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			Praise for 
Surviving the Survivor

			 

			 

			“Karmela’s story is moving and inspirational, and one every young person should be reminded of.”

			—Mitch Albom, Author of The Little Liar

			 

			“What makes a story interesting is the person telling the story…and while many people are talking about true crime these days…no one is doing it quite like Karmela and Joel Waldman. That’s because of the story behind these storytellers…and that, my friends, is a story worth reading!”

			— Vinnie Politan, Court TV Lead Anchor

			 

			“Their story is more than just a tale of survival; it’s a beacon of hope and a reminder of the enduring strength found in the bonds of family, and in the courage to face life’s challenges head-on. Karmela Waldman, like the tiger, is indeed an endangered species—rare, awe-inspiring, and an emblem of resilience in a world that often demands it.”

			— Carole Baskin, CEO of Big Cat Rescue; 
Netflix’s Tiger King

			 

			“Those who do not learn history are doomed to repeat it. In these troubling times, the insights of Surviving the Survivor offer all of us important wisdom and lessons for a better future.”

			— Dr. Avi Loeb, Harvard Professor and 
Bestselling Author of Extraterrestrial and Interstellar

			 

			“Joel Waldman and Karmela Waldman have written a compelling hit based on their genuine, on-air conversations—frank, moving, and transformative. As they navigate the uncharted waters of podcasting, Surviving the Survivor goes beyond the microphone, inviting readers into the unfiltered world of a mother and son as they unravel the mysteries of their shared past and navigate the profound questions that shape the human experience.”

			— Dr. Ann Wolbert Burgess, Boston College Connell School of Nursing, Named a Living Legend by the American Academy of Nursing, and Bestselling Author of A Killer by Design

			 

			“Joel and Karmela Waldman’s lively podcast Surviving the Survivor has become a must-watch for followers of true crime.”

			— Dennis Murphy, Dateline NBC’s Correspondent and Winner of Four National Emmy Awards

			 

			“As a Catholic I love that Karm survived WWII by hiding out in a Catholic school; as a comedian I love the humor in this book that by any rights shouldn’t be this funny, and as someone who is currently alive, but one day will not be, I loved Surviving the Survivor.” 

			— Comedian J-L Cauvin, Actor, Showtime’s Billions
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			To my beautiful, sweet, smart loving family…

			Ileana, Vida, Zizi, and Judah

			Didn’t know I could love you this much

			 

			For the two best parents any child, or adult, could ever dream of…

			Roy and Karmela Waldman

			Our love will never die

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			“All literature is an assault on boundaries.”

			—Franz Kafka

			“For me, being a Jew means feeling the tragedy of yesterday as an inner oppression.”

			—Jean Améry

			“The dogs bark and the caravan passes.”

			—Karmela Waldman

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; For You are with me.

			—Psalm 23 (NKJV)
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			Actual Voicemail from My Mom: April 3, 2023

			Jo-el, this is your mother.

			Just write the fucking book. You need to just write words and not worry about it being a masterpiece. Are you really vain enough to think you’re going to write a bestseller your first time? You’re not Dostoevsky. Just write and stop thinking so much. It’s just to have a companion to our podcast.

			Alan’s cancer is back.

			Okay, call your sweet mother when you get a chance.

			And don’t forget your taxes are due in two weeks.

		

	

	
		
			MIAMI JEWISH

			Death lingered everywhere inside of here.

			If Florida is God’s waiting room, then Miami Jewish is its intensive care unit.

			The hallways of this iconic nursing home, if such a description can even be attached to a place like this, extended out in every direction almost as far as the eye can see. The sterile floors glistened.

			“Is this the most depressing place on planet earth?” I asked my mom.

			We waited for my dad and her husband of seven decades to be wheeled back into Douglas Gardens Hospital. He was running a fever again.

			Don’t let the name fool you. The “Gardens” was just as heartbreaking and bleak as every other wing of this place where old Jews wait to die.

			“Did you ever read The Castle by Franz Kafka?” my mom wanted to know. “It’s about alienation. Long hallways lead nowhere.”

			“How do the people who work here not jump out of the windows and kill themselves?” I wondered out loud.

			“You wouldn’t even die because there are only two floors,” my mom pointed out.

			We both laughed a little. It was the only way to stay sane.

			“Google The Castle. Aren’t you embarrassed you don’t know what it’s about? Why did I send you to study English at Brandeis?”

			Miami Jewish’s walls were lined with oil-painted portraits of benefactors from a time that predated my entrance into the world more than fifty years ago—donors like Ida Cohen, Judge and Mrs. Irving Cypen, Elaine and Arthur Pearlman, and Harry and Lucille Chernin.

			It was good to finally put a name to the face because my dad was living in Chernin Building, Room 216. For how long? That was anyone’s guess.

			I stopped and stared at the painting of Harry and Lucille 
Chernin.

			Who were these people whose portraits hung on the walls? They seemingly had it all a half century or more ago. Money. Status. Commissioned artwork of themselves. But now what? Some were dead longer than they were alive.

			Is their legacy these high-priced portraits? Buildings named after them where the eye-watering smell of boiled peas and soiled diapers wafted through the empty hallways? In a nursing home where half the residents drool in varying stages of dementia?

			The absurdity of life had always fascinated my mom and me.

			“Did you start writing?” my mom asked. “Here, I peeled this banana for you.”

			“I think I’ve finally figured out how to peel a banana on my own, Mom.”

			She was so proud I signed a contract to write this book.

			“I’m afraid it’ll be shit,” I confessed.

			Every time I thought of writing something from absolutely nothing my heart pounded with anxiety.

			“Then write shit,” she responded unflinchingly. “Don’t be pathetic.”

			“Any more insults?”

			“This is not going to be a book that future generations talk about!”

			I looked up at a portrait of Hy Appleman. I wondered if anyone still spoke about him.

			My mom had always insulted me in a loving way, if this makes sense, to try to squeeze the best out of me.

			I was close to turning fifty-four, and here I was asking my mom how to write this very book.

			“You’ll never write it if you’re counting on it being a bestseller.”

			One of the reasons my mom survived so much in life is because she never liked to stand out. She felt safer camouflaged. She was okay just being okay. I recently bought her a shirt as a joke that read, “Meh, it’s okay!” with a statue of Socrates—below him his name was changed to Mediocrates.

			This summed us up so well. I was unrealistically striving for Socrates-level acclaim, while all she ever wanted was to be Mediocrates.

			She was just happy to be here on earth. Content to be 
content.

			The only exception was when it came to her children. She always wanted the absolute best for my older sister, Arden, and me as well as both of our children.

			My mom is a teacher, a giver, and the embodiment of a life well lived—in spite of all the pain she’s still living through.

			“What is the sense of looking for perfection?” she continued. “Perfection will bring you nothing if you don’t actually write and finish the book.”

			A nurse’s aide slowly wheeled an old woman past us. She stopped momentarily to adjust the green oxygen tank perilously dangling off the back of the wheelchair.

			“I’m worried that once you do write this book you still won’t be content. You’ll try to make it even better, but, in the end, you’ll just neuter it, and it will be left without a penis and vagina, metaphorically speaking of course!”

			“My book is gender-non-conforming, non-binary,” I joked, during a period of time when it seemed like our society had completely lost its ability to do the same.

			My mom has always phrased things in a way that shocks so many others but almost never fazes me. This last comment was one of those.

			“What the hell is the point of life?” I blurted out.

			My mom didn’t answer. She stared at me trying to prevent a smile from forming.

			“I’m still formulating,” she broke into laughter again. “Maybe there is no point to life. Except maybe to enjoy it.”

			Not a bad message for this book, I thought.

		

	
		
			
			Actual Voicemail from My Mom: February 19, 2023

			Jo-el,

			You just called me.

			[Long pause]

			Call me back, handsome.

			[Fumbling with the phone for a minute]

			What time are you picking me up for the podcast today? I’ll wait for you by the service area all by myself. I hope a stranger doesn’t attack me.

			Just kidding, I’ll be fine. Your little, old, fragile mom will be fine.

			Oh, I’m sorry, I know you hate the word “fine.” I’ll be excellent!

			[Hangs up]

		

	

	
		
			SURVIVING THE SURVIVOR

			“Are you serious?” I asked incredulously. We had just wrapped one of our podcasts. And my mom felt the guest could’ve been stronger.

			“Well, don’t book these boring guests, and I won’t fall asleep during the show,” Karmela barked back, a reflexive response whenever she felt threatened or attacked.

			“You nodded off in the middle of her explaining how she founded her world-famous nonprofit after the death of her daughter. She’s talking about her dead fucking daughter! Everyone in the world knows her organization. She singlehandedly saved an untold number of lives.”

			“I don’t give a shit. She put me to sleep,” Karm doubled down.

			“You looked like a bobblehead doll. Your eyes were closed, your head was aimlessly rolling around on the base of your spine. I panicked because I didn’t want to jolt you back into consciousness and make it obvious you had nodded off.”

			“You get one of the most boring guests on earth who is droning on about her life forty years ago. Her daughter was killed in 1980.”

			“So, that makes it less painful?”

			“No, just more boring.”

			“Fine, I have a great idea. You book all the guests from now on. The stuff that comes out of your mouth is incredible, astonishing really. I do all the work, literally everything, you get all the praise and all the positive comments because you’re this seemingly sweet old lady. And I have to worry about keeping you awake?”

			We glared at each other.

			“I just want to go home and take a hot shower.” I was so annoyed.

			“Why? It’s not good for your skin.” My mom took issue with the water being too hot. “It dries you out.”

			“My calves hurt from the gym.” I somehow felt like I owed her an explanation for my need for a shower.

			“Maybe you’re pregnant and don’t know it,” she offered her own diagnosis about my calves being sore. “If you work out too hard, you’ll end up having a heart attack and dying and then it won’t matter how you look in the mirror. You always overdo it!”

			“You’re insane.”

			“Jo-el,” she said, breaking my name into two syllables with her thick Hungarian accent, “if you’re not happy, trade me in for a new mother.”

			Neither my mom nor I cared that Santi, our audio engineer, was waiting for us to stop arguing. He was used to it by now. He stood by patiently in his neon pink Lady Gaga concert T-shirt, nine-inch platform shoes, and patented black pleather pants with the seams held together by a stream of safety pins.

			“You two are the best,” he quipped.

			“Thanks, Santi. I love the shoes.” Karmela’s affect and tone was now 180 degrees different than just moments ago when she was speaking to me.

			She’s always known how to play the crowd. And, right now, she was sweet-talking the man who made sure nothing went wrong production-wise during our true crime podcast, aptly titled Surviving the Survivor.

			Unfortunately, preventing hosts from falling asleep during the show was not part of Santi’s job specification.

			Santi made the mistake of posing this question: “Karm, how are you?”

			“Good. Actually, I feel like shit. I’m tired, and I have a headache from the stress of my husband. Shall I go on with my list?” she asked as we all laughed.

			Surviving the Survivor, by the way, is one of the few, if any, podcasts co-hosted by an elderly mother and her middle-aged son. We launched the show in the winter of 2021 at the height of the pandemic out of sheer boredom. We pivoted to true crime after stumbling across the Dan Markel murder case. It’s the story of a narcissistic Fort Lauderdale Ferrari-driving son, Charlie Adelson, who went on trial—and was convicted—this past November for murdering his sister Wendi’s ex-husband Dan at the urging of his overbearing Jewish mother, Donna. Suffice it to say, while Karm and I haven’t killed anyone, including each other just yet, we were drawn deep into the story because it was relatable in some weird, twisted way.

			The rest, as they say, is history.

			Surviving the Survivor grew to more than one hundred thousand YouTube subscribers with well over one million views per month. It also has a large following on audio platforms like Apple Podcasts, Spotify, and Audible, to name just a few.

			Here’s probably a good time to let you know a little bit more about my co-host Karmela.

			She’s a Holocaust survivor and a licensed marriage therapist. She also loves to curse—so much so that the marketing team who helped us with our show logo suggested we put an explicit language advisory sticker over her mouth. You know, the kind you see on albums. I loved the idea, and it stuck both literally and figuratively.

			Most people simply call her Karm, a habit I’m guilty of falling into too. She’s also an eighty-four-year-old grandmother of eight and great-grandmother of one.

			Her only grandson comes courtesy of yours truly with some help from my wife, of course. It’s one of my great accomplishments in life and one of the few things that gives me any reassurance that I’m not an abject failure. I’ve always felt like the black sheep in a family filled with doctors. I’m still trying to figure out my way through this puzzle that is life.

			After graduating from Brandeis University, I spent years meandering before falling into a career in media after a friend suggested I apply for the NBC Page Program.

			Twenty-seven-plus years later, I’m now a former cable news correspondent and past member of the so-called mainstream media.

			I never thought the next step would be hosting a show with my mom.

			Karm and I have always had what many describe as a unique relationship, albeit highly dysfunctional.

			We love hard. But we argue and fight just as hard. I blame her for infantilizing me, while she calls me out, well, for being a pussy. Her word choice, not mine. She speaks six languages, by the way, and curses proficiently in all of them.

			Karm has no patience for what she describes as my reflexive tendency to wallow in self-pity. She cannot stand it actually. It is something I’ve admittedly engaged in a time or two, which often results in some fiery exchanges between us. Strangers have accused us of partaking in schtick. But those who know us well understand this is just us.

			Our relationship is beautiful and ugly and complicated all at once. It’s also unequivocally real and very deep. There’s no bullshit between us. We lay it all out on the line for each other. It’s an unbreakable mother-son bond built on Karm’s past, my upbringing, and our lives at this very moment.

			It’s all so simple yet so complicated, like so much of life.

			There’s something else important you should know about Karm. As if the Holocaust wasn’t tragic enough, she also lost her only other son when he was just three years old. I still know so little about my brother Rami, short for Abraham, because my parents, especially Karm, refused to ever dwell on anything negative. Ever. Even at the risk of coming off as callous. Neither ever willingly wanted to be trapped in negativity.

			In fact, I only found out what I’m about to tell you while interviewing Karm for this very book you’re reading right now.

			As I was just entering into this world, my mom and dad were quietly preparing for Rami’s exit. He was so sick he was sent to a place called the Lynch House in Pennsylvania, a hospice exclusively for babies and toddlers. Rami was too ill for my parents to care for him properly. He died there a short time later.

			My mother had already experienced copious amounts of unimaginable loss and knew full well how cruel this world could be. It’s something I was only learning now watching my eighty-nine-year-old father live his final days in a place not unlike the Lynch House.

			My dad fell violently ill with pneumonia on, of all days, my mother’s eighty-third birthday when he was eighty-eight. It triggered an avalanche of health issues, relegating my helpless father to a hospital bed. His once intellectually sharp mind was now blunted by an unforgiving Mike Tyson–like one-two punch combination of old age and illness.

			Roy and Karm fell in love at first sight when he was a medical student at the University of Geneva. A day had rarely passed in the last sixty-three years when the two didn’t kiss or hold hands. To be fair, in those many decades together, Karm would scream at my dad with near-equal frequency. My dad taught me one of the most important lessons of marriage: let the yelling go in one ear and out the other.

			Another line he taught me comes from Ecclesiastes 3:20: “All go to one place; all came from the dust, and all return to the dust.”

			It’s a line I’ve strangely come to rely on for comfort. It’s a strategy of sorts I use to negotiate my own endless anxiety. I tell myself I too will die one day soon so don’t worry so much. It works for a while. And then I’m usually right back to worrying about what to worry about.

			Unfortunately, right now, there’s too much to choose from: my dad’s impending death, keeping my marriage healthy, or ensuring my three high-energy kids at nine, seven, and four are well taken care of after voluntarily leaving the safety of a twenty-seven-year career in broadcast news.

			My mom was saddled with sadness in the face of another inevitable, life-altering loss. This one, without her husband by her side, without a doubt will be the hardest to take.

				“I feel like, who is going to save me? Who is going to love me?” she recently confided in me about the prospect of losing her husband.

			For Karm, losing her Roy was worse in her own mind than the tragic loss of her own father in the Holocaust or the loss of a child more than fifty years ago. The love of her life was dying and a big part of her was too—on the inside.

			Still, she refused to show it. I knew she was a Survivor with a capital “S.” But I had never actually seen her survive in real time—until now—when she was most vulnerable.

			Her world was stopping, but she kept moving. She went to the nursing home. She laughed with the nurses. She screamed at them too. They laughed with her. But no one screamed back at her. They could see how tough she is. They had a sense she had been through so much more.

			Karm is the personification of strength, resolve, persistence, and—arguably most important—optimism.

			It was during this time that it hit me—my mother is a gift.

			Not only did her stories need to be shared but so did she.

			Karm has such a unique perspective on Life with a capital L: love, happiness, humor, money, marriage, family, our obsession with social media, mental health, death, the importance or lack thereof of getting a New York Times obituary, and so much more.

			If I could put Karm’s essence into words—and how she truly looks at life—I knew I could share this rare gift with so many more than just me and my family.

			The conversations you’re about to hear between my mom and me are intimate, real, raw, disturbing, sometimes expletive-riddled, explosive, and emotional but always filled with love. I recorded hours and hours of our discussions, so I could present to you the most authentic Karm possible. This is really her—unapologetic, unrelenting, and often underappreciated by me.

			I knew that capturing Karm’s being was the most important and toughest reporting assignment I’ve ever had—but also, if done well, it could be the most rewarding and impactful. Not just for me but for all of you too.

			But first you need to know her origin story and how much she went through before she was even five years old.

		

	
		
			
			Actual Voicemail from My Mom: November 17, 2021

			Jo-el,

			At nine o’clock your father and I are watching a movie, so we will be out of commission.

			Your father might try to get romantic. He still can’t get enough at eighty-seven.

			Okay, love you, goodbye.

		

	

	
		
			KARM’S 
HOLOCAUST STORY

			Part One: There Was No Better Father on Earth

			“I was two years old in 1941 when the Nazis marched into Yugoslavia. My father never believed the Nazis would actually invade our land and take the people we love from us.”

			It simply became known as “the story” in our home—what happened to my mom during the Holocaust—and it was rarely ever discussed. In fact, I cannot remember a single moment in my lifetime when my father, mother, sister, and I all talked about it together. We’d learn bits and pieces over the years whenever we or my mom would randomly broach the somewhat taboo subject. She later explained to us that she feared the label “victim” so much she preferred to stay silent. She’d rather say nothing than be perceived as being weak or vulnerable. Many Holocaust survivors were of the same mindset.

			“I loved him so much. I can still remember what he smelled like.”

			My mom was speaking of losing her father—my grandfather—Laszlo Krishaber when he was just thirty-two years old. Seventy-nine years later, my mom’s pain was still so raw you could feel how palpable her loss was as she sat in deep thought, teary-eyed while speaking into the voice recorder on my iPhone.

			“He was just so sweet and smart.” She paused like she was reliving a moment in a time capsule during the short period they had together. “There was no better father on earth.”

			This was inexplicable and unfathomable to me. I tried so hard to connect to my mother’s emotional state but could never fully grasp how her wounds could still run so deep more than three-quarters of a century later.

			“Sometimes such smart people can be so dumb in other ways. He didn’t believe such evil could exist in our world. I’m still angry at him for not realizing this. He didn’t need to die. He was taken to the gas chamber and disposed of like an old pair of shoes.”

			Karm was as incredulous as I in trying to understand how this could be a real story, no less about my very own mother and her father, my grandfather.

			It was a conversation we’d never have had with this sort of detail and intensity if not for this book deadline. In the past, it was a difficult conversation always much easier to put off for another less stressful time. We had been great at procrastinating for the last fifty-four years since my birth.

			“For all his brilliance, he was stupid.” My mom wiped away a tear from her eye, admitting, despite being a therapist herself, she never dealt with her own anger about her father’s untimely and cruel death. “I’m just so mad still.”

			Laszlo Krishaber graduated in 1931 with a degree in optometry from a prominent Germany university. The tradesman soon became a successful businessman with his own store called Optika on the corso in Subotica. Life was seemingly idyllic.

			“Branding wasn’t a thing back then.” My mom was stalling to avoid what we both knew was coming—the story of her father being snatched by the Nazis and her forced hiding. “Optika basically just means optician in Serbo-Croatian. This was common. Our synagogue, for example, was just called ‘The Synagogue.’”

			Today, it has a slightly fancier name and is known as the Jakab and Komor Square Synagogue and remains, after all these years, the second largest synagogue in Europe. In 1990, the Hungarian Art Nouveau house of worship was designated a “Monument of Culture of Exceptional Importance,” which means it’s protected by the Republic of Serbia.

			“It’s a very interesting story. Two Jewish architects created the synagogue and built it. It looks like a giant gingerbread house. Jakab and Komor also designed a blocks-long city hall, which also looks like something out of a European fairy tale. Tourists travel to vacation in this part of Serbia just to see the architecture.”

			My mom recounted the story from the twenty-seventh floor of her Miami Beach condo. In the distance, cruise ships headed out to sea, and much closer to shore, ant-sized people littered the famous pristine white beaches below. A stark contrast to what she was about to describe during that dark, gray Eastern European winter more than seventy-five years ago.

			“As my mother explained it to me later in life, our immediate family was in total, absolute denial. We had relatives two hours away by train in Budapest, which was considered a big city, at that time, with over a million people.”

			My mom wasn’t just speaking. She was reliving a part of history she so desperately wished was never eternally attached to her in the first place. My mom was looking through those same cruise ships like they were made of glass—lost in her own disturbing reality—nervously tapping a coffee cup I had given her weeks earlier. It read “Straight Outta the Nursing Home” with her mug, quite literally, on the mug itself.

			“When my mother said, ‘Let’s escape to Budapest and disappear because it’s getting worse and worse,’ my father said, ‘You can go, Vera.’ That was my mother’s name. ‘Vera, you can go Vera, but I’m not letting my daughter’—meaning me—‘go with you because the Germans are a civilized people, and you are just panicking.’

			“So, my mother and I stayed put, and we went out to eat at restaurants, and we went out to the lake, and my father went into the office regularly.”

			But there was nothing regular about any of it. This was simultaneously the beginning of the end and the end of the innocent beginning of my mom’s young life.

			“Tension is building in the air. Things are not going well. But your grandfather Laszlo, an eternal optimist, still believed the Germans were civilized and the Holocaust would not and could not happen.”

			Now it was me looking into the distance, wondering. Maybe my tendency toward pessimism didn’t evolve from nothing? Was it some sort of Darwinian response to my grandfather’s fatal optimism? The universe works in mysterious ways, I thought, refocusing on my mom and the story she was sharing.

			“At one point they told us we must go into the ghetto. But the ghetto was in a part of town that was called the garden town, which means there were small houses with little gardens, very small houses with very nice gardens. And what happened was that you find your own place in the ghetto. And my mother and father found a family who was willing to move into town into our house. And we moved into their house. We locked a room full of our belongings in our house, and they didn’t touch that room.”

			It was a horrifying reality show: a depraved, demented version of House Swap where Jewish families were forced into giving away their hard-earned homes to strangers.

			Part Two: The Nazis Are Coming

			My mom’s gaze was no longer on those cruise ships approaching the hazy horizon. She was distracted by something else now. It didn’t take much for her to get sidetracked. A sunny silhouette of a figure slowly appeared.

			“That’s not a job for a nice Jewish boy.” She pointed to her balcony.

			A disheveled, portly middle-aged man with a harness around his significantly sized waist stood perilously on a scaffold made of what appeared to be a few pieces of plywood nailed together. To be clear, he was on the other side of the balcony. There was nothing between him and the twenty-seven floors below except those shoddy looking slabs of wood. He looked like he should have a can of beer in his hand instead of whatever tool he was using to do his repairs.

			“What would you do if I did that for a living?” I asked.

			“I would be worried,” my mom answered without missing a beat. She refocused herself on the story of her survival during World War Two.

			“Life continues somewhat normally until June 17th, 1944. That day the mayor of Subotica called my father. They were friends. The mayor tells him, ‘I heard that they’re going to take away all the Jews from the ghetto tomorrow morning, so do something, disappear.’”

			My mom was looking through the balcony man now, as if his presence was suddenly normal, back to retrieving information from her memory bank.

			“So, my father comes home and tells my mother and grandmother about his conversation with the mayor. There are a lot of little details I can’t remember.”

			“Yeah, I get it. It was seventy-nine years ago.” I urged her on.

			“My grandmother was an unbelievable person, by the way. Her name was Nagyi. She says we have to get organized. We must do something. We cannot be taken away.”

			Nagyi, my great-grandmother, and Vera, my grandmother, weren’t as optimistic as my grandfather Laszlo about the deteriorating situation sweeping across Europe.

			Vera, for whom my first daughter Vida is named, had prepared fake documents in advance for everyone. Just in case. And now just in case became a harsh reality.

			“The Nazis were coming to take us by train from the freight station the next morning. They’re going to take us away. At that point, my grandmother and mother mobilized and organized.”

			Though we were mid-conversation, I was having an entire other dialogue in my head.

			Is this why I suffer from OCD? I wondered silently.

			Ever since I can remember, my mom has been pushing me, forcing me to act, rather than bathe in emotion, always driving me to move forward, even when I have nothing else to give.

			No better example of this surfaced than during the editing of this very book when I made the mistake of telling my mom how it was going.

			“I’m reading this, and I can’t believe it. It’s pretty good and even sort of deep, I think,” I relayed my most personal thoughts to her. “I’m on page sixteen.”

			“Don’t make any changes!” My mom shrieked, “An editor already went through it. And move your ass goddamnit, move your ass. Page sixteen? There are hundreds of pages to go. Move your ass!”

			I had to call my mom back to double-check some of the spelling of the Serbian names. The edit process is tedious.

			“What page are you on now?” she answered the phone with extreme urgency.

			“I’m on page twenty-one…”

			“Jesus Christ, man! What’s wrong with you? Why are you editing so slowly, man? Do you understand how slowly you’re moving? What’s wrong with you.”

			I warned her anything she might say could and would be used in the writing of this book, including during the editing process. I was trying to brush her back like a pitcher keeping the batter off home plate.

			But she couldn’t control her emotion. It was all done out of love. She didn’t want me perseverating over words—she wanted the book written and done. She was always doing, always moving the proverbial goal posts forward, and could not handle anyone else, especially her son, not doing the exact same thing.

			It all took a toll on me mentally. Is my OCD some sort of generational trauma? Am I Hitler’s collateral damage? I had never pondered these thoughts until writing this now.

			“My grandmother and mother—they had little pieces of jewelry. They hid it on their body. They had a little money. They hid that on their body too, along with their forged documents.”

			My own dad would always say “life turns on a dime.” Why a dime and not a nickel or a penny? I wondered. Regardless, my mom’s story was beginning to make me realize why. Things for her in 1944 were happening swiftly, suddenly, and scarily.

			“The next morning, very early at around five thirty a.m. Hungarian—I repeat Hungarian—SS officers come to our front door. And they say, prepare all your jewelry and prepare everything else and hand it over to us and prepare a suitcase because you are going away. And, my father turns to my mother and says, ‘Do something!’”

			I could see a tear welling up in my mom’s eye. But she didn’t want me to see it drop to the table. She excelled at survival by being able to shut out difficult thoughts like the one she was recalling right now.

			“That rope would be good for hanging,” my mom said. She was looking at what was tethered to the balcony repair man. She always turned to dark humor to turn off the pain.

			My mom collected herself. That tear welling up in her wrinkled eye disappeared.

			“Do something meant save me. My father wanted his little daughter spared. And now there were only seconds to spare. There was barely enough time to react.”

			“I wonder if he’s seen me naked,” my mom posited out loud. “God, I hope not. For his sake.” We both laughed.

			At this point, we both felt like we should have waved to the balcony man but realized that would be too awkward even for us.

			“My mother takes me by my hand. Next thing I know, we are in a garden area surrounded by homes. In the back corner there is a fence with a little door. My mom grabs my little, soft, warm hand, and we ran as fast as we could through that door. We just kept going and going.”

			I looked at her hand now. It was wrinkled with age spots despite being beautifully manicured. A gentle reminder that age catches up with us all. She was nervously tapping her index finger on the white tablecloth.

			“As fate would have it, we were virtually on the border of the ghetto and what was considered the ‘normal area.’ My mother suddenly slowed her pace from a frantic run to a brisk walk. We walked and walked and then walked some more until the bottoms of our feet ached. It’s like five o’clock, six o’clock in the morning.”

			I needed to interrupt my mom. “How come your dad didn’t go with you? You said Grandma had documents for all of you?”

			“No one came. They were all afraid they’d be caught right away.”

			That tear was reforming in her eye.

			“I’ll never forget this detail. My mother had on a cream color coat. Everybody else was wearing gray, brown, black. This was the war. And she got so nervous. She had mistakenly put on a cream-colored coat. She stood out when she shouldn’t have.”

			Another reminder why mom always wanted to be camouflaged. My entire life I’ve wanted to stand out. I’ve wanted attention. It’s why I chose a career as a news correspondent. I fed off being seen and admired. Not my mom.

			Luckily, they were able to stay incognito long enough to reach a nearby home where my grandmother knew a woman named Maria Olga.

			Part Three: You Don’t Have to Fear Anything

			My mom’s gaze out the window was broken by a wave of her hand. I looked over. He was back. The balcony repair man who had descended below our view was back perilously dangling before us. He waved back to my mom. I wondered what he’d think of my mom’s story of being a survivor as he was clearly one too, for different reasons.

			“My mother goes to this woman’s house and knocks on her window. She had no children. She had no husband. And this woman happened to love me very much. Her name was Maria, and she knew your grandmother because they were both teachers. I had met Maria many times before.”

			I had never heard about Maria until now. More than fifty-four years later, since I came into this strange world, so many bits and pieces of my mom’s Holocaust story remained mysterious and convoluted. I still wasn’t sure if it was because she never really explained it well or because I never fully wanted to understand it, or perhaps a combination of both.

			My mom called me back upset about losing her cool regarding my edits of this book.

			“Don
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