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    VIENNA

  

  BROTHER

  It is said that on the day of my birth, there arose a great argument between my Romanian Papa and the Austrian rabbi. When Papa announced my name would be Ilie, spelled with an “I” and not the traditional “E,” the rabbi put up a fight. He protested vehemently. “You cannot use this name! What kind of name is that?” Ilie with an “I” is the Romanian spelling of the name found only within the Romanian borders. If it weren’t for a Romanian tennis ace, whose first name was Ilie and who dominated the game in the l970s, I would have gone to my grave questioning the veracity of the spelling of my name. The Austrian rabbi, of course, could not care less about Romanian spelling. This is Austria! He knew only what he knew on that day, December 11, 1927, and what he knew for certain was that Ilie was spelled with an “E” not an “I.”

  Papa was a stubborn man, a proud man, and to make matters worse, an atheist. Rabbis were to be tolerated only for the sake of his observant wife. He certainly didn’t need one’s permission to name his firstborn son. Papa yelled at the rabbi. He yelled at everyone. He yelled, “If I want to call him Cheng Chi, I can do that.” The argument continued between the two men, focusing its reasoning on the Jewish name Eliahu, the name of a famous rabbi, and its permutations. Papa may not have been religious, but he was well read and a linguistic purist. Mutti, our mother, white knuckled, became quite anxious. She hated when Papa got upset. She always worried about his blood pressure. Finally, the rabbi threw up his hands and relented. Had he pressed much harder, Mutti was convinced her son would have wound up with the name Cheng Chi. But the rabbi had met his equal in Papa. Ilie it would be. He almost predicted it, Papa, right then and there on the day of my birth. He almost predicted we would be Chinese.

  SISTER

  My brother, Ilie, is the only member of our family who has been known through the entirety of his life solely by his birth name. Maybe this is because Papa fought so hard for the right to name his child. Maybe it’s because the spelling was so unusual that there were no cute reductions. No nicknames to be found. Or maybe it’s because Ilie was the golden son, the only son and the favored child, the first-born and the gifted. Maybe his name came to signify the importance of his existence. Ilie. There is only one.

  The same did not hold true for me. My name like my life seemed to be dependent entirely upon the whims of those who surrounded me. My first name was Dorit, D-O-R-I-T, which was either my grandmother’s real name or her nickname. Either way, it’s the name that was given to me in the Viennese hospital where I was born. Mutti had no problems during her pregnancy or her labor with me. If she’d had problems, I would have heard about it. In those days, if a mother had a tough time giving birth, she let the kid know so they’d feel indebted forever. Mutti never complained so she must have had an easy time.

  Papa hadn’t wanted another child. He had Ilie, who was nine years older than me. I was unexpected. This isn’t something a child should know about itself, but it’s something Mutti blurted out during one of our arguments. Mutti was not a mother who pulled me aside for girl talk. Information was passed confrontationally.

  Initially, Ilie hadn’t been happy about my arrival, either. He was used to being the center of my parent’s universe. He couldn’t understand why the family needed another person, particularly a redheaded baby girl who demanded a lot of attention. He suggested that they send me back, and when that didn’t work, he asked the nanny to take me home with her.

  So I grew up with the name Dorit and knowing I was unwanted even if as I grew older, I could tell my parents cared about me. They were protective. I was waited for by a watched window. They never encouraged me to go out at night and not come back home. In some respect, this alleviated my fears even though I knew Papa was disappointed with the mere existence of a second child, a daughter. His disappointment turned me into a people pleaser. It crippled me with a shyness that most people interpreted as arrogance. It was a haunting.

  Still, I adored Papa. My brother and me, we both did. We called our parents, Mutti, German for mother, and Papa. Mutti’s real name was Helen though Papa called her Henya. Close enough. Mutti never called Papa by his first name, which was Maurice. She always called him by his last name, Wacs. “Oh, hi Wacs,” she’d say as he walked in the door. They were no Ozzie and Harriet, our parents. For most of our childhood, Ilie and I never knew our father had a first name. Maybe calling my father by his first name would have been too endearing for Mutti. Too intimate.

  So Wacs he was, at least to Mutti. To the Germans and the Austrians and the Chinese and the Americans and the Canadians, he would be known as Maurice, then Morris, then Moritz, in no particular order just like Mutti would become Helen, Helah, Henia, or Henya. Ilie and I would not be allowed to take our father’s last name, and we would instead carry the last name of Fach, Mutti’s maiden name, until we made it to China where I would be dubbed Doris instead of Dorit then Debbie then finally, on my naturalization papers and on an old birth certificate, I would find my birth name, Deborah, which I had never, ever once been called in my entire life.

  I took that name and used it as my own. Deborah. Deh-BORE-ah. Finally, I knew who I was even if everyone still called me Debra.

  BROTHER

  Papa was born Moritz Wacs, one of nine children, most of them sons, most of them tailors, all of them brought up Orthodox. His father, Mendel Wacs, was in the wine business in Romania, not the making of it, the selling of it. When he was sixteen years old, Papa was drafted into the Romanian army to fight in the First World War against the Austro-Hungarian Empire as part of the British and French alliance. The Romanian army was largely anti-Semitic, so the Jewish soldiers did not fight so avidly for their cause. There were Jews on both sides of the front, Romanian and Polish, who would not lift a gun against each other. They did not care about the war. Being Jewish in Poland or being Jewish in Romania, it was the same life. All Jews were persecuted. They might have been wearing different uniforms, but underneath they were the same. Why in the world would they fight each other?

  Papa was one of these drafted reluctant boys. He’d been stationed at the Polish border where Jews were crossing back and forth at will. It was during one of these crossings that Papa abandoned his post. There was no way he could have known, as a sixteen-year-old boy with a gun in his hands, that his decision to cross the border and never return to Romania would affect every single second of his future, that it would determine the fate of every member of his future family. So he crossed.

  He was declared a deserter and taken as a prisoner of war by the Austrians. He was allowed to settle in Austria though he could not become a citizen without a release from the Romanian government, a release that had to be acquired in person. There was no way to return to Romania. He would have been shot on sight. Papa was declared stateless. His marriage to our mother was not recognized. His children could not carry his last name. Years had passed, but that single act of teenage defiance was stubbornly clinging to Papa’s present day. His desertion turned out to be our family’s blessing and its curse.

  SISTER

  Every child thinks their mother is beautiful, but Ilie and I had irrefutable proof that Mutti was truly gorgeous. The proof was not her striking, long, dark hair, her warm smile, or her piercing green eyes, the kind of green you can see from a distance. The proof was not that she resembled Ingrid Bergman or that men of all ages, young and old, took notice of her everywhere we went. No, the proof that our mother was stunning was that she had literally been stopped on the streets of Vienna, asked to enter a beauty contest, and had walked away with the crown and a sash that read “Miss Vienna.” Just like that.

  Her reign as Miss Vienna was brief and fruitless. Shortly after winning, she was introduced by her sister to a Romanian ex-soldier much to the dismay of her deeply religious family. She was the daughter of Jacob and Deborah Fach. Her dad was in the soda business. He made seltzer water. They were well off. Romanians had a bad reputation, and to further their discontent, Moritz Wacs was stateless, a deserter, and no longer interested in honoring his Orthodox roots. Mutti’s family just about threw themselves out their windows when she decided to marry him.

  Papa was a very jealous man. Possessive. He didn’t want anyone else admiring Mutti. When they attended dances or events, she danced only with him, and he certainly would not stand for her prancing about on a stage to run for Miss Austria. Her beauty-queen days were over, and so were her working days. Mutti had been a millinery designer, but Papa was a proud man, a provider, “You don’t work. I work.” Mutti became a housewife and a mother though her time as a designer heavily influenced her own personal fashion sense. She wore furs and custom suits, stylish hats and upswept hairdos. She was, as we say, a looker.

  Ilie says my parents were happy in Vienna, and I have to believe him. But the vast majority of my personal memories of Mutti center around her attempts to keep a calm home in the midst of Papa’s chaotic storm. She worried incessantly. She did everything in her power to keep Papa happy. She was convinced his blood pressure would kill him. She was constantly shushing and soothing and attempting to stabilize his moods. She was a woman who never made waves. No matter how bad things got, she adhered to a policy of stoicism. “If you cry, Dorit, you cry alone. Nobody wants to be your friend if you cry. Nobody wants to be with you if you’re unhappy.”

  I feared my parents because they were my elders. The older generation was the enemy you lived among. I longed for affection from them both, but they were strangers to me and to each other. They behaved as if they were siblings. If they were in love, it didn’t show, though in our home, love was not dinnertime conversation. For that matter, problems weren’t either. Everybody had problems. They didn’t make you special. It was better to just eat and keep quiet. So Ilie and me, we kept quiet and tried to understand as our parents conversed in one of the six or seven languages they shared in common. They spoke in German until they realized we understood their secrets. They switched to Yiddish, and when it was clear we’d picked that up, too, they switched to Russian with a smattering of Polish, Romanian, or Italian.

  It did not matter that the languages themselves were romantic. I still couldn’t tell if my parents were in love, so I became quite possessive of Mutti, almost jealous of the time she spent with Papa. When my parents having finally made it to New York ordered a double bed for our apartment, I demanded that they return it and order two twin-size beds as a replacement. I wanted to protect Mutti. I did not want to share her with anyone, Papa included.

  Mutti was my everything. I idolized her. Mutti shone so brightly, I felt invisible. Men fawned over her. They tipped their hats and smiled, but Mutti held great respect for my father. She was loyal in the face of limitless advances. She had opportunities galore. She never took them. Her undeniable beauty confirmed my deepest fear about myself . . . that I was ugly. I knew I was ugly because I had red hair like Ilie. The redhead genes glided over my Papa’s bald head and totally ignored Mutti, but as they had done to most of our aunts and uncles, they burdened me with a full head of bright, red, frizzy curls. I had hair that could not be tamed. Hair that required bows and brushing and energy to manage. Hair that instantly turned Ilie and me into outsiders among outsiders. Two redheaded stateless Jewish kids in Hitler’s Austria, then again in the Japanese occupied Shanghai. We were pointed at, made fun of, the Japanese called us “red devils.” Invisibility was the better option. I took it. I learned to keep my mouth shut and to blend into walls. I was a ghost.

  BROTHER

  There were probably two hundred thousand Jews in Vienna. We accounted for only 10 percent of the population in a primarily Catholic country. Despite our being the minority, there was a very active Jewish community. We celebrated the high holidays with an enormous amount of eating and going to temple—without Papa, of course. Papa was totally irreligious; a free thinker, a leftist who knew Trotsky. At eighteen, he’d been politically active. He’d been involved in the Communist uprising in Hungary, and to me, it seemed as if there were mysterious comings and goings throughout our home. Papa was raised Orthodox, but he hated it. He hated rabbis and he wouldn’t set foot in a temple. He kept a kosher home out of deference to Mutti, but you’d never find him in a pew, wearing a yarmulke to honor the season. I didn’t last much longer in those pews myself. Most of the time, I snuck outside to play. Still, I knew those were days of great importance. There was a spirit of festivity in the air. It mattered to Mutti, and that meant it mattered to me.

  Despite the closeness of our community, Vienna was a tough place to grow up Jewish. Even before the Nazis marched in, prejudice was part of my daily life. I attended a Catholic primary school with only five other Jewish boys in my class. I hated school. Every morning, we were made to step outside the classroom while the teacher led our classmates in prayer. He felt our being Jewish was a disruption. I had no non-Jewish friends my own age. Even among seven-year-olds, there was open hostility. That bred our reactionary, defensive hostility, and that antagonistic dynamic became cyclical. There was no camaraderie to alleviate the tension.

  After school, I was chased home by the biggest boys. Fortunately, I was a fast runner. On the days I couldn’t run fast enough, I was bullied or beaten. I always fought back. Sometimes, I won.

  The only thing redeeming about Vienna was the chocolate. For breakfast, I drank hot chocolate with a Semmel, a substantial, chewy roll with a delicately crispy crust. For my postlunch snack, I had a chocolate sandwich, a Kaiser roll with a bar of chocolate stuffed inside. Chocolate for breakfast and chocolate after lunch. Healthy eating was not part of our upbringing. Everything was salty and greasy and fat. I hated fat. I hated boiled chicken. Most of what I was fed, I’d pretend to eat, then spit out as soon as I could get to a bathroom. I was a lousy eater and a loud complainer.

  I begged my parents, “Why don’t we leave Vienna? Can’t we go to America?” I was radical at the age of seven. My parents thought a change in schools might help. They attempted to enroll me in the arts school. At three years of age, Mutti found me sitting at the kitchen table, pencil in hand, drawing choo-choo trains. They were perfectly recognizable trains with wheels and a caboose and smoke pouring out of the chimney. I learned to occupy myself with drawing or fashioning paper into airplanes. After work, Papa brought home little toys. I would reach into the pocket of his suit jacket and gleefully grab his gift, which I promptly took apart. I had to see what made it tick, what made it go. I never managed to put them back together. Papa swore he’d never buy me anything else, but every evening, there would be a tiny, new toy. It was very clear to my parents that I was meant to be an artist. They enrolled me in the Art School, and at first, I was accepted, but then the offer was rescinded. I was Jewish. I wasn’t allowed to attend. My parents did not sugarcoat my rejection. They told me flat out why I couldn’t go. I was a Jew.

  My parents were angry about anti-Semitism, not fearful. They fostered an attitude of superiority as protection, “They don’t want to talk to us. Well, who wants to talk to them?” Papa wanted no part of trying to win people over. Mutti stayed close to home and kept us at her ankles. This was their way of coping, but it was not the method employed by all the Austrian Jews. There were Austrian Jews who considered themselves German. They couldn’t understand why they were being persecuted. They converted to Catholicism in order to assimilate. They thought this would protect them.

  The Eastern European Jews were tougher. My parents held less of an illusion about the true nature of Germany, the culture. Persecution was expected. It was a fact of life. There weren’t pogroms like those in Russia, but there was certainly a policy of discrimination and in my case, on that run home from school every day, intimidation. There was just enough freedom extended to keep us from feeling threatened. We should have felt more threatened. Maybe then we would have seen it coming.

  With arts school no longer an option and Papa’s business doing well, we moved elsewhere in the second district, which was referred to as the Jewish district. Papa found us an apartment closer to the edge of the first district where those that thought more highly of themselves lived. It was the “good part” of Vienna, a large apartment overlooking the Dianabad, the extravagant and mammoth, famous stone building that loomed above the Donaukanal with its six floors of baths and a huge indoor swimming pool where my older cousin played water polo for the Vienna Hakoah, a Jewish sports club.

  Our previous apartment had been situated over the headquarters of the Social Democratic Party, which was a hotbed of political activity. Meetings were held there every day. The men wore uniforms with armbands brandishing three black arrows in a circle and hats with feathers in the bands. I liked to draw those men in their uniforms. I copied the logo from their armbands, the circle with the three arrows, until Mutti got upset and tore up my drawings. She whispered, “Those meetings are illegal. It won’t be so smart to have an apartment filled with these arrows!” I didn’t understand. I was just drawing what I saw every day like other kids draw trees or birds flying.

  As young as I was, I still could sense a growing discontent. There began to be long political discussions around the dinner table. My parents’ friends came and went, bringing news. Conversations in our home were at full volume, always. As a kid, I was put to bed and not allowed to listen, but when your parents and their friends are screaming around the dinner table, you pick up things. I listened as they yelled about Chancellor Engelbert Dollfuss, who’d been in power since 1932. He had police bar entrance to the National Council (Austria’s lower house of parliament), effectively eliminating democracy in Austria. He declared himself dictator by emergency decree and gave himself absolute power.

  Dollfuss didn’t like the new chancellor of Germany, a man named Adolf Hitler, and he was worried that the Socialists and Communists might be gaining popularity. He banned and arrested members from all other Austrian parties including the Social Democrats, those men I had drawn with their armbands and feathered hats. His action spurred a miniature civil war in East Austria. The resistance was suppressed by police and military power, and the Social Democrats were outlawed. Its leaders were imprisoned or fled.

  Five months later, Dollfuss was assassinated by ten Austrian Nazis in an attempted coup d’état called the July Putsch. Mussolini mobilized the Italian army on the Austrian border and threatened Hitler with war should he invade Austria to thwart the putsch. The Nazi assassins in Vienna surrendered and were executed, and Kurt Schuschnigg became the new chancellor of Austria.

  In other words, command of the Austrian government was tenuous at best. Times were tenuous, and everyone was nervous. Living atop the outlawed Socialists was, perhaps, not the safest place to raise a family. So we moved to the edge of the first district into a larger apartment with a second-floor terrace and a beautiful ceramic-tiled radiator that stretched from floor to ceiling and kept us all warm. Papa’s business moved with us. Papa had been working as a tailor for a big firm. Each tailor was responsible for three or four suits a week. Papa was so fast he could fill that order in two days and take the rest of the week off. His efficiency was resented, so he left and opened his own business as a custom tailor and men’s designer.

  His tailors and customers took over not only one large room in our apartment, but the entirety of our existence. Papa became the prima donna, the Picasso of tailors, and the sun around which we orbited. He stood all of five feet six inches tall from the top of his bald head to the bottom of his dandy spats, but that didn’t stop him from strutting like a peacock, leading with his tummy, roly-poly. His reputation, like that tummy, preceded him and allowed him the freedom to tolerate no fools. If a man came to buy a suit, Papa would pull out a catalog and announce, “This is what you should have!” Design was in his genes. He had an eye for proportion, a great sense of style, and he knew instinctively how long and wide a lapel should be. These are things you can’t teach. He’d choose the fabric and the color, and that constituted the whole of the discussion about the matter. Customers were to remain quiet, or they would be thrown out. During the fittings, they were not allowed to say one word, but his customers were always happy with the end result, so they came back. They also referred their friends, and Papa’s business grew.

  We settled into a comfortable, upper-middle-class life. I enrolled in a new school with Catholic teachers and an entirely Jewish student body. I was able to walk home instead of running, and Papa’s tailors served as excellent soccer buddies, particularly Alois, a key tailor in the business. Alois was significantly younger than Papa, but he’d worked for him for a long time. Blonde, skinny, tall, and balding, for as long as I could remember, Alois had been around. He was more than a fixture. He was family.

  On the days when Papa would get aggravated with me for playing soccer with Alois inside the apartment, I’d be thrown out, exiled to the terrace, and told to stay. I’d spend my time, carefully folding sheets of paper into airplanes. I’d send them gliding through the air, watch them ride what little currents they could catch, wafting and circling toward the Dianabad. I’d lean over the railing to see them fall to the ground below. There were good moments in Vienna. Contented, quiet moments in that apartment. Life in Vienna got a little bit better before it got a whole lot worse.

  SISTER

  I remember only snippets of my childhood in Vienna. Images that appear like a dream, stories overheard and incorporated as if they are memories, photos that substitute as experiences. I was a toddler when we fled, maybe three years old, much too young to make sense out of the sensory. So now I live with these fragments that reveal themselves at times so boldly I can feel them. This is why I believe they are true.

  I see the apartment where we lived. There was a terrace or a veranda that wrapped around the back. There were two big double doors, French doors that opened from our living room. I looked out over green. Maybe a park. I was put to bed in a brown, wooden crib. People would stand by my crib, peer over, and look down on me. They liked to watch me balance little balls on my toes. It made them laugh. It made me laugh, too. Papa would sing and hum. Only later would I recognize that he hummed Puccini’s operas and the one about the clown and Carmen. Most vividly, I see the Ferris wheel, the centerpiece of the Prater amusement park inside Vienna’s Second District. It is overwhelming, a panorama wheel, like the front tire of a giant’s bicycle, lit up and dangling carriages of crying kids, protective parents. I felt so tiny, standing in its glow, looking up and up and up to see where the people went to touch the clouds. It is a true memory for me. Just a sliver of my Viennese childhood that I can call my own.

  The rest of my memories are false, generated by black-and-white photos of Papa and Ilie, dressed in suits and hats, facing the camera with broad smiles. I hadn’t even been born yet, but the photos are incorporated into the fabric of me. I have a memory of Ilie laughing on the train ride that circled the park. I know that he never got enough of that train, but that memory and that knowledge are misplaced hand-me-downs. They live within me like squatters taking up residence in an abandoned building. Uninvited, restless, and secretive.

  On occasion as I’m drifting off to sleep, I’ll have the kinesthetic feeling of being lifted and saved. It was there at the Prater that Mutti took me on a canal ride. We were in a gondola, Mutti holding me in her arms. The tunnel was dark with strange figures hiding in the shadows, meant to frighten. Something scared me, popped out at me, and I was jolted. I tried to run away. I fell out of the gondola. The water was cold. I wasn’t afraid to drown. Somebody dragged me back into the boat.

  That’s the most vivid memory. Of having something come at me. Of being scared and trying to run away. Of hitting the cold water. Of not being afraid to drown. Of having gotten away and then that feeling of being lifted up and out of the water. “Rescued.”

  I hate that feeling.

  I hate it.

  Somebody is always dragging me back into that damn boat.

  BROTHER

  Our new chancellor Schuschnigg called for a plebiscite on the independence of Austria. There would be a vote as to whether Austria should join Nazi Germany or not. All over Vienna were hung signs that read “SCHUSCHNIGG JA!” meaning “Schuschnigg Yes!” support the new chancellor or “NEIN,” a big simple “No” in bright, bold letters encouraging Austrians to vote against an alliance with Germany. It seemed certain Schuschnigg would get his wish, but Hitler was not going to stand by as Austria declared its independence by public vote. Hitler issued an ultimatum: Hand over Austria, or face an invasion.

  Overnight, the posters were ripped down and replaced with those reading “ANSCHLUSS JA!” encouraging the “union” of Austria with Germany. Windows were draped with swastika flags, and the same Austrians who voted “nein” the night before now lined the avenues, enthusiastically tossing flowers and waving flags. They hailed Hitler as a liberator. They cheered him wildly. They welcomed him with open arms. It was called the Blumenkrieg, the war of flowers. He was met with not one ounce of resistance. He was greeted with flowers.

  Schuschnigg was arrested since he was one of the few Austrians to vocally oppose Hitler, ineffectively, but visibly. Mutti and Papa quickly got me off the sidewalks and safely into the apartment. We watched Hitler’s welcoming parade from our second-floor windows. For hours and hours, we heard the clicking of those hobnail boots on the cobblestone streets. I wasn’t afraid of the goose-stepping soldiers or intimidated by the saluting, the flags, and the steel helmets. I was angry. Very, very angry.

  My new school closed for two days, and when it reopened, my favorite teacher appeared in class wearing a red armband with a black encircled swastika tied to his upper arm. He’d always been a friendly man, I liked him very much, but that morning he was remote and stern.

  He announced, “From now on, everything is different. You are guests in this country, and you must conduct yourself accordingly.”

  All the boys just looked at each other. We were completely confused.

  That day, I walked home with my friends. We asked each other questions. “What is he talking about?”

  One boy asked me, “I was born here. How can I be a guest in the country where I was born?”

  Even I, who was considered stateless because of Papa’s war desertion, could not grasp the concept of being a visitor. All my life had been spent in Vienna. It was my home. More confusing was this directive to “conduct oneself accordingly.” According to what?

  I told my parents what happened. I was angry. “My teacher had the nerve to call us guests!”

  Mutti became instantly fearful. She shushed me harshly. “Do not raise your voice. You’re going to get us in deep trouble.”

  She was agitated in a way I didn’t recognize. It frightened me. She threatened me. “Papa will end up in Dachau. Would you like that, Ilie?”

  This threat of Dachau, it did not chill my heart the way it does now. Dachau was at that time a work camp, not a death camp. It could be avoided if you watched your step or if you were lucky enough to be stopped by a German soldier instead of an Austrian soldier. Everyone knew with a German soldier, you were much better off. You could talk your way out of trouble. He would let you go home. The Austrians were much more fervent, much less tolerant. They enjoyed watching Jews wash the pavements with toothbrushes; they smashed windows and were particularly cruel to older people or those who were visibly religious, wearing yarmulkes. Austrians dragged detainees straight to a police station, the gateway to Dachau, without so much as a skip in their step.

  Our uncle, Bernhard, had been in Dachau. He’d failed to come home for lunch, and a call came from the police telling my aunt that he’d been taken into “schutzhaft,” a euphemism for protective custody. Protective custody? Protected against whom? No one meant my uncle harm other than those claiming to be his “protectors,” those who had beaten him on the streets while dragging him to Dachau. Our aunt was told to bring a change of clothes to the station. He would be gone for a while. Uncle Bernhard was released three weeks later looking, to my aunt’s complete relief and bewilderment, healthy, tan, and fit. He’d been assigned to outdoor fieldwork, and he lost weight, gained muscle, got color. They made him shovel. He was a watchmaker who spent his life hunched over a table, futzing with tiny parts, always indoors. He never went outside. Three weeks in Dachau, he looked good. So the threat of Papa being thrown into Dachau for me mouthing off about my teacher held no weight with me. Papa was a roly-poly man. He was Jackie Gleason with a quick temper and high blood pressure. A few weeks in Dachau had done wonders for my uncle. Maybe Papa could use some exercise.

  I was a stupid child. I didn’t understand. None of us really understood. We weren’t worried about the camps because we saw people walking in and out of them. We knew they had been detained for ridiculous reasons. We heard rumors about beatings and mistreatment. It was said that in Germany, detainees were beat with the butt of rifles, but those were the camps in Germany, not Austria. Friends and family who ended up in Dachau walked out alive and in the case of my uncle, healthier.

  As a kid, the Nazis seemed less like a threat and more like a big inconvenience. I adapted Papa’s bravado about the whole affair. He declared the Nazis impotent. “The British and French will never allow Hitler to get away with this. He’s overreaching. They’ll make mincemeat out of him.” Papa read every newspaper. He had his ear to the ground. I believed him. I was buoyed by his confidence. Papa walked through the streets with a swagger in his step, the peacock tailor, his head held high because Papa had one thing most other Jews did not. Papa had a guardian angel: the protection of the Swiss government.

  When Papa deserted the Romanian army and was taken as a prisoner of war, the Swiss general consulate in Budapest gave him a document that folded like an accordion. It was stamped with numerous seals, peppered with official signatures, and looked exceedingly official. The document basically said, “The Swiss General Consulate asks that the bearer of this document be given the full protection of and every courtesy is to be extended to him by the government where he resides at the moment.”

  This document was the great blessing of his desertion. Every time a German soldier said, “Papers, please,” Papa would take out that accordion-folded talisman, present it, and then the soldier would salute him and let us go. The fact that the documents were dated 1917 meant nothing to them. All they saw were those seals and those stamps and those signatures. They felt my father was a man under protection. He was never arrested.

  But his desertion was also our curse. Now that the Nazis were running Vienna, all Jews with foreign citizenship were being threatened with deportation. Papa was a stateless person with protective papers, but neither the Austrian nor the German government recognized his marriage. Mutti was Polish, so my sister and I were considered Polish citizens with Polish passports. Just because Dorit and I were born in Austria didn’t make us Austrian citizens. We were Jews and Polish Jews at that. We would not be allowed to stay.

  Except that we were. Papa’s employee, the tailor Alois, had become an active member of the Nazi Party. A member yes, but what he heard at the rallies did not mesh with things as he saw it. Papa had always treated him well. I was his favorite soccer buddy. Alois knew for a fact that we did not have horns. He began to protect us. We became his Jews. As he rose through the ranks of the Nazi Party, he secured extensions for Mutti so we wouldn’t have to leave Austria. The extensions came in six-month increments. Six months, six months, six months.

  Mutti’s mornings became an exercise in futility. We needed to leave Vienna. We had affidavits of support from our family in the United States promising that we would not be a burden on the American government should we be allowed to enter its borders, but the quotas for both Polish and Romanian refugees had long been met. The waiting lists were infinite as were the lines outside every consulate’s office. A rumor would spread that Canada or Australia had opened its borders, and Mutti would run to stand in front of their consulate only to find that the rumor was just that, inaccurate hearsay. Empty continents would not let us in. Every country had restrictions, even the ones nobody could locate on a map. The family sponsoring you had to be a sibling or a first cousin, but not so many Jews had a brother in, say, the Philippines. Those lucky enough to receive visas were burdened with paying enormous taxes to both the Austrian and the German governments before departure and were required to leave all their possessions behind. Leaving was not an attractive option. Mutti kept trying regardless. She stood in line, the Jewish Miss Vienna, a far cry from walking the beauty-pageant stage of her reign. The woman who had only a few years earlier been hailed as the beautiful face of her city was no longer welcome there. She was to be thrown out, disowned, discarded, and us along with her.

  Around this time, in Paris, a young man named Herschel Grynszpan received a postcard from his sister. His family along with twelve thousand other Polish Jews were ripped from their homes in Germany, told to pack a single suitcase, and marched across the river to Poland with no food and no shelter in the pouring rain. The Polish refused their entry and sent them back to Germany. The Germans reciprocated by doing the same, and this went on for four days. Finally, Poland admitted a few thousand, but the rest were stuck, starving and destitute in a refugee camp at the border.

  Grynszpan was distraught upon receiving his sister’s postcard. He began to petition the German embassy in Paris, and when he was ignored, he chose to take matters into his own hands. He bought a revolver and a box of bullets. He arrived at the German embassy and asked to see an official. He was taken to the office of Ernst von Rath, a German diplomat, whom he shot three times. He
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