fall one at a time. They land inaudibly in the glass bowl. And then another
falls.

We find ourselves out in the winter sunshine and eat lunch in a nearby café. Nobody

even attempts to lighten the mood.
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Amnon and Bill

February 2010, University of Wollongong

I’m starting to understand how the search led me here. Partly it’s because I am not the
great investigative journalist I once pictured myself to be. I am interested in people, in
telling their stories when they want to tell them, not in digging and persisting. I’ve had
periods of months where I’ve all but abandoned the search for Alfons. But I never could
entirely let go. Which leaves me questioning that wasted time: what if I’d followed up
on leads sooner? Would I have the answers? I know that it hasn’t all been about me—
it’s been a series of dead ends and frustrations—but I can’t shake the feeling that at least
part of it is.

Once, as a fresh graduate, | was working a local television news desk. Nothing
glamorous—I was in the newsroom, writing scripts for a central newsreader to deliver
four times a day. I’d do my rounds in the morning, afternoon and before I left the office:
calling local police stations and trawling my Facebook news feed for any hint of traffic
accidents, fallen trees or anything that could fill the 55 second bulletin. I had my own
office, a salary that left a lot to be desired, but a job that was five minutes from home
and easy enough.

That year there was a boat accident on Sydney Harbour—six people were killed
when their boat crashed into a fishing boat. The driver and the man he handed the wheel
to just minutes before the crash were both high on cocaine and drunk. One of the girls
killed was from Wollongong. Her name was Stacey Wright and she was my age or a
year younger, with straight, medium-length dark hair. At the time I wore my hair in a
similar style.

A few days after the accident, my office phone rang: the chief of staff at a major
television station affiliated with my local one wanted me to do an on-camera interview
with her parents.

‘Have you spoken with them?’ I asked.

‘No!” he barked down the phone. “Why would I do that?’

Common courtesy, | wanted to tell him, but didn’t. I was new to this game, and
he was very important in one of the country’s biggest newsrooms.

‘Could I call them first?’ I asked, and he laughed. How was I supposed to know
how it works? That to get the shot they needed for TV they needed the shock of the
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dead girl’s parents opening the door to a girl who bore vague similarities to the daughter
they lost. They couldn’t simply call ahead and ask for the family’s okay.

‘Look, I can’t spare a journo but I can send down a camera crew to get the shots.
I’11 call you back when I can confirm the time.” And he hung up.

I’ve done the ethics classes, I’ve read about how some people really want to talk,
how it helps their grieving process, but to me that felt like bullshit. It still does now, and
I’'m glad that when he called back I told him I wouldn’t do it. He told me I’d never work
in any Sydney newsroom, and after I hung up the phone I cried tears of embarrassment
in my little office. But even now Stacey Wright’s parents have never been directly
quoted in the media.

What I should have known then was that I’'m not cut out for the kind of
journalism that requires interviews under duress. But if ’'m completely honest, it wasn’t
just the ethics that kept me from doing that interview. It was also anxiety. What if I
couldn’t think of the right questions on the spot? What if I came across as
unprofessional? Or worse, stupid? It’s the same fear that kept me from chasing leads in
the search for Alfons.

For more than forty years my mum has held onto a few ageing mementos of her
father: a photograph of Alfons wrapped in yellowed sticky tape. On the back, in curly
handwriting writing, it says ‘Dady.” She also taped up the legal notice from the local
paper: take notice that Anna Henneberger has filed a Petition for Divorce... on the
grounds of desertion. 1 think about her, in her teenage years, wrapping a roll of sticky
tape around and around a newspaper clipping and tucking it away somewhere to keep it
safe. And she kept two letters from him, written on thin paper, grown fragile with age.
Neither says anything worth mentioning: in one he laments a toothache.

My mum has always been critical of my diet, without meaning to be. She’s
always been careful about what she eats—claiming that when she was an adolescent she
was fat. She says she used to sneak chunks of bread and butter and eat them under her
bedcovers. I’ve never seen a picture of her when she was anything short of beautiful,
with blonde curls and cotton playsuits and sandals, or Breton stripes and Bermuda
shorts. I’ve been reading a lot about memory lately, and the idea that we recreate history
every time we tell a story about our past. It certainly rings true for my mother, always
lovely and never seeing it. And for Oma, telling her stories again and again without

altering the phrasing.
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“You know,” mum says, ‘When people say you look like me I take it as a
compliment, because you’re beautiful.’

I was the same. My eating issues started in high school when, in some short-
lived American sitcom, a character lamented that after gaining weight her thighs
touched. But hadn’t mine always? I never realised until that moment that women were
expected to have empty space where I had flesh. I started running twice a day instead of
just in the mornings. And when that wasn’t enough, I’d sneak to the bathroom after
meals and purge myself. I remember making a list, as a newly cured 18-year-old, of
why I would never go back to bulimia. The reasons were enough to keep the eating
disorder at bay—until I started working at the health magazine. In the beginning, I was
the healthiest I’d ever been. I wasn’t training excessively; I was bringing healthy
lunches sticking to a balanced meal plan. But is that even healthy? I lost weight and
loved the new-found confidence, but having to go out for a team lunch sent me into a
panic. And then travelling three hours a day, trying to finish this search, wanting so
badly to look more glamorous: it all sent me back. But this time I had money. At one
point I was visiting the supermarket every day on my way home from work, stuffing
choc chip cookies and M&Ms and jars of Nutella and chocolate mousse into my
mouth—sometimes before I even got home. My housemate of the time must have
known—the toilet was constantly clogged—but I just went on as though nothing
happened. Eating disorders are a curse of the perfectionist. I suppose that’s part of why
I’ve avoided and made excuses throughout the search for Alfons Henneberger. I wanted
the story to be exactly as I’d imagined from the beginning. I wasn’t prepared for
anything other than what I’d set out to do. Now it’s over and there are no more excuses.

My work situation did improve after I left the start-up where I worked after the
health magazine. I spent a few months doing whatever freelance jobs I chanced upon
before 1 was offered a four-week contract with another magazine company. A month
became two and then three and then I’d been there for more than a year. It was a
contract role, so I was paying my own tax, holidays, superannuation ... or at least I
should have been. This year I underestimated my tax and ended up with a bill I could
not afford to pay. A bill that dashed any vague ideas I had about travelling. I’ve been
paying off the massive bill in instalments—a thousand dollars each month—and
decided it was time to start looking for something full-time. So when a job came up at a

men’s publication within my company, I applied. I was already writing for them and
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knew I had the skills to do the job. And that’s when I realised I wasn’t as safe there as I
thought. My boss (who I thought of as a friend) told me it wasn’t really worth my time:
the manager thought I was too junior for the role.

‘If I were you, I would leave (not that I want you to go!)’ she wrote in an email.
Within the month she’d spoken to HR to end my contract.

“You don’t really want to come back next year, do you?” she wrote to me. I had
two days notice before I was unemployed.

That same week I applied for the men’s magazine job I was offered an apartment
in the city. I’d lied on my application, told them I worked full-time, but it was within
my means and sunny. Mum and dad implored me not to take it.

‘Move home!’ they said. ‘And then you won’t be stuck.’

I argued with them for days.

‘Nothing’s ever going to be easy,” I told mum on the phone, ‘but I have to start
dealing with things as an adult.’

It was about that time that I started tallying the lies I’ve been telling myself, like
I haven’t found Alfons but maybe it’s been an impossible search all along.

Amnon Levy lectures in Commerce at Wollongong University, and helped my
mother translate letters to the Israeli government back in the ‘90s when she stumbled
across the first clues as to her father’s whereabouts. Being told that her father was an
Israeli citizen brought her closer to finding him than ever before, but it also raised a
whole new array of questions. What had made this Catholic German become a Jew,
change his name and move to Israel?

I hesitated for a long time before I contacted Amnon. I wanted to know if he
remembered what he’d tried to do for my family back then, if he had any insight as to
what would make a man do what Alfons did, but the death knock incident at the local
news station had left me doubting my own worth as a journalist, or as a professional
anything.

I mustered the courage to call Amnon one day. The phone rang and rang with no
answer. I sent a carefully worded email: I'm not sure if you remember, but.... he replied
quickly. I arranged to meet Amnon the following Friday; he asked me to call to confirm.

Friday morning, I call his office and there’s no answer. I send an email asking
him to call me. My phone rings within minutes. A thickly accented voice asks me how

soon I can make it in. I pack my things and leave, forgetting my recorder and a jacket.
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I walk past the office and then double back. There are two men inside; one dark-
featured and short, the other tall and white-haired. I hover in the doorway, waiting for
them to finish.

‘Donna?’ asks the taller man.

‘Yes, [’

‘Come in.’

I take a seat at the round table. Amnon introduces the taller man as his friend
Bill, who also came to Australia from Israel.

‘There were a lot of myths surrounding Israel in the 1950s,” Amnon explains. ‘It
was a different Israel then.’

He explains that in the wake of the war there was a definite swing towards the
socialist ideal offered in Israel’s Kibbutz lifestyle.

‘Israel was loved by the world, loved by Christians,” says Amnon. ‘Perhaps he
[Alfons] came to Australia and didn’t find what he was looking for. People felt a certain
way about German people...” Amnon’s face is expressionless, the academic delivering a
lecture. He’s still when he speaks. Bill is more animated, his voice charting highs and
lows.

‘Don’t think Alfons was ignorant,” he says, ‘He would have heard about
missions in old times.’

Bill thinks it was not uncommon for Germans to move to Israel around the time
Alfons did; they were looking for redemption but also something more.

‘There were a lot of German colonies in Palestine, started by the Knights
Templar.’
I try to act as though I know of the Knights Templar outside of Dan Brown’s 2003
novel The DaVinci Code, but 1 don’t. Bill says the group was predominantly German
and controlled the finances in early Europe.

“This is a story vivid in the memory of people, particularly Germans, in this
generation,” adds Amnon.

I scribble notes, stare at coffee-stained cups; white walls make me dizzy. I had
started this search with a sole purpose: to find Alfons. I’d never considered the religious
and cultural implications, or that I had so much to learn and to understand about
religion, for starters. Aside from the odd Sunday school cameo, my spiritual experience

is limited. I remember the grainy bread and sweet grape juice and the metallic smell of
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the collection basket as it was passed around. When I was a teenager, I remember
finding out that my sister prays, and laughing. God, that girl flosses and prays. How is
anyone so perfect?! And when, at eighteen, a childhood friend sat me down to tell me
she was part of an extremely orthodox organised religion, I thought she was pulling an
elaborate prank. What about all those years I’d taken the Lord’s name in vain in front of
her? Or worse. I’d done much worse than that. How had I never realised she didn’t have
a television. For someone so interested in the world, I navigate it from a shockingly
narrow viewpoint.

Amnon and Bill go on to explain the meaning behind Alfons’ adopted Jewish
name, Abraham Ben-Yehuda. Abraham was the first Jew, he who signed the covenant
with God. Ben simply means ‘son of’, and Yehuda, or Judah, was the fourth son of the
biblical patriarch Jacob. For someone not born into Judaism, Alfons chose a name
dripping with meaning.

Before I leave, Bill gives me his wife’s phone number. She runs a local Jewish
organization called KEVA.

The men suggest I go to Israel to continue my search.

‘If you go there, a little blonde girl,” says Bill, ‘you will get anything you ask
for.
Later, I call Bill’s wife Yoke and like her immediately. Her voice is warm and she really
wants to help find Alfons. She invites me to a movie screening she’s organised: the
cultural attaché to Israel is going to be there. So a few weeks later I pick up mum and
we head over to the uni.

The automatic doors of the McKinnon building buzz open—inside people are
moving back and forth, tidying, arranging. We’re early. I look around for Amnon or Bill
but see neither.

‘What do we do?’ asks mum.

‘I dunno.’

We hover together in the doorway for a moment, cold air pushed inside with everyone
who steps in. The light seems dimmer than I remembered from my time at the uni.

I hear my name; Bill strides over. I introduce him to mum. He says he has to go
and set up and why don’t we head inside. We’re given little red ticket-stumps, like raffle

tickets, and sweet citrus lollies.
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The movie screening is held in a lecture theatre; we sit on patterned chairs with
built-in desks. It was only a few years ago I sat here the first time round, as a shy,
sloppily dressed undergrad. Since I started tutoring journalism classes a few years ago
I’ve often marvelled at my fashion-conscious students. How do they afford to look so
well-put-together? How do they know how to flick their eyeliner just so? I spent my
university years cowering for fear of disapproval, avoiding the uni bar in case I looked
out of place. I was chronically self-conscious and only now can I trace the web of
romances my fellow students were engaged in then while I put in extra study hours,
fretting about an incorrectly placed comma.

On the stage a blonde woman in a purple coat fiddles with the sound system. I
guess she is Yoke, Bill’s wife. Slowly a crowd starts to fill the auditorium, mumbling
quietly as they take their places. And then it’s time for the film to start.

The woman I assume is Yoke steps up to the microphone and introduces the
Cultural Attaché to Israel, who is there to open the festival. A dark-haired woman takes
Yoke’s place.

‘She’s young,” says Mum.

She speaks about the good work of KEVA and then someone flicks the lights off
and the film is projected onto the screen.

The movie is a sharply-written comedy about a group of overweight Israelis who
start a sumo wrestling club. Afterwards, we trail out into the foyer. I find Yoke behind
the drinks table and introduce myself.

Yoke grabs my hands in hers; they’re warm and soft. Her smile is framed by
cropped blonde hair.

‘I was looking out for you! Now, where did Einat go?’ She steps out from
behind the tables and begins scanning the room for the Israeli Cultural Attaché.

“Yoke, this is my mum, Sylvia.’

‘Oh wow!’ she says, shaking my mum’s hand, ‘So it is your husband that is
missing? No, father!”

‘Yes, my father.’

‘Can I get you anything to eat or drink? Are you staying for the second movie?’

‘No, we won’t be able to stay, mum’s sick.’

‘Oh, that’s too bad. Wait, I'll find Einat.’
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Einat is in her early thirties with long shiny hair. She’s stylish and composed and speaks
with a hint of an American accent.

“You know what we do? I know someone who can get the, the..” she clicks her
fingers, stares up at the ceiling as though she’ll find the word floating above her, ‘the,
every few years we answer the survey...’

‘The census?’ suggests mum.

‘Yes, the census,” says Einat. ‘Abraham Ben-Yehuda is not that common a
name. | say there might be two hundred in all of Israel... and if we narrow it to men
aged over seventy, there might only be fifteen.’

Imagine it: to be fifteen phone numbers away from Alfons. To dial them one by one
until we find him. In the end though, Einat couldn’t help. Everybody I meet is interested
in Alfons’ story, but when it comes down to finding him, it’s too big a task.

I had lunch with Yoke once afterwards. She gave me a blue key ring from Israel,
for luck. It was wrapped with ribbon. And as she asked me about my progress I felt a
growing sense of guilt. Everyone wants to help, but in the end it comes down to me.

I’ve failed everyone.
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Oma

March 2010, Lake Heights

Looking back now, we didn’t know how sick she was.

‘Morning Oma,’ I push open the heavy wooden front door and step inside. It’s
almost dark despite the bright day; the sun never reaches the front rooms of her house.

‘What’s good about it? You tell me.’

‘Well, I’'m not at work and it’s sunny outside—’

‘Ah,” she dismisses the idea with a wave of her hand, turns her back and takes a
few steps back toward the lounge.

‘What are you watching?” On TV people in striped shirts and flared pants are
running around a boat.

‘Ah, I think I see this one before. They all get arrested.” She presses a button on
the remote; the television fades to black.

“You like a cuppa?’ She shuffles past me and I follow her to the kitchen.

I turn on the kettle to make tea. Oma leans her elbows on the plastic tablecloth that
covers her dining room table. Above her, a still-life photograph of fruit and vegetables,
as it always has been. Her hair is grey and lank, she wears an old bleach-stained t-shirt.
Her eyes shine bright from their place in the folds of her skin.

Oma’s English is good for someone who never had the chance to learn formally:
she claims she learned the language by listening to the radio. She didn’t know a lot
about Australia when she arrived here; the move was mostly left to fate. Oma says
Alfons signed up to migrate to whichever country would take them first. Australia was
in the midst of a recruitment drive so the two boarded the Castel Felice for Sydney.

‘All what they told us, the black people are really Australia and there is not
many people there. There wasn’t many. There was no Lake Heights. There were hostels,
the Steelworks and Port Kembla.’

Oma was happy to move to the other side of the world because it kept Alfons an
ocean away from other women, or so she thought. They married under less-than-
romantic circumstances—Oma was pregnant with my mother and wearing her cleaning
uniform. She went back to work afterwards while Alfons took another girl to the
movies. Oma claims she once caught him in bed with another woman; he’d left my

mother, his daughter, in the building’s foyer in the bitter German winter.
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‘The last what I know, there came a letter [from the woman] and she want to get
married why she is pregnant from him. And I showed him the letter. I read it first. I
opened it up and then I put it nice, neatly, in how it came, and then I say ‘Here, a letter
for you.” And he read it and put it straight in fire. And I think You bastard, you got one
in Regensburg pregnant. He had one in Italia too, he told me that later. The same time,
the same year. I think You bastard. And we left [for Australia] and I never looked back.
It was a good time and a bad time.’

As I scoop sugar into her mug she tells me about the day Wally, her second
husband, my Opa, died. It was two years ago now, when [ was working at the TV
station; I got a phone call at work that morning and I rushed to Oma’s house, a strange
mix of relief and panic. Wally spent his last few years a permanent fixture on the
lounge. Oma cared for him full time, but he did nothing to make the effort easier on her.
There were days when he’d shit himself, not because he couldn’t get up to go to the
toilet, but because he didn’t want to. And yet Oma still keeps his ashes in a polystyrene
box on the windowsill.

I filed news reports between trips back and forth to Oma’s house the day he
died. We sat around the table Oma and I sit at now: me, mum, mum’s brother Rom and
his wife Melaine, and Oma. We ordered pizza and nibbled on chocolates. The mood felt
too light. Oma was practical, sorting through funeral documents, signing the death
certificate. We talked about anything but Opa. Wally was the worst thing about Oma’s
place when I was a child. A WWII refugee, he fled the Ukraine and travelled on foot to
Naples, where he boarded a ship for Australia. He arrived before Oma and Alfons and,
by the time my family arrived, he had a home in Lake Heights and a job at the migrant
hostel. That’s where he met and befriended Alfons. It wasn’t long until my grandfather
moved his family into his friend’s house.

Alfons started working in Sydney, leaving his family with Wally during the
week—and sometimes he failed to even come home on weekends. By that time Oma
and Alfons had another son, Mick. Maybe it was boredom, or maybe passion: Oma and
Wally became lovers. Rom is Wally’s son, though he bears the surname Henneberger. I
think Alfons must have known.

When 1 first traced this timeline I was shocked, but as I’ve grown older I've
come to understand the complicated nature of love, need and want. So, while I guess

that Alfons may have seen Oma and Wally’s relationship as betrayal, maybe even
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enough for him to leave, it doesn’t explain why he never wrote to his children after he
did. It doesn’t seem fair to punish them for their mother’s mistake—not that she’d call it
that.

There is a picture of Wally and Oma taken around the time they moved in
together. They recline together in a bed of hay. My Oma, plump, smooth-faced and soft-
skinned; a little older than I am now. She smiles and points at something in the distance.
Wally is shirtless. His fingers start to curl around her elbow. Oma tells me this is the
first photo she has of herself and Wally.

‘Who took it?’ I ask.

‘Alfons,” she says. ‘He was always taking pictures of everything.’
In the picture Wally rests his legs over Oma’s. Her fingers settle on his naked shoulder.
They hardly see Alfons behind the lens.

In another, Alfons is sitting on the steps with Wally and Oma and my mum.
Alfons holds his daughter on his knee. Oma stands beside Wally, pushing her hair
behind her ear, beaming. A few years later Alfons was gone.

I was scared of Opa when I was a child, though now his eccentricities seem
harmless—he’d spend all afternoon peeling potatoes, the raw vegetables steadily piling
up around him, as he did in a job somewhere in his youth. Then it’d be potato pancakes
or mashed potato for a few days. We weren’t allowed to put rubbish in the main garbage
bin because Opa was using it to catch the water if it rained. He looked frightening too:
all angular hip bones and unruly hair. Once, when staying overnight I forgot to turn off
the light in the toilet. Wally grabbed my hand and dragged me back there. He held my
finger to the switch and turned it off. ‘Don’t do it again’. And there were days when
he’d make Inga and I rip piles of newspaper into shreds. When we were done, he’d stuff
the newsprint into a blue Hessian sack and sit with his bony legs inside, a piece of string
holding it up at his waist. It was to keep him warm, he said. But it was nothing
compared to what he did to my mother and her brothers: they spent their teenage years
digging a hole in the backyard. No-one knows what Wally wanted the hole for but they
didn’t dare question him. It’s only grown over now that he’s died.

I place Oma’s coffee on the placemat in front of her—she’s still talking me
through Wally’s death. When telling a story Oma speaks quickly, adding asides,
changing her mind and repeating words, swapping German words for English. She

doesn’t say he or she but rather Er or Sie. She doesn’t need a response or a nod or an
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answer. Her stories are recited on repeat; I often wonder if she knows I’ve already heard
the story she’s telling me. I think she does; she’s just eager to fill her kitchen with
voices.

‘The doctor came, was Tuesday afternoon. Wednesday Er was, not here. Just
wandering around, didn’t know what he do. Then he lie outside, in the footpath, the
driveway. Near the garage. I say “What you do out here?” He just looked at me. I say
“Come on, I help you up. So least when you like lie on the floor lie on carpet not on
cement. Cement make it worster.” Okay. I helped him up, brought him in. He fall down
on the carpet. I say “I can’t lift you up, you too heavy”. Rom came, lift him up, lay him
down. I go to bed and I wake up again. The next moment he sit up again. And so he
died. And I think for myself why I saw him. I looked at him, I think Yeah Wally, you
use me a lot. You got everything you wanted.’

She pauses, reaches for her packet of cigarettes.

‘Omal’

‘I didn’t smoke all day!’

‘I’ll leave if you do.’

‘Ah.’

She slides the cigarette back in the box and lines it up next to the Tupperware container
she uses to store biscuits. She started to talk again. Oma and Opa thought they were
done with children when, in her forties, she fell pregnant with Sam. Wally wanted his
only son to take his surname, so they got married.

‘Before Sam he was pretty good, I can’t complain. After we married and Sam
came along, he didn’t want to know him, he didn’t want to know anyone. Everybody
supposed to go. He hated everyone, but the bitch up there not.’

The bitch up the road: the woman Wally had an ongoing affair with. Opa gave
the woman cash per visit, at one point even tried to sign the house over to her name, but
gave up on the idea when Oma refused to drive him to the solicitor’s office; he’d never
learned how to drive. That didn’t stop him tinkering with the car—at one point he wired
Oma’s brakes so that she had to yank on a brick to stop at traffic lights. He was always
messing around with something—collecting water, digging holes in the backyard, re-
wiring the house’s electrical systems.

‘And he gave her all the money. And that’s what hurt me the most. Now I would
have it easy, but she got the money. And I got nothing. That money what I had is almost
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gone and now I have to work it out with what I get. And I would have had almost one
hundred thousand dollar in the bank and I could use it anytime. Now, I got nothing, why
he give it to her. So last, when he passed away, he say, “I wasn’t a very good husband to
you.”

“That’s true,” I say. I say “I wish I had that money what you send away to
Russia oder where, to Ukranian. And how much money you borrowed from me, I wish I
had that back. So what’s the big deal? Now it’s passed.” He says, “But you got the
house.” I say “What for house? Why you never fixed anything and always turned
everything upside down. And that is a house? When I tried to fix something, you
undone it. Now ... [ can’t afford it ... I had to battle it through again.””

I ask her why she never left Wally.

‘I didn’t have a choice,’ she says.

‘I dream about him, a couple of nights ago,” she says, ‘And I think what the
hell, why I dream about him. He was here and he tried to tell me what I supposed to do
and I say “No.” And this wake me up. I think Bugger Wally, what you think you doing.’

Oma’s homeland is still, even now, a land of felt hats and lederhosen-clad men
with heavy-set features and big hands and houses covered in white paint so thick it
bubbles under your hand. She only went to school for a year. After that she was pulled
out of classes to help her mother farm potatoes. Her father wasn’t around. When Oma
asked about him she was told it wasn’t her business.

After she left school, a teacher brought books to Oma and she learned to read in
her dark little room. But her mother would take the books and give them to her youngest
son, still a baby, to play with. They’d come back, teeth-marked and soiled. When the
teacher noticed, Oma’s mother responded: ‘He has to play with something.’

I usually visit Oma on Sunday mornings. For what feels like a long time, I’ve
dragged myself there every week, lack-of-sleep pressure behind my eyes, weighed
down by last night’s vodka or chardonnay or cocktails. I'm usually wearing an outfit
that Oma tells me would never have been allowed when she was my age. ‘Oh, we
couldn’t put something like that on’. If I have jeans on, they are too tight, if it’s a dress,
it’s too short. Oma disagrees with the way I live. “You run too much’, she says. Or
‘Why you don’t move in with me?’

I don’t really tell her much about my life anymore—it involves too much explanation.

‘So. You tell me something,” she says, and slurps a sip of tea.
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‘Well, I’'m having a few days off work this week,’ I start, ‘But it’s not very fun. I
have to go to hospital so they can do tests on my stomach.’

‘Oh,” she says, ‘They don’t find anything. What you expect, your stomach
hurts—you go out, party too much.’

I’'m worried the years of bulimia have damaged my stomach in some dangerous way:
I’ve been having pains and bloating for a few months now. Oma picks up a folded tissue
from the table and dabs at her eye, long-damaged from failed surgery.

‘I didn’t go to dances,’ she starts. Once, she says, she went out and danced with
a married man.

‘Mother came. She took me by the hair — I had plaits — and took me away. “You
don’t dance with him.” Why he was not a German, he was a Russian. And you don’t
dance with them. That was after the war. I was 18. No 16 or 17. Aber after the war there
was so much mess anyway so it doesn’t matter.’

‘The war was murder,” she says, ‘And after the war was murder. You see the
dead bodies by the side of the road, one after another, we called Gottsettler, from the
concentration camp... when they can’t walk, they just shot them.’

I think about the word Gottsettler, 1 haven’t heard it before, but it literally
translates as ‘settled with God.” These were men whose futures were set. Men like Opa,
who spent god-knows-how-long in prison camps. He never talked about it with us. I
recall the dread I’d feel when I walked in the door and he’d say ‘Donna, you see this
film? On SBS last night. Very good movie!’ It happened often and always preceded a
twenty-minute-long spiel on every plot-point in the film. When you spend ten years
laying in the same spot on the lounge, sinking into its fabric, conserving energy, you
don’t have much else to talk about.

‘The road from Cham to Roding, one body after another,” says Oma, ‘These was
all Auslander, from Russia or where Wally was from. Why Wally was also in the prison
camp, he knows how this went. They get the slice of bread in the morning, some water
with it, and this has to last till the next morning and when they eat all in one go they get
nothing. And you know how young blokes they like to eat, and they get nothing. Some
make it, some don’t. There died many. Why after the war was like ... you can’t go in
the road. And then the Americaner came and they put all dead bodies in one grave, and

then a couple months later they put all separate graves.’
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I remember the way Wally would throw his hands up in exclamation when I
arrived—*Donnie is here!’—and feel a twinge of something. I don’t know what it’s like
to live off one piece of bread a day, or to live in a place where dead bodies pile up on
the side of the road.

After he married Oma, Alfons quit his job at BMW—°Alfons didn’t like [hard]
work!” as Theo told me—and the pair moved into the Hennebergers’ apartment, the one
Theo took me to see all those months ago. Alfons took a job at the same office block as
Oma. They worked together, waking early to light furnaces and staying late to clean
windows and mop floors.

‘He would take all day to clean a so-a-little window!” Oma says, joining her
thumbs and index fingers to form a rectangle.

On the weekends my grandparents would whiz around the city on their bicycles,
or they would head out of Munich to ride along dirt tracks, past fields striped with last
night’s snow.

‘We had in Germany good pushbikes!” Oma says. ‘Was expensive too, where
you could change the gear ... go up the hills, down the hills. Go lower, go higher. We
went everyplace. Everywhere we went with pushbike.’

They once rode from Munich to Roding—a trip that takes more than three hours
on Germany’s high-speed trains. It took twelve hours.

‘Not so fast like train!” Oma says.

They couldn’t afford childcare—so my mother was simply carted off with her parents.
In the mornings Oma would wrap my mother in a blanket and set her in the corner while
she cleaned. During her break, Oma would rush home to feed her and put her to bed.
Alfons finished work early in the afternoons. He was supposed to go straight home and
look after his daughter.

‘In night time I come home about 10 o’clock. [Alfons] was finished working 3
o’clock. Fifteen minutes later he should have been home. But he never came. She was
sleeping why I left. She sleeps about half past three, and then he came home and he
looked after she. But he never showed up. And the landlady looked after her but she say
‘I not a babysitter.” And then his mother looked after her, but she want always more and
more money. She was a bugger, his father was okay but he always had other women, he

always had girlfriends. Alfons was the same. And then we came out here.’
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I have collected pictures and pictures of scenes on the Castel Felice: families
waving from the edge and crowds of passengers gathered on the deck. The men are
wearing too-short pants that reveal their socks.

A few years ago Oma’s most-told narrative was the one in which Alfons tried to
sell their baby on the ship: he had an Italian couple lined up to take his daughter as their
own, but Oma refused to hand over her child and he gave up. These days Oma has
changed her story, claiming she didn’t see Alfons for the entire time they were at sea.
He stayed in the men’s quarters while Oma and mum stayed with the women. She says
he kept their money with him. When they arrived in Sydney, Oma and mum were
herded onto a train to Wollongong. There was no sign of Alfons. When all the other
children got ice cream, my mother got bread. All the husbands were lined up to collect
their families, but not Alfons. They hitched a ride to the hostel. He was already there,
and he said, ‘Finally, you got here.’

It’s tempting to believe their life here was easier; it certainly looks happy in the
sun-soaked photos Alfons sent home to Theo. But a photo proves nothing more than at
some split second of time, someone clicked the shutter while their subject gave the
impression of joy. In one photo, Die veranda von den Haus wo wir leben mit Sylvia, my
mother sits in a high chair, smiling. Her face and legs are half in shadow, tiny legs
dangling. Balls and bears and bunnies and a spinning top are arranged neatly on her
chair and the ground in front. Oma tells me that Alfons wouldn’t buy his daughter any
toys and that she had only one doll that Wally gave her for Christmas. She certainly had
more than one in that photo. I think I’ve placed too much weight in pictures already.

When they arrived at the Unanderra hostel, my mother developed a rash, refused
to eat, but Oma didn’t have any money to take her to a doctor. This is a story Oma tells
regularly.

‘I can’t go. Doctor was free but medicine was not. What’s the good do me?
What I do I get her dry toast and tea. And then in the morning I give her that, toast and
tea ... [Alfons] says, “She get only teeth”. And I had no money. And the next day this
broke open and I see all this mess running down [her face] and I cleaned it up. And then
I see she had a little sore on side her face. The next day she had all her face one sore. I
get child endowment and then I go with her to doctor. He give her a needle and then I
had to take all the crust off and put on a powder. Und she screamed. Oh boy. 1 think,
what the hell it’s only a powder, why she scream like that? And then I had a little sore
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on my finger and I get it in and I think now I know why she screamed, why it burned
like fire. It really burned. Then I started cleaning it up with oil, I think bugger that
powder that hurt her too much. 1 cleaned it up with oil every couple of hours and that
went okay. She supposed to get five needles and she get three, why I had no money.
One Wally helped me out.’

Both Oma and Theo say Alfons went to Africa; they both received a postcard
from him. Alfons was a prolific letter writer: he wrote home to Theo, he wrote to Mum
when he was living in Sydney. It doesn’t make sense that he would just stop. There has
to have been some kind of falling out between he and Theo. Or the letters have never
stopped. I wonder if the hotel still stood in Namibia when Alfons arrived, if his
grandfather welcomed him into the family business, showing Alfons how to stuff
handfuls of diamonds into hollow table legs and welcome guests at reception. But then
again, neither Theo nor Oma can show me their postcard. Life is not a Wes Anderson
film after all. If my grandfather were a diamond smuggler, if Theo’s story was true, it
changes the parameters of my search in a way I don’t like at all. I used to think that
somehow, without meeting him, I’d inherited some of Alfons; that our history defines
us without us even knowing and I should feel some kind of German-inherited guilt for
the Holocaust, the way I presume Alfons did when he converted to Judaism. If he
converted at all. If the diamond story was true and my line of thinking correct then I
would be weighed down by even more guilt: it’s ethically fraught.

I don’t think that way anymore though: I know that the actions of a man I’ve
never met have no bearing on who I am today. Oma is still in her kitchen, still telling
me about Alfons leaving.

‘I saved five hundred pounds up and he say he find something in Queensland if I
come up there and ... then he disappeared with the money. You see that was a good
excuse. | give him the money, he could buy something and then he disappeared with it.
And then he wrote me a postcard, he gone for personal reason. What personal reason I
could imagine.’

‘What did the postcard say?’

‘He is in Africa and for personal reason he moved to Africa. I never forget that.’

‘Have you still got that card?’

‘I think the solicitor took that when I got entvorce,” she says, meaning divorce.

She filed for divorce so she could marry Wally.
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‘And then nothing from him since?’

‘Nup.’

I drive home with the windows down, the warm Australian air streaming in. I let my
arm drop out the window and the wind drags through my open fingers. I realise that
Oma’s story is now more important than Alfons’: the older she gets, the less time we
have to capture her stories and hold on to them.

A week later I visit with mum. The routine is the same; I make the tea while
Oma sits under the fruit-and-veg photo. Mum sits at the head of the table and places her
handbag on the floor at her feet. We each have our own favourite cups—Oma’s has
watercolour sailboats on it, Mum’s is small, dainty, floral. I take a plain white mug. It is
always the same.

‘I dreamed last night about Alfons,” says Oma. ‘He was outside, didn’t make it
in. But he tried to make it down. He stand out by the driveway and looking down and I
tried to go on the door to open up for him and then he was disappeared. So something
happen to him, why I never dream about him.’

She pauses, takes a slurp of tea and looks at me.

‘Oh, and Theo is gone.’

‘What do you mean “gone?””” Mum asks.

‘He long sure gone,” says Oma with a little nod of agreement.

‘How do you know?’ I ask.

‘They would have told us,” says mum.

‘No. He gone. Why when I try ring the number said there is nobody in the flat.
So I think he died and Maria couldn’t afford the flat so she is mit Stefan.’

‘They would have told us,’ I repeat.

‘No. It is long sure this way.’

I want to laugh at Oma’s certainty, her trust in her instincts, but at the same time, a
certain dread settles behind my ribs.

‘How about I call Stefan?’ I say. I flick through an old Christmas card box, filled
with addresses scrawled on envelopes, little address books, old Polaroids. I find Stefan’s
phone number stuck inside a faded Christmas card. I dial. The phone rings. Nothing. I
check the international time on my phone. It’s 7am in Germany. Finally an automated
voice answers. It rattles German so quickly I only catch bits and pieces, but from the

parts I gather, it seems the phone has been cut off.
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Next I search for Theo and Maria’s direct number. I find it in a palm-sized
address book, the numbers traced carefully in Oma’s shaky handwriting. This time the
phone only rings once before Maria answers.

‘Henneberger!’

‘Hallo Maria! It’s Donna, from Australia,’ I say in unsteady German.

‘Donna!’ I can just see her jumping up from the big wooden table in the dining

room, ‘‘Theo, it’s Donna!’ How are you? How is Anna?’

‘I am at her house now,’ I say, mixing up the order of my words in German.

I pass the phone to Oma, but not before I speak to Theo.

‘How are you?’ I ask.

‘Me? Tired! We were out late last night and now you call so early this morning.’
A few times, when planning trips to Europe I’ve tried to convince Oma to come.
Doesn’t she want to drink rose tea with her sisters? Her youngest sister Fanny is my
favourite. She walks at a cracking pace and knocks back shots of schnapps in the
evenings. Her hair is teased to a height and her children look like they’ve stepped out of
an eighties music video, with ripped jeans and mullets and wide-set jaws. There is a
skylight in Fanny’s kitchen and the sun shines in over the dining table.

‘No,’ says Oma every time, ‘I came out here and I never look back.’

I pick up her mug and place it in the sink. On the windowsill wet tea bags sit in
an old margarine container, she’ll strain them again when she makes more tea.

‘Wally helped out a lot,” she says, changing the topic at will. ‘He actually helped
a lot. He was really...’ she trails off.

“You have to really know a person before you commit yourself. Everyone got
different characters, different thing. I always say give a little, take a little and that way it
works out, both sides. You have to work together. But not when one wants that and the

other wants that. Then you don’t work together.’
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A Funeral

September 2010, Wollongong

A few years ago my father started reading the death notices in the local paper. Every
now and then he’d look up from his toast and coffee and announce ‘John Dale’s father
died,” or something similar, with a raised eyebrows. So when dad’s best friend’s father
dies, it’s no shock. We’d grown up with the Seymours; Dad’s best mate Rodney and his
wife Sue have children similar ages to Inga and I. We take the day off work to support
them.

At the funeral the grandchildren take the stage to deliver their eulogies. They
group awkwardly as others speak, placing shaky hands on each other’s shoulders. They
pull tissues from pockets and nudge their brothers and cousins to offer one when
needed.

It’s Dan’s turn; he’s Rodney’s son and a few years younger than me. He places a
20-year-old beer on the coffin.

‘Pop, you said you’d drink this with me at my wedding, but you beat me.’

His words choke in his throat. His sister Al places a hand on his shoulder.

Later, their uncle Phil speaks about his father. His memories are much the same:
a larrikin bloke who always had time for everyone and a joke to share. I cross and
uncross my legs, search my bag for a tissue, trying not to make any noise. I hear Joe’s
widow Robin let out a sob from the front row. I’ve always admired her; she’s thoughtful
and well put together. It’s awful to hear the guttural sound of her heartbreak.

And then Phil mentions his dad’s birth date, born in 1931, and my thoughts turn
to Alfons. He was born the same year. Somewhere, on the other side of the world, are
people mourning him in this way? Is there another girl my age who remembers Alfons
sharing a beer with her when she was just twelve or thirteen?

And I worry I haven’t given enough time to my own pop, my grandfather on my
father’s side who is only a few hours or a phone call away. I spend so much time
worrying about someone who doesn’t even know I exist.

My pop died a few years after that funeral. I gave a eulogy at his funeral
alongside dad and Inga and I’ve been congratulated since by aunties and cousins who
say I spoke well. I don’t know exactly what I said, standing under the hot Mudgee sun

that day. Pop was a real Aussie bloke: wide-brimmed hat, lips that were always curled
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up ever-so-slightly at the corners, sun-spotted hands, buttoned shirt and sturdy boots.
Even as he lay in his hospital bed he was making jokes. He said there was life in him
yet. He told me about an old army mate who was too fat to go on the marches, and
another who refused to call officers by their ranks. He told me to watch his false teeth,
and then popped them into his mouth when I looked away.

‘Donny, you lost my teeth!’

Pop was a true joker until I got a phone call in the middle of the night. My
parents picked Inga and me up and we drove to RPA Hospital. Pop lay froglike, knees
bent upwards; his entire body shuddered with each forced breath. A careless knot held
his mouth open and the tubes in place. In. Out. In. Out. There was a small spot of blood
on his gown.

Machines beeped. The man in the next bed snorted in his sleep. Quiet footsteps, snort,
beep, whirr. And sobbing, so much sobbing. When another patient called out to tell the
nurse he was in "bloody pain," I willed him quiet. Couldn't he see that he didn't matter
here? In. Out. In. Out. Pop's head was sweat-shiny; his hair (what was left of it)
glistened. He and dad looked so similar. The same line of sticky hair around their
crown. The same thin lips.

Nan collapsed onto his bed. More sobbing. I awkwardly, lightly, stroked his damp hand.
Nan's tears stained his hospital gown. We crowded the curtained-off area even though
we were only supposed to see him two at a time. We held on to distant family members,
drawn together in this. And at last we had to turn off the machines. I’d given him tape
recorders in the months before his death, showed him the right buttons to click on and
off when he wanted to record. He told me he’d sat in a caravan on his property in
Mudgee for a couple of hours a day talking into the machines, telling me the stories of
his childhood, but when he died and I collected the tapes they were all blank. He hadn’t
understood which button to press after all.

Oma, against all odds, survived another year. A few months before, on one of
her various hospital stays, she suddenly gripped my hand and Inga’s—one on each side
of her bed. Her eyes turned wild and she started yelling ‘I have to go! I have to go!
Nononononono!” We couldn’t leave her to get a nurse. She lifted her feet towards the
side of her bed. She yanked at the tubes joining her to various machines. I was sure she
was going to die.

‘Oma! Stop!” we yelled.
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‘No! No! Nonononono!’ she whimpered.
A nurse came and somehow calmed her down. The moment passed.

On her birthday I find Oma sitting at the kitchen table with my parents, all doors
closed and the heater blasting the icy air from the room. She has a bottle of brandy, a
third gone. I place the cake and chocolate chip biscuits I brought with me on the table.

“You made this? Oh, this is good,” she says, chewing on the corner of a cookie.
I woke up early today, had a shower to clear the wine fog from the night before and
drove to the supermarket. I bought baking ingredients for Oma’s cake and my sister’s.
Their birthdays fall on the June long weekend, three days apart. Oma wanted to come to
my new place for her birthday. I’'m told the conversation between her and mum went
like this:

“You want to have a barbeque for your birthday?’

‘No.’

‘Okay, we can all come over here then.’

‘No.’

‘No? What then?’

‘I like go to Donna’s place and she make me a cake.’
So I made a cake and some cookies this morning, vacuumed and did a load of washing
before my phone flashed with a picture of my mum. She spoke before I had a chance.

‘Oma can hardly walk, you’ll have to come here.’
Arriving at Oma’s is a familiar déja vu: swinging open the screen, pushing the wooden
door over ridges in the carpet. Inside, it’s smoky as always. Mum and dad are already
here. Oma’s place her phone rings soon after I arrive; it’s Sam.

“Yes. Donna brought cake,” she says into the line.

‘Sam says hello,” she says.

‘Okay, thanks for the call,” she says.
And she puts the phone down and goes back to her brandy-spiked tea. Not five minutes
later mum asks if Sam is coming to visit from Canberra.

‘I don’t know,” says Oma. ‘I didn’t speak to him yet.’
Oma pulls herself out of her chair, a process of shuffling and leaning and lifting.

‘I go back to bed,” she says.

‘Well let’s get you showered and put some new clothes on you,” says mum. ‘I

think you’ve wet yourself and it smells.’
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Oma relents and shuffles her way to the bathroom. I stand at the door while
mum helps her mum peel layer after layer off and turn on the hot water.

‘Can you watch her a second?” Mum leaves me with Oma and goes to look for some
clothes.

My god, she is so tiny, hunched under the hot water. I can almost trace her
youthful silhouette beneath the fat that sticks her legs together, that rolls over her
stomach now. Her chest sags and her skin is dotted with thin red lines, but the line of
her shoulder blade mirrors mine. Her calves, if they saw more exercise, would sport the
muscular shape as my own. The mere idea of similarities between our frames fills me
with anxiety. I shouldn’t be able to draw parallels between her eighty-something body
and my own. But it’s not just age. Oma has always been outspoken about her hatred of
“fatties,” seemingly oblivious to the fact that she is within the same weight range as the
overweight people she points out in the street. So when I look at Oma’s body I think:
this is what will happen to you, Donna, if you let yourself go. She cleans her teeth and
washes her hair and stands under the stream a little longer.

‘Donna, don’t get old, don’t get old,” she murmurs again and again and I have to
think about breathing. I pass a towel to her and stick a pad to her underwear. I help roll
a singlet down her back. I dry in between her toes and her legs and help her step into her
clothes.

‘I didn’t ever think,” she says, ‘that I would be like this.’
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Australian Citizenship

October 2010, Cordeaux Heights

I am at mum and dads’ house when I mention that I now have electronic access to
Alfons’ citizenship application file. I requested it from the National Archives and
received an email back saying it was ready. I had a quick flick through it at work, but
haven’t examined it in detail yet.

‘Come on,” says Mum, ‘Let’s go upstairs and look at it!’

She’s right: she should be able to see her father’s paperwork. There’s no way she’d be
able to navigate to it on her own. But I am tired, drained, hungover. I don’t want to
spend my weekends feeling guilty about the lack of progress on the search.

‘Can’t you just bring a computer down here?’
My mum walks away, I can hear the familiar cracks and creaks as she walks upstairs. I
roll my half-empty mug around on its base and go back to reading the newspaper. A
computer is placed down on the bench in front of me.

‘It’s on,” says mum. Dad is in the kitchen rinsing dishes. He looks at his watch.

‘Come on mate, we’re supposed to be there in five minutes,” he says to Mum.
‘Denise made salads.’

‘Oooh, salads!” I mock, ‘Better rush for the salads!’

I open my email and click on the link. Thank you for your request for an online copy of
the following record held by the National Archives of Australia (NAA). Item title:
Henneberger Alfons Theodor Ludwig [German migrant; naturalisation file].

Each element of the file is date-stamped, but there are some dates as late as

1980.

‘Must’ve been from when we were looking for him,” says dad when I point it
out.

‘No, that was way later,” I say, ‘I wasn’t even born in 1980. Weird.’
It’s only now that it’s occurred to me that my parents married in 1980. And my mother
wanted nothing more than her father there. I keep scrolling through scrawled signatures
on yellowed pages, case numbers that mean nothing to me. And then there, nearly type-
written is his address: 12 Turner Street, Ryde, New South Wales. It’s a heritage building

now; it served as a communal boarding home back when he lived there. Mum has told
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me that she visited him there once; he was working in the mental ward of a hospital as a
warden.

Later, when I looked at the electoral rolls, my eye was drawn to the Alfons
Henneberger who, in 1967 was registered to vote in Western Australia; he was a nurse.
Could Alfons have moved west rather than overseas? Did he find what he was looking
for by traipsing squeaky hospital floors or in the faces of patients?

Alfons became an Australian citizen in 1960, four years after he arrived in
Australia. It wasn’t soon enough for him. In a series of applications, rejected and
returned, he writes that he wants to speed up the application process so he can join the
Royal Australian Navy. I think of him in an Australian army uniform, hat tilted to the
side and chin strap firmly in place. I have the picture of him in army greens folded into
thick cardboard from his time in the Army Reserve. I wonder why he was so eager to
fight for his country? A country that turned down his request for citizenship twice. And
beyond that I wonder why the Australian government was so quick to turn him down.
When I initially applied for the file, it was returned with conditions: that is, names had
been blacked out or pages missing. But what was taken out wasn’t specified. I wonder if
I’'m reading into it more than necessary because I want a story. One page features
scrawled handwriting, illegible at first. When I spent time trying to decipher it, it says
Child Letter Sent 6-2-61. Does that mean the Australian government was tracking his
correspondence? And if so, why?

I spent time trying to find the women who signed their names as witnesses on
Alfons’ application for citizenship, Madeline Lavery and Marie Davidson. According to
his citizenship application, Marie had lived with Alfons and Madeline just a few streets
away in Sydney’s Newtown. Of course, like everything else, I didn’t have any luck. I
went to the Mitchell Library once, quickly flicked through electoral role cards. I
intended to return and search again. At one point it occurred to me the two women bore
remarkably similar handwriting—I entertained the idea that there was something not
quite right there, that maybe there was one woman who created the second in
conjunction with Alfons, or that Alfons had forged them both. I took the page to
forensic handwriting expert Paul Westwood who was kind enough to make a judgement
free of charge. He agreed he could see the resemblance, but that it was likely the Ys
curled and Ns dipped in the same way due to a class expectation, not due to anything

sinister.
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Part of me thinks I am giving up on the search for now. The time may come
when I have less stress, more time. Then I will find Marie and Madeline. But by then
it’s more likely they’ll both have passed away, taking their stories of Alfons with them.

The pressure is constant.
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The Great Synagogue
August 2012, Sydney

A long time ago Yoke Berry from KEVA suggested I call Sydney’s Beth Din (the
Jewish court) and visit the Great Synagogue. They became tasks pencilled into my diary
week upon week, until the week passed and I still hadn’t been. Eventually mum stepped
in and picked a date: she decided to come with me to make sure I actually go. On the
morning of the Great Synagogue visit, mum and I are running late. We’ve been driving
for hours now, from Wollongong to the middle of Sydney. Cars, as always, are packed
tight on Elizabeth Street, honking and moving forward in short, excited bursts before
stopping again to a halt. I am in the passenger seat of mum’s little Honda Jazz. Inside
our small air-conditioned bubble the radio is tuned to Classic Hits FM. Annie Lennox’s
voice pulses out of the speakers and drifts through the vacant spaces of the car. We
hardly hear her. We are late.

My mother isn’t very good in city traffic. She’s used to the spacious
Wollongong streets; bumper-to-bumper is a shock. But she drove today regardless.

“You’ve been driving too much lately,” she said, ‘you’re not paying attention to
the road.’

True, I guess. I drive to the city three times a week for my magazine job. I
invariably leave ten minutes late and have to make up for the extra time I spent getting
dressed and dressed again or emailing friends who are overseas by swapping lanes at
rapid speeds, weaving in and out of trucks and bigger cars. And I'm tired. I'm so
exhausted I have trouble getting anywhere on time these days. My two days in
Wollongong are supposed to be dedicated to teaching and searching for Alfons, but
lately I’ve been sleeping late, waking only to go to class. And my eating disorder has
returned. Some nights—especially after working in the magazine—I spread all the
sugary contents of my cupboard and fridge (Nutella, chocolate, cream) on my bed and
finish them, piece-by-piece, spoonful-by-spoonful. Then, afraid of gaining weight in an
office where I am already the largest by far, I spend time hunched over the toilet,
watching the sweets come back up in chunks.

We’d planned to park at Annandale and catch light rail into the city, but made a
last-minute decision to see if we could get closer. But now we’re stuck; in the city with

nowhere to park. We both keep coming up with ideas — ‘why don’t we park at
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Broadway? It’s free for the first few hours,” or ‘isn’t there parking at UTS?’ — and
traffic blocks the side street and we miss the turn-off. We drive straight past the
synagogue.

‘Call the synagogue! Ask them where to park!” says mum. Her eyes dart ahead;
knuckles grip the wheel.

The girl on the other end advises us to take public transp