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Excerpt

Demanding an answer, the pounding on the door and the yelling grew louder. Another man shouted, “If Alex Wasserman does not come here immediately, we will break the door down!” 

Father seemed frozen; he did not move. Abruptly, Mother turned to me and whispered urgently, “Quickly, Rachael, take David and hide in the big kitchen cupboard.” She squeezed my shoulder while I took David’s hand. “You must both be very, very quiet,” she instructed firmly. Although terrified and confused, I did not ask questions or hesitate. I did as I was told.

Sitting on the floor holding hands, David and I waited in the warm dark of the cupboard for what seemed like hours. Amazingly, David did not cry and sat very still. I felt like crying but somehow controlled myself, because I did not want to frighten my little brother. In a while, David laid down with his head in my lap, and I gingerly stroked his hair. The longer we waited, the more anxious I became, but because I felt responsible for David, I tried to remain at least outwardly calm. To maintain my composure I repeated the poem I’d been reciting aloud over and over in my mind. Then, from a distance, I could hear the faint sound of footsteps. Who was coming? Was it my parents? Was it the two angry men? Maybe there were more than two! The realization that those terrifying strangers could be coming for David and me nearly paralyzed me with fear. “Please, God,” I prayed silently, “let the footsteps belong to Mama and Papa.”
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IN THE BLINK OF AN EYE is a wonderful book not only as an important addition to works about the Holocaust, but as a universal story of triumph of the human spirit. Lynn Solte is a gifted story teller. I couldn't put the book down. 

Anne-Marie Tristan
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​​

IN THE BLINK OF AN EYE is a book filled with suspense, action, betrayal, love, and honor, just for starters. It begins with a supper. And then, as suddenly as it actually appeared: Kristallnacht and its aftermath. Ms. Solte's retelling of that time and place perfectly modulates the truth of those events addressed to the young adults for whom the book is intended yet, most importantly, she never diminishes the enormity of Kristallnacht's implications, all of which actually did come to pass. The author dramatizes here moments of growth and choices of courage by various of her characters.  

Edgar Weinstock 

Stage Actor/Director
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​

IN THE BLINK OF AN EYE was one of the most creative pieces of work I have ever read. It was suspenseful and very, very vivid. I could imagine everything that was occurring. The novel touched my heart in the most personal way. ​ 

Rachelle Samson 

High School Student
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IN THE BLINK OF AN EYE is a deeply moving story. This book captured my attention from page one and held me to the end. For children and adults, it's a beautiful and moving book. Today's world events give this story special meaning.  

P. Shapiro
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IN THE BLINK OF AN EYE is a wonderfully emotional story that can be enjoyed by all ages. It is especially suited to today’s youth, so they can understand and parallel the Holocaust with the events of this generation. As the plot unwinds, one cannot foresee the direction, which makes the story line so compelling that it is difficult to put the book down. 

Ina Harris 

Eighth Grade Teacher
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​

IN THE BLINK OF AN EYE is a book that should be on every school's required reading list. Emotionally descriptive and suspenseful, the story will grab the reader's attention (no matter the age) and keep it until the story is through. The setting is thoroughly researched and the characters are endearing to the reader from the first page. I found it very clever to use the voice and observation of a young child to elucidate adult conscience and philosophy. Congratulations to the author for such a successful, intelligent book. 

J. Roseberry
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IN THE BLINK OF AN EYE 

Lynn Solte's historical novel is a literal page-turner. I broke from reading it only long enough to feed my cat and me supper, and then I continued reading while I ate.

The story is told as a young girl's experience of her family's will to survive and escape Hitler's beginning of the expunging of Jews, yet not knowing why he was doing that.

This fast-paced, smoothly delivered story has the right amount of description of people, places, and events, i.e., only that which real life persons in that situation would learn. The author correctly provides no asides. A glossary explains the few, appropriately used non-English words and phrases.

This wonderful book is written for people of all ages, too. Although I'm an old man, I had no problem identifying with the family. I related mostly to the girl's mother because I knew what my single parent mother had gone through just to provide for us kids. I had gone through some tough times, too, as a breadwinner for my family. But my mom and I didn't have anyone wanting to kill us.

William Shoots
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​

IN THE BLINK OF AN EYE, an emotionally compelling and moving  story, is set in 1938 Nazi-occupied Vienna. The story is told through the eyes of a courageous seven year old, introducing young readers to the Holocaust. This book has a hook, as it makes you want to read on. It keeps your interest as you want to know what will happen to Rachael and her family. A must for young readers, it should definitely be included in school libraries and on school reading lists.  

Marcia Dente  

Librarian
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Dedicated to the memory of those who perished, and a tribute to those who survived the atrocities of Hitler’s Holocaust.
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An ivory satin kerchief draped loosely over my hair, I struck a match and lit the two white Sabbath candles. As I sang the customary Hebrew blessing, another Sabbath evening, the traumatic, life-altering memories of which I had long since tucked away, chose this moment to burst into my here and now. Swept back to another time and another place, as sharply as I could see those bright, flickering flames, I saw Father as he looked years ago, standing at the head of our dining room table with the yarmulke Mother had crocheted, buried deep in his thick, curly, fudge-brown hair, raise his silver wine goblet.

“Boruch atah adonoy, eloheynu melech ha-o-lom...” he chanted in Hebrew, “Bo-ray pri hag-a-fen.” He drank from the cup.

It was Friday evening, my favorite time of the week. Father, a physician, was rarely able to join us for dinner, but on Fridays at sundown, onset of the Jewish Sabbath, he always managed to be at home, so our family could share this special time together.

At its start, there was nothing out of the ordinary about this Friday evening. Mother lit the traditional candles then served the usual Sabbath meal of soup, thick with chunks of chicken and vegetables, roast chicken smothered in gravy with baked potatoes and spinach. The conversation revolved around me and my four-year-old brother, David, and what we had learned in school that week. Not only had I memorized a poem, but, on Monday, my friend Leah taught me to squeeze one eye shut without closing the other, and I had waited all week to show Father this wonderful accomplishment. Grinning proudly, he said, “That is called winking, Rachael.” When I proved equally talented with both eyes, he laughed and said to Mother, “Look, Hanna, our daughter is an expert winker!” Mother laughed, too, and David, watching my face contort, bounced in his seat and squealed with delight.

Enjoying the attention of my appreciative audience, I was in the middle of reciting the poem I’d memorized, when a loud pounding on the front door rudely interrupted my performance. The unexpected noise frightened me, and made Father drop his fork.

For a few moments, there was an intense quiet. Then, suddenly, the silence was filled with a man’s angry voice shouting, “We want Alexander Wasserman!” The expression in Father’s eyes sent chills up my spine, and I sat rigid in my chair.

~ * ~
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UNTIL THAT MOMENT, my childhood had been idyllic. Mother, a third grade teacher in the religious school where I was in second grade, and Father, were devoted parents and had provided well for their children. We lived in the suburbs of Vienna in a two-story white stucco house with dandelion-yellow shuttered windows, and emerald ivy climbing the outside walls; long-stemmed and graceful red, yellow and purple tulips lined the walk to our front door. Inside the house, the living room and dining room, a cozy sunroom and large, airy kitchen made up the first floor; all the bedrooms were on the second. Overlooking our beautiful backyard flower garden and the rope swing Father had strung from the strong arm of a giant old tree for David and me, my bedroom had recently been redecorated. Framed by freshly-painted, snow-white walls, the first thing you saw when you entered was my new four-poster bed cloaked in a fluffy powder-pink and white quilt, with a matching canopy overhead. Identical nightstands with twin, pink-shaded lamps on top flanked each side of the bed, across from which was a tri-drawer bureau. Between the windows, which were trimmed in the same material as the spread and canopy, stood my desk and a chair with a pink cushion seat. Beneath it all, spanning wall to wall, was a plush, pink carpet that cuddled bare feet in its softness.

Although I took them largely for granted having known nothing less, I was surrounded by lovely things—beautiful works of art, crystal chandeliers (which, when sunlight hit a certain way, would cast transparent little rainbows all over the walls), lustrous mahogany, china decorated with gold, fragile lace tablecloths (around which I was regularly reminded by our housekeeper, Mathilde, to be careful) and, to my seven-year-old eyes, huge, soft-pillowed furniture into which I would gleefully sink. In one corner of the living room stood a tall wooden radio from which we often heard men delivering speeches, and sometimes glorious music. Once, when I remarked to Mother that I loved the music that was playing, she told me an Austrian man named Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart had composed it. “He began writing music at age five and performed for the empress in Vienna when he was your age, Rachael,” (I was six, at the time) Mother had said. Having just begun to take piano lessons, I was amazed at Mr. Mozart’s achievement and decided he must have been very smart.

Most Sundays we would go for a drive in Father’s big black sedan. At least once each spring we would visit Volksgarten Park, which was alive with dazzling rose gardens, but, most often, we would drive to the Prater, an amusement park where David and I had great fun riding the bumper cars and chairs-on-chains and eating ice cream cones. David was still too young, but Father and I would ride the roller coaster and shriek through our laughter with every scary plunge. For Hanukkah and birthdays, my brother and I were showered with toys; David’s favorite was a stuffed teddy bear dubbed “Teeba” (only two years old when he received it, that was the way he pronounced the toy’s name), a little frayed around the edges, but which he still never seemed to be without. My favorite was a baby doll I received for my last birthday; her name was Molly and I carried her with me everywhere I could. At bedtime, Molly snuggled close, Father would read enchanting stories that stirred my imagination and lived in my dreams. To me, his velvety deep voice was the most wonderful sound in the world, and when he tucked me in and hugged me goodnight, his soft, smooth, gentle hands made me feel completely loved and secure. In fact, so rare and important was his presence to me, that when he stopped going to temple for Sabbath services as he had done every Saturday morning since he was a small boy, I was so happy to have the extra time with him that I never asked why. The whole of my family and friends were Jewish, but my parents explained that there were other religions, such as Christianity, whose followers, like Mathilde, worshipped in a church, and not everyone shared our beliefs. Taught to respect all faiths, I trusted everyone felt the same.

This trust, and my sense of security, would be shattered by the pounding on the front door, and I would learn never to take anything for granted again.
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Demanding an answer, the pounding on the door and the yelling grew louder. Another man shouted, “If Alex Wasserman does not come here immediately, we will break the door down!”

Father seemed frozen; he did not move. Abruptly, Mother turned to me and whispered urgently, “Quickly, Rachael, take David and hide in the big kitchen cupboard.” She squeezed my shoulder while I took David’s hand. “You must both be very, very quiet,” Mother instructed firmly. Although terrified and confused, I did not ask questions or hesitate. I did as I was told.

Sitting on the floor holding hands, David and I waited in the warm dark of the cupboard for what seemed like hours. Amazingly, David did not cry and sat very still. I felt like crying but somehow controlled myself, because I did not want to frighten my little brother. In a while, David layed down with his head in my lap, and I gingerly stroked his hair. The longer we waited, the more anxious I became, but because I felt responsible for David, I tried to remain at least outwardly calm. To maintain my composure I repeated the poem I’d been reciting aloud over and over in my mind. Then, from a distance, I could hear the faint sound of footsteps. Who was coming? Was it my parents? Was it the two angry men? Maybe there were more than two! The realization that those terrifying strangers could be coming for David and me nearly paralyzed me with fear. “Please, God,” I prayed silently, “let the footsteps belong to Mama and Papa.”

Finally, the cupboard door opened. Light from the kitchen stunned my eyes, but, squinting, I could see a silhouette standing in the threshold. It was Mother. She was alone.

Helping David to his feet, then me, she pulled us to her, and sobbed. Breaking free, I gulped back tears and asked, “What has happened, Mama?” And, before she could respond, “Are the men gone? Where is Papa?”

Mother did not answer right away. Kneeling to my height, she held my face in her hands, and said, “The men were from the Gestapo, Rachael. They took Papa with them.”

The police took Papa away? Why? He had done nothing wrong. “When will he come home?” I asked, believing Father’s innocence would release him.

“I do not know, sweetheart,” Mother said softly. “We may not see him for a very long time.”

Now the tears I was fighting spilled down my cheeks. While I knew something was terribly wrong, it never occurred to me that Father would actually leave home. “Why, Mama? Why did the police take him? Papa didn’t do anything wrong.” I pleaded for an answer.

Mother wiped her eyes with the backs of her hands, sniffed more moisture down her throat and answered slowly, “I know this will be hard for you to understand, children, but we are in a great deal of danger. We will have to be brave and do whatever we can to stay safe and together. The first thing we must do is leave this house.”

“When will we come back, Mama?” I asked, assuming she meant a temporary leaving.

Mother swallowed hard, blinked back more tears, and said, “We may never be able to come back, sweetheart.”

What? First I lose my papa and now I must leave my room and my garden and my swing? “No, Mama!” I grabbed onto Mother’s arm and wept uncontrollably.

For a few minutes, Mother let me weep. When I had exhausted my tears and quieted, she led David and me to the living room sofa, sat us down on either side of her, and said, “We are in danger because we are Jewish.”

What? Being Jewish is bad? Being Jewish wasn’t bad yesterday, why is it bad today? My mind was exploding with questions, but I did not ask.

“There are those who do not like Jews and they are trying to hurt us,” Mother continued. “From now on, we must do everything we can to hide our Jewishness.”

David and I spoke fluent Hebrew and German, but Mother instructed us to speak only German when outside. Encircling her fingers with my curly, shoulder-length hair, she said, “Fortunately, like me, you children are blond and blue-eyed and can easily be mistaken for German, so we may be able to find false passports and keep our identity secret. But, we must go someplace where no one knows our family.”

False passports? I did not know what that meant. “What are false passports, Mama?” I asked.

Mother explained that everyone six years of age and older was required to register with the government and carry papers stating what nationality and religion they were. If you were Jewish, a blue “J” was stamped on your documents. Should a Jew be asked for their papers by the Gestapo or a German soldier, he or she could be taken away; if your identification proved you were not a Jew, you would be allowed to move freely. We already had the correct papers, she said, and the first thing she would do would be to burn them.

“So, we will find new papers that say we are Christian, like Mathilde?” I asked.

“That’s right, Rachael,” Mother answered with a half-smile. “You are a bright little girl,” she said, and kissed my cheek.

While I still had many questions, Mother’s slow, precise explanation extinguished my immediate fears and dulled the ache that had painfully invaded my stomach.

As Mother spoke, another voice, small but surprisingly clear, crept into my awareness. From somewhere deep inside, it challenged me to outsmart people who would harm me and those I loved. Strangely enough, I began to feel I was playing a game.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Chapter 3 
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That was the first night Father did not tuck me in. I missed him terribly and could not sleep. Every time I closed my eyes I heard banging on the front door. No one was there; the horrifying sound was stuck inside my head.

Tossing restlessly in bed, I could hear Mother speaking on the telephone in a low, muffled voice. I knew eavesdropping was impolite and tried not to listen, but she began to plead with whoever was on the other end, and, despite my willpower, it became impossible to ignore her words. Imploringly, I heard Mother say, “I understand how you feel, Ruth, but we have known since the Anschluss that this day could come. I do not want to lose everything either, but, please believe me, we are in grave danger, we have no choice; we must leave Vienna.”

Ruth. Mother was pleading with her sister. Aunt Ruth was married to Uncle Ira and they had two daughters, Shana, six, and Leisl, eight, with whom I was very close. For a few moments, I heard nothing. Then, in a more restrained tone, Mother said, “Yes, Ruth, I know David’s circumcision could belie our masquerade as Germans, but I cannot let that stop us.” A few moments of quiet, then, “All right, Ruth, I cannot force you to flee, but Alex and I agreed if anything happened to him, I would take the children and find safety. I will contact you as soon as I can. In the meantime, take care of yourself and your family. I love you. Shalom.” I heard Mother sigh deeply, then the clunk of the receiver landing in its cradle.

A bit later, still unable to sleep, I could hear the whir-click, whir-click, whir-click of Mother’s sewing machine.

~ * ~
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SLEEP MUST HAVE EVENTUALLY come, because Mother’s voice woke me; it was still dark. “I am sorry to wake you so early, Rachael,” she said softly, sitting down beside me, “but there are many things to be done before we leave and I will need your help to do them.”

Still groggy from sleep, I had forgotten what happened the night before. When Mother lit one of the lamps next to my bed I saw three empty suitcases on the floor; they triggered my memory, and the horror of that terrible knock on the door came crashing back to my consciousness. Tears came instantly, but I swallowed hard and concentrated on Mother’s words. “I want you to take a few pairs of socks and underwear from your drawer and a couple of skirts and blouses from your closet, fold them and place them neatly in one of these suitcases,” she said. “But, first, take a bath and dress as though you were going to school.”

“Yes, Mama,” I answered obediently, then swung my legs out from under my quilt and walked the short hallway to the bathroom. Usually in the morning I would have to wait until Father finished shaving before I could take my bath. Today, the bathroom was empty.

I washed quickly and decided to wear my favorite outfit—a ruby red dress with a white lace collar and cuffs, white ankle-socks with lace around the edges, and shiny, black patent-leather shoes. I felt beautiful and wished Father could see me. Fully dressed, I removed the socks and underwear from my bureau drawer and carefully placed them in a suitcase on the floor. I was just about to remove a skirt from its hanger, when Mother entered my room. I was glad to see her because I thought she would be pleased I looked so pretty. Instead, she glared at me and exclaimed, “Rachael, take those clothes off immediately!”

Surprised and hurt by her reaction, I stammered, “B-b-but, Mama, I love this dress! Why can’t I wear it?”

Rapidly unbuttoning the dress, Mother again apologized. “I am so sorry, Rachael, I know you love this dress and I wish with all my heart I could allow you to wear it, but I cannot. Because of the danger I spoke of, we cannot call attention to ourselves in any way. When we are outside, as I already told you, we must speak only German; you must never jump or play in the street, and we cannot wear bright colors that make people look at us.” Lifting me onto her lap, Mother said with an unhappy smile, “I know this sounds impossible, sweetheart, but we must try to become invisible.”

With those words, my entire life changed.

I placed the red dress and black patent shoes in one of the suitcases, and Mother chose a pale yellow blouse with a flat collar and a navy blue skirt for me to wear with light yellow socks and dark blue buckle shoes. When I finished packing my clothes, I stood staring at Molly, wanting desperately to take her with me. Instinctively, I knew I could not. From behind, I heard Mother’s voice. “Do not be sad, Rachael. I know you will miss Molly, but someday, when all this is over, we will buy you a new doll.”

I wanted to ask what “all this” was, but at that moment, David came running into my room with Teeba dangling from his hand. “Please, Mama,” he begged, “may I take Teeba with me?” Mother looked at me for permission, it seemed, to allow David to hold on to a piece of his infancy.
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