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  Chapter One




  [image: ] There is a theory held by good people that evil should be forgotten and only pleasant memories retained. Those who

  made me feel guilty for remembering evil were truly good, but they shamed me into believing it wicked to talk or even think about the degradation I had known in early childhood. I could speak

  freely about the prison, exhibit myself as a victim, even profit from the sympathy offered by penitent elders, but there were things I could not mention, and by my silence joined the ranks of the

  ignorant, the indifferent and those dedicated to blindness. Later and in very odd circumstances I let myself be provoked to recollection and learned through evil what virtue had not taught. The

  past was to come back with such clarity that the very act of memory became consummation, and there was exultance as well as pain in recalling the scenes of torture that were my earliest

  entertainments.




  Among the things remembered of the prison years were songs and words in different languages, folk tales, the caresses of lost women, my mother’s endlessly repeated lessons; names, dates,

  German grammar; and facts about our lives at home: I had been a fat baby with a large appetite; in my mother’s dining room in Vienna the finest food had been served upon Augarten porcelain;

  on holidays and birthdays there had been Gugelhupf with the breakfast coffee and Sachertorte for dinner. “Tell me about the cakes,” I would beg. “Please, Mutti, name the flowers

  in the window pots.” Like fairy tales to educated children these magic names evoked for me a world as colorful as the clouds I watched through barred windows. Cyclamen, cakes, castle .

  . .




  I cannot say what month or day it was when we were brought to the prison, but I think it was in 1940 and in the autumn. My mother told me I had been born free in the sanitarium of the famous

  Professor Weintraub and brought home from there in a taxicab to our flat on the Rotenturmstrasse in the Inner City. She said our home had been old-fashioned but comfortable with excellent furniture

  (in the salon a set of Biedermeyer given her by an aunt who went to America) and silver knives and forks from my father’s family. At every window grew flowers in pots. “The

  loveliest,” my mother told me, “was the cyclamen.”




  On the day she brought me home from Professor Weintraub’s sanitarium my father gave her a cyclamen of delicate lavender. He was a gallant young man, and very handsome with wide-set blue

  eyes and curling hair which he wore quite long because he wanted everyone to know he was a musician. He earned his living with the violin, but was ambitious and hoped to compose melodies like Franz

  Schubert. I can still sing two of his songs which Mutti taught me. Her voice was sweet and true but small; or perhaps I think of it as small because it would have been dangerous for her to attract

  the attention of prison guards by singing freely.




  On the evening of the 31st of January, 1937, my dear father dressed in his black tailcoat, a white shirt beautifully ironed by our maid, a white vest and tie and went to his job. It was a gala

  night at the Opera; they were playing Fidelio. My father was in the last row of violinists, the youngest in the orchestra, only twenty-seven years old. The musicians had finished tuning

  their instruments and the lights were fading when a stranger in a muffler and rough overcoat appeared in the orchestra pit. He went straight to my father and whispered the news that my mother had

  been taken to Dr. Weintraub’s sanitarium. My poor father thought of all the stories about women dying in childbirth and trembled so that he could hardly hold the bow. When the stranger

  wrapped the muffler about his neck and strode out, Vati was tempted to follow. But a musician is like a soldier; he cannot desert his post. The conductor entered, bowed to the audience, raised his

  baton.




  At the interval my father hurried out to telephone the sanitarium. A nurse named the precise hour and minute of his daughter’s birth. It was during the Overture. This is why I am named

  Leonora.




  The winter after this was not pleasant. Insults to Jews were shouted aloud and people on the streets made very rude remarks. In the spring when the Anschluss came those who had refused to

  believe it would happen in our country knew it would be as bad as in Germany. If a man was a Jew or a Communist or had spoken against the supporters of Hitler there was only one way for him to save

  himself. Within two days my mother and father, the maid and I were on our way to Prague. My father carried his violin and two heavy cases with music manuscripts, his black broadcloth evening

  clothes, white shirts, white ties and vests. Anni, the maid, struggled with bags filled with our clothes and the silver knives and forks. My mother carried me.




  Our flat in Prague was small and badly furnished, nothing like our home in Vienna, but my father soon found friends among the musicians there, joined an unpaid quintette and was hired to teach

  music in a private school. Mother always brought flowers from the market so that our home was not drab. On Sundays we rode in the trolleybus to the country, picked wildflowers, and ate lunch out of

  a basket. I crawled on the grass so happily that my little dresses were full of green stains. My mother had to wash them herself for the maid had fallen in love and married a Czech policeman.




  When the Nazis marched in we Jews were doomed, and not Jews alone for many Czech people had not been afraid to say what they felt about Hitler. Almost the entire symphony orchestra fled. My

  father’s friends suggested that we travel with them. Again the music manuscripts, the silver knives and forks, the black broadcloth and white shirts were packed, again we prepared for flight.

  Early on the morning of departure my father went out to buy bread and sausage and apples for the train. It was dangerous for us on the streets so he told my mother to wait behind the closed

  shutters until he came back.




  “It will not be long. Wait patiently.”




  When she talked about the farewell, my mother always touched her right cheek where the final kiss had fallen. We waited in hats and coats for it was a raw day and there was no wood or coal or

  even paper for the stove. At ten o’clock there was a knock on the door. “Willy?” asked my mother softly. It was the musician who had hired a sympathetic taxi driver to take us and

  our goods to the station. His wife and three children were waiting in the cab. Mother would not leave without my father. The other musician (she could not remember what instrument he played) begged

  her to come, saying that my father would wish her to catch the train. No argument would move her. She would wait as he had instructed and if they had to hurry out and ride in a bus to the station

  she would leave the silver knives and forks and most of our clothes.




  For thirty hours we stayed in the silent flat. The next evening there was another knock on the door. I was awakened and started to cry. Mother tried to quiet me for she did not know who our

  visitor could be. “Is it you, Willy?” A woman’s voice answered through the keyhole, our dear Anni who had married the Czech policeman. “Thank the dear Lord Jesus,” she

  cried and embraced us both. “You must come with me at once,” she whispered. “They are looking for you.” She could not tell us what had happened to my father, but only that

  there had been a new wave of arrests and many Jews had disappeared.




  “No, no, he has not been taken. He is hiding, waiting. He will come back to us.” Mother was very stubborn. She wanted to stay and starve in the cold flat.




  “Please, gnädige Frau,” said Anni who could not forget she had worked as my mother’s maid. Her husband had suspected that we had not gone off as we had planned, and sent

  her to fetch us. Anni had worked for us long enough to know my father’s way of thinking and was sure he would come to look for us at her house. “And he will never find you at all if you

  are arrested and sent away on the sealed train.”




  They must have been very good people, Anni and her policeman, to risk their safety to protect us. For a time he kept his job so that he could warn and hide people and lead them out of the city

  by secret ways to villages where other brave men and women would try to smuggle them out of the country. My mother would not leave. She believed that her beloved husband was alive and would come

  for us at the first moment of safety. We stayed with Anni until her husband became suspect and could not remain in the service of the police. He and Anni moved to a village close by, but it would

  not have been safe for us to remain with them. They knew others who hated the Germans and tried to protect their victims. We lived in many houses, sometimes for weeks, sometimes for only a single

  night. One of our hosts terrified my poor mother as he growled and grumbled that we were a burden, that we ate food which his own people needed; but when mother offered him our silver knives and

  forks, he asked angrily if she thought he was sheltering us in order to get rich. Mutti would cry when she told me about this man who died in our prison.




  Of the many things my mother told me I allowed myself to remember the pleasantest facts. Certain words have the magic of distant impressions. When I hear the name of Prague I recall the feeling

  of Mutti holding me tightly against some damp wall or pushing me into an alcove, looking in all directions before she would pick me up and carry me across the street. Sometimes at night I would be

  carried by a man I had never seen and would never meet again. Shadows cast by iron lanterns, the shape of a church, tall saints in two rows on the Karlsbrüeke, the high castle of Hradshin,

  remained in the unlocked sections of my mind. Probably they are not memories at all, but ideas gathered later from pictures of the city.




  I do not know the exact nature of that prison. Perhaps our captors were not sure either. Why certain people were kept here instead of being sent directly to the concentration camps no one could

  say. Prisoners lived on short rations of hope, seldom fulfilled. I think now of my mother waiting, wondering, while some thickheaded clerk misfiled her papers. This, no doubt, was the miracle that

  saved my life. Not many lives were preserved as mine was by official blunders and the fear of punishment. Had it not been for such mistakes and the unwillingness of petty officers to admit errors,

  more people would have died in the gas ovens.




  My mother died in the spring of 1945 just before the war ended. When she was carried to the infirmary she cried and struggled because she did not want to leave me, but other prisoners begged her

  not to make a scene lest my presence attract the attention of the administration and the officers send me away. I was eight years old and well aware of the changes in our little world. When the

  bombers thundered overhead I trembled at the noise and wondered why there was so much rejoicing among the prisoners. Conditions had grown worse, more and more of our friends had been taken off in

  the night trains, discipline was stricter although more erratic. Many said these were good signs, that they signified the end. Good for whom? End of what? We did not know the date, the month. Time

  had become a lost treasure. Those who tried to count days were never sure and there were many fights about the calendar.




  My mother never returned from the infirmary. An epidemic of scarletina, complicated by tuberculosis, killed her quickly. We were not told until she had been cremated. I do not remember which of

  the women cradled me in her arms that night because there were many mothers among the prisoners. Women who had lost their children fought for the privilege of comforting the orphan. Their love and

  coddling gave me, in spite of squalor and deprivations, the sense that I was a very special, beloved girl. No doubt their coddling consoled me for the loss of my real mother, their caresses made me

  feel that a solid wall of mothers would protect me if an official came with deportation orders. None ever did; probably in the confusion of those last days no one bothered to consider the existence

  of the little Jew.




  One morning the guards ran in all directions. Some dropped their guns, others shot without aim. Those who did not escape were lined up like prisoners, disarmed, marched off with their arms

  raised and their heads hanging. Men in strange uniforms shouted commands. I kept out of sight as I had been told to do since my mother had been carried off. One of the women called to me to come

  with her on the bus, but I did not know what she meant and kept myself hidden until she quit looking for me. These days and hours were the most terrifying of my prison years. There had been

  cruelty, filth and fear, but there had been order. Meager though it had been our food had come at regular hours. Now there was nothing; no marches, no drills, no friends, no meals.




  An aroma guided me to the kitchen. Slabs of bloody meat looked like butchered bodies. Too empty to vomit I retched violently. When I found a pile of potatoes I stole several, began to eat one

  raw, skin and all. A soldier caught me. He spoke words I could not understand. A stranger in uniform was to me another kind of guard who would surely beat me. He tried to make me come with him,

  held out an inviting hand. I clung to the table leg. He wrenched me away, picked me up and slung me over his shoulder, speaking gently in his incomprehensible language.




  In the office, the purgatory where people had been interviewed by Nazis in search of secrets, I was set down in an important chair behind a desk. Other uniformed men stared at me. One of them

  put a package in my hand. I looked at the object suspiciously. The soldier took it again, removed the glossy paper, held the object to his mouth to show that it could be eaten, then handed it back.

  I broke off a sliver and returned it. The soldier shook his head in amazement at a child who could not recognize a gift of chocolate.




  Another man came in. He wore a uniform without brass and was probably one of the refugees used as interpreters by the American Army. “What were you doing in the kitchen?” he asked in

  German. I was afraid to answer. “Hungry?” he said.




  The first soldier gave me back the chocolate. It tasted better than the raw potato. I ate greedily. Almost at once I vomited. That night and for several days I was very sick and could eat

  nothing but some sort of cereal moistened with small amounts of dehydrated milk. The Army doctor and the orderlies treated me tenderly, laughing because I was the only female patient. Although I

  had difficulty in understanding their accent I showed them that I could also speak a bit of English. They laughed, praised my cleverness, asked many questions about my mother and wrote down

  everything I told them (from my mother’s stories) about my birth and family. An investigation was started. Meanwhile there was the question of what to do with an eight-year-old girl whose

  existence was not recorded in prison files. I did not care. There is no accomplishment so easily learned as the practice of luxurious living. I delighted in every moment, increased my English

  vocabulary, enjoyed the teasing and jokes of the soldiers. Unhappily the American Army did not consider this the right life for me. One day I was put into a bus with many soldiers. Against the

  doctor’s orders they gave me sweets and cakes which I ate as freely as I liked. My system had grown accustomed to food so that I digested pleasant things readily. The soldiers asked me where

  I had got those big blue eyes. “From Vati.” I had been told this by my mother.




  On the long bus journey I kept my face glued to the window. “What’s this? What’s that?” I learned the English names of many things before I could identify them in

  German.




  It was summer. Meadows were green. Poppies, daisies and cornflowers grew in the fields. All the colors were firm, sure of themselves. A puppy ran beside the bus. It carried its tail high, its

  barking was young and merry. This free dog was not at all like the fierce Alsations held on short leash by prison guards. During that bus ride I fell in love and have been in love ever since with

  meadows and free animals and the colors of the earth.




  





  Chapter Two




  [image: ] That long bus ride with the American soldiers was my introduction to the natural world. On every street I saw

  wonders, in every village a community of the enchanted. People were poor then, shabby, humble, but I saw them walk without guards on streets and lanes. I saw farmhouses, postboxes, haystacks, a

  thin sow with her piglets, I saw with eyes cured of blindness. I saw a city, Vienna; saw windows without bars, flowers in pots, cats and shops and children.




  In Vienna I was taken in a jeep to a convent where homeless children were lodged. I had heard about nuns and was prepared for piety, but the long black habits frightened me. The nuns were always

  busy, running at top speed in their full skirts, getting their chores done. The home was so crowded that children slept almost on top of each other. The nuns were pleased with me because the

  American Army had let me take hot baths in the officers’ quarters and I was quite clean.




  On the fourth day I was removed to a children’s refuge operated by an international organization. It was in Hietzing, a pleasant part of Vienna near the Schoenbrunn Palace. “Is this

  a castle?” I asked when I was led up the broad staircase. The house had been the residence of a banker. Twenty-six girls slept in a dormitory that had once been a grand salon. Baroque cherubs

  looked down upon us from the ceiling. Chubby plaster hands reached endlessly toward rich cornets of bloated fruit that hung from the four corners. In the dining hall elaborate chandeliers of

  Bohemian glass held a few small bulbs that shed feeble light upon long tables at which little skeletons greedily slopped up thin soup and gobbled potatoes flavored with too little salt. We were

  always hungry but none had known what it was to be any other way. The Germans had killed all the cows for their armies and there was not enough dung to fertilize the vegetables.




  To me it was a period of rich living. I had a world to discover, the outdoors, trees, rivers, tiny flowers dotting the grass in the park, bridges, shops, people walking on streets. Until then I

  had never played with children, never romped, never looked at a picture, never read words in a book. I heard the piano, listened to old scratched records on a phonograph. “Is that an

  orchestra? Which is the violin?” School began.




  I have no diary, no accurate record of that time. It passed. We grew, we learned, we played games, made friends. By other standards our lives were very poor. Few of us knew they could have been

  richer. Our teachers who were probably hungrier than we, tired and overworked, tried to give us a few of the treats of childhood. In December the Krampus came, all in black with his switch for

  naughty children and his bag of coal borrowed from the meager store in the cellar. We shivered, giggled, waited for St. Nikolaus whose entrance preceded a falsetto argument with the black devil,

  finally subdued by the forces of good embodied in the saint. Then the bearded man in the tall peaked hat passed around tiny cakes, colored bonbons and small boxes of raisins from America. Packages

  of used clothes came, too, from foreign countries. We quivered with happy greed when the skirts and coats, sweaters, dresses and woolen underclothes were distributed. Behind the dining salon in a

  glass house where the banker had grown orchids for his wife, the shoemaker tried to patch our worn-out shoes. He was old, deaf, unfriendly. We teased him, we hid his tools just as we plagued the

  workmen who came to repair rusted pipes and broken windows. We begged without much success from the poor women who worked in the kitchen to earn a bit of food for their families.




  There was an earnest Swedish social worker who traced the family records of children who knew their antecedents, sometimes found relations. How we envied those who left the home to live, we

  thought, in luxurious private houses. For me there was no hope, nor for the two other Jewish waifs who had by mischance been left alive in the Christian world. I thought about this sometimes, but

  did not become wistful. There was so much to be savored in this life. I could not get enough of the things I had missed in the prison years. How wonderful it all was, streets and shop-windows (with

  very poor displays in that lean period); the budding of spring, the seasons of sunlight and in winter the snow and frozen ponds. When we walked on the streets it was always in a line, two by two,

  with a teacher urging us to behave nicely, calling out if we dawdled or stared too hard at passersby. My best friend (I cannot recall anything at all about her, not her face or voice, but only that

  she was called Annemarie which I thought the most beautiful name in the world) and I always walked at the end slowly so that we could take more time to look at things.




  One day a woman spoke to me. “Little girl, may I ask your name?” I stood dumb. Why should the lady wish to know my name? She carried a shopping bag. I wondered what miracles it held.

  Since the American soldier had given me the block of chocolate I believed that anything could happen. She asked again. I tried to be very polite. “Leonora Neumann, thank you.”




  The lady crossed herself. “The daughter of Willy Neumann?”




  “That was my father’s name, gnädige Frau.”




  “Your mother was Edith?”




  “Yes, gnädige Frau.”




  “Where are they, dear?”




  “My father was taken by the Germans. Mother died in the prison.”




  She crossed herself again, then embraced me. Tears rolled down from behind her spectacles. The teacher came back to see why Annemarie and I were loitering. All the girls stared.




  The lady begged the teacher to excuse her, groped in the shopping bag. “I have just found this child whose parents were our friends. She has her father’s eyes, I would recognize them

  anywhere, but she is also like her mother. Where is my handkerchief? Excuse me, I cannot find it.” She looked straight into my face. Tears ran down her cheeks.




  I was embarrassed. In a story book I had read about a girl who had forgotten her handkerchief and suffered acutely until a kindly count had offered his. Perhaps the lady expected me to offer my

  handkerchief. I could not; I had never owned such a thing. In the home no one thought about such luxuries. We wiped our noses on our petticoats or on coarse toilet paper. At last to my relief the

  lady found a handkerchief in her bag, blew her nose, wiped her cheeks, introduced herself as Frau Mayr whose husband had been a colleague of my father’s in the orchestra, also a member of the

  same private quintette. “This child’s parents, there is a remarkable resemblance, came to visit us often. My husband considered the father a fine musician. Your father,” said the

  lady who addressed herself to me and the teacher alternately, “often came to us for dinner before he was married, and later we visited at your house. On Edith’s birthday we were invited

  to supper with your parents. And then they vanished and the little baby,” I am sure that at this point she hugged and kissed me again. “We prayed for them, we hoped they were safe in a

  foreign country. My husband often speaks of Willy. His heart will break when I tell him they are both dead. Such a talented young man.”




  Later in the week I was told that the Mayrs had requested permission to take me out of the home on the following Sunday. They wished me to have dinner in their house. I had read in books that

  princes and dukes entertained guests at dinner, but I had never known that plain people gave out such invitations. But my mother, according to Frau Mayr, had provided a feast for her friends on her

  birthday; why had she never told me? I lived in a state of ecstatic fear. Would I behave properly in a private home? Suppose I should drop a cup or spill soup?




  On Saturday night I barely slept, on Sunday morning woke long before the bell rang. It was after eleven when Herr Mayr came to fetch me for he had gone to church first. I think he was just as

  embarrassed as I was. During the streetcar ride (in itself a great treat) neither spoke. When we changed cars he grunted something, then pulled a bonbon out of his pocket and shyly gave it to me.

  He had brought it for the purpose. This is the sort of man Herr Mayr was, silent and thoughtful. For years I was afraid of him because he did not talk much.




  As familiar as I became with the Mayrs’ flat and with so many changes, I remember it best as I saw it then with embroidery on the tablecloth, flowers painted on the coffee cups, many

  cushions and carved saints. They were pious Catholics (the name Mayr or Mayer is as common in Austria as Smith in English-speaking countries) and had holy figures in every room. The furniture was

  old, in need of upholstery, there were darns in the carpets, stains on the walls and very little heat coming from the green porcelain stove, but I thought this the coziest, warmest place in the

  world and wondered if ever in my life I would live in a private flat. I believe this is the first time in my life I had ever envied anyone. Before that Sunday I had never thought of privileges for

  myself; suddenly and fiercely I wanted to live like the Mayr girls.




  Awed, trying to show myself fit for polite society, remembering the instructions of the teacher who had washed my hair and prepared me for this adventure, I smiled, said, “Please,”

  and “Thank you,” to everything. Frau Mayr apologized constantly. The apartment had grown shabby, “Who can replace upholstery since the war?” The food was not rich nor

  lavish, “Diamonds and gold cannot pay for butter these days.” The rooms were not well heated, “Who can get wood?” I listened politely and to each lament said,

  “Please” or “Thank you.” When Herr Mayr spoke, his words were like apologies, too. His daughters nodded.




  The Mayrs had not liked the Germans who invaded Austria, they had not decorated their windows nor gone out to wave handkerchiefs and shout “Heil!” when HE came. No, they had locked

  themselves into shuttered rooms, lighted candles before their saints, gone down on their knees to pray. Herr Mayr had told lies to save an old Jewish lady on the top floor. For more than a year he

  had refused to join the Party, had become a member only when he was told he would lose his job unless he signed the card. He had always been a plain and peaceful man, asked nothing better than to

  provide for his family, prepare for Heaven and play good music. “How could he help himself with five girls to feed and dress?” Frau Mayr demanded. “How could it hurt anyone for a

  man to play a flute in the orchestra?” “Please,” I said. “Thank you.”




  When Frau Mayr asked me to tell her husband about the prison I talked freely. My descriptions were not restrained by the modesty of a well-brought-up girl. Evil and filth were not then so remote

  that they seemed unnatural. What I said must have been vile because I remember how Herr Mayr had thundered, “The children must not hear such things,” and sent Heda, Trudl and Elfy from

  the room. That superior older girls were not permitted to hear about things which had seemed as ordinary to me as their family meals and concerts caused deep chagrin. For many nights afterward I

  lay awake and thought of the disgrace. Frau Mayr wept and her husband stamped down the roses of the rug while they shuddered over my evil knowledge and told me over and over again that I was not to

  speak, nor even to think, of such filth.




  Along with the birth of guilt came a sense of power. The discovery that I could arouse such emotion in grown people intoxicated my young ego. I wept and was comforted, and was torn between the

  danger of evil knowledge and the pleasure of being comforted with cakes and caresses. “Forget all those terrible things,” commanded Herr Mayr and indeed I tried. For many years I was

  able to lock away the ugly memories but the day had to come when the specters of evil came back, jeering.




  The cakes with which I was consoled, and all the food for which Frau Mayr apologized so repeatedly, seemed to me delicious and abundant. Although there was much that the Mayr kitchen could not

  provide, how did I know, who could not remember the taste of any dish carefully cooked and lovingly seasoned? When I left that evening I carried a little sack of sweets and three handkerchiefs with

  crocheted edges made by Frau Mayr’s mother who lived in Baden in the Russian Zone. All of this important adventure was, of course, related to my bedroom companions at the refuge, all the

  carpets and cushions described, the piano, the geraniums growing in pots. With swollen pride I showed off the handkerchiefs, the first I had ever owned.




  After this I spent every Sunday with the Mayrs, became easier in my conduct, said more than “please” and “thank you,” admired the three daughters who lived at home (the

  two oldest were married) and loveliest of all, listened to the family concerts. I had begun to study music with a teacher at the children’s home, but I was far too ignorant to become part of

  the Mayr family orchestra. When I said that my mother had taught me some of my father’s songs, Herr Mayr asked me if I would sing them. “To think that this is all that is left of such a

  fine talent,” he said sadly while Frau Mayr wept once more. “You have true pitch,” said Herr Mayr and I felt as if a rich gift had been bestowed. True pitch became my magic

  phrase; when things got too bad, as they often did in the next few years of my life, I would murmur the lovely words; some good must surely come to a girl who had true pitch.




  One night while I sang Herr Mayr wrote the notes on a sheet of music paper. I have the manuscripts still and treasure them with the three handkerchiefs. In the box with them, faded and dust dry,

  is a wild cyclamen. I found it in the woods near Baden in the Russian Zone the first time I traveled with the Mayrs to visit the girls’ grandmother.




  Baden was real country, not at all like the city parks where girls had to walk sedately on gravel paths, two by two, led by a teacher. Here were meadows, here I was free to whirl about and

  dance. Elfy Mayr, two years my senior, became infected by my gaiety. We spun around until we dropped dizzily onto the grass, we rolled on the ground, sniffed the fragrance of earth, we lay on our

  backs and let the sun bless us. Such joy! And to crown it all I found a lavender flower in the forest. “What is this called, Elfy?” “A wild cyclamen.” She ran ahead

  carelessly because she did not know how sacred this moment had become. Cyclamen! Suddenly as though she were standing close to me among the slender trunks of the pines, I heard my mother.




  “Leni!”




  Her voice swept over me like the wind; it was closer than Elfy’s shout:




  “Leni!”




  Elfi ran back for me, saw the tears, put her arm around me and led me back to the house. Five minutes later I was making a pig of myself with the dainties Omama had baked for us. She was a wise

  old lady; out there in the Russian Zone she had got a farmer to sell her butter. It was years since the Mayrs had tasted Vanille Kipfel and the grown people ate as zestfully as the children.




  Things were becoming a bit better in our country. People were permitted a bit of Gemütlichkeit again, Frau Mayr said. The pastry was lighter and flakier, there were fresh vegetables on the

  table. My birthday fell on a Sunday that year. I spent it with the Mayrs. The Gugelhupf was not as rich as it should be (Frau Mayr apologized) but to me it was so delicious that nothing I have

  tasted since has touched the recollection of that sweet celebration. They had got hold of a candle, too, a jolly red heart to light my gift table. It was my eleventh birthday, my last year in the

  children’s home.




  From the banker’s villa with its ghosts of luxury . . . dimpled cherubs swinging from dirty baroque ceilings, marble staircase, ornate, dragon-shaped bathroom faucets . .

  . whose verdigris we children believed was a coating over ancient gold . . . and the contrasting Spartan life with daily cold baths and the penetrating smell of antiseptic soap, it was a dizzy leap

  to the Stompfers’ flat.




  “A real Viennese home with a typical Viennese family,” said the lady assistant to the director of the refuge. One afternoon I was called to the office and told the news. It was not a

  great surprise. In some foreign city a group of important ladies and gentlemen had decided that the home had been an emergency shelter and that they could no longer support it. Children whose

  relations had not been traced were to be placed with people who, for a fee from a fund which the important foreigners could still support, would keep us in their homes. The director’s

  assistant (I remember her only because she had a faint black mustache) told me how lucky I was. A Jewish child, homely, undersized, with sharp bones thrusting themselves through bluish flesh would

  not be accepted by everyone. “Frau Stompfer is a splendid type. I am sure you will be happy with her little family.”




  On the next Sunday when I went to visit the Mayrs I told them that I was to be placed in a real Viennese home. They were delighted to hear this good news and hoped soon to meet my new foster

  parents. They never did, for I soon understood that the Stompfer family would not be approved by my old friends. I was such a little goose that I did not want to tell Frau and Herr Mayr about the

  real Viennese home. Through childish pride I allowed my good friends to believe that Frau Stompfer was generous, Herr Stompfer industrious and their daughter Mimi a virtuous girl.




  The people at the refuge probably believed all this when they sent me to live with the Stompfers. Frau Stompfer had a way with officials. She never failed to impress foreigners and priests. With

  coy humility she fitted herself into garments of meekness; she could aim a timid and arch glance with such skill that it nearly always found its target. When not successful she accepted rebuff with

  pretty grace, wore shabbiness with style. Her heavy coat crudely fashioned out of an army blanket was always adorned with an artificial rose or pompon or a real flower she had stolen from the park

  when the policeman’s back was turned. She had been a handsome woman when she was younger and cleaner. Her smile would have been delightful if two prominent teeth had not been missing.




  When the lady with the mustache told me I was to live with a typical Viennese family in a private home I remembered descriptions of my mother’s apartment, thought of silver knives and

  forks, flowers in pots and Biedermeyer furniture. I had no idea what Biedermeyer looked like although now as I recall the Stompfers’ two rooms I remember a chair that might have been. It had

  one peg leg like a war veteran. My dreams of a cozy life in a private home were no grander than Frau Stompfer’s ideas of the luxury a foster child could bring, not only because my keep was to

  be paid out of the foreign fund but because I provided another asset, a ration card.




  The first time she took me with her to the shops I was flattered and excited. Before this I had only looked in shopwindows but had no reason to go inside. Now I was to accompany a patron into a

  store. Walking on the street beside a lady with a shopping bag made me feel no more a waif but a respectable child, member of a family. We went a long way to a pleasanter part of the city. Frau

  Stompfer stationed herself opposite an elegant butcher shop with gold letters on the window. Women stood in line outside. Frau Stompfer treated me to a running comment on their appearance and

  clothes. Suddenly she cried, “Come along now,” darted across the street. With me at her heels she sidled close to a fashionable lady with a fur-piece around her neck, whispered like an

  old friend. The lady looked in all directions. Frau Stompfer whispered again and the lady opened her big handbag for the purpose of taking out her handkerchief but managed to slip something into

  Frau Stompfer’s hand. In return Frau Stompfer slipped a ration book into the lady’s bag.




  We waited around the corner until the lady had finished her shopping. She passed us like a stranger, but in the same way that newcomers had slipped us biscuits or bits of sausage when they came

  to the prison, she handed the ration book back to Frau Stompfer. That week the fashionable lady had an extra Schnitzel and I was hungrier. Not only that week either; shopping expeditions became a

  regular routine. I disliked them but Frau Stompfer insisted that I come along. A child gave a woman an air of respectability. And I could look out for policemen. “Keep your eyes open, Leni.

  We’ve got to watch our step. The police don’t make it easier for people that have been in prison.”




  We had other reasons for dodging policemen. Frau Stompfer had many tricks for getting extra food, handouts from agencies that distributed old clothes and medicines. Often she brought home drugs

  she did not need but could sell to ailing neighbors. Working as a pimp for black market butchers she was rewarded with bones, with pig’s heart or liver, treats she always denied me. It was

  mortal sin, I was told, for a Jewish child to eat the flesh of swine. This may well have been the reason she resisted the arguments of the parish priest to have me instructed for conversion to the

  Catholic faith. She made Beuschel with pig’s liver, celebrated Sunday with pork. I ate my ersatz bread and drank my watered wine while my foster mother, eating heartily, promised that such

  pious deprivation was for the good of my immortal soul.




  So far as I could understand, the possession of a soul brought nothing but suffering. As a Jew I lived in danger of eternal torment for a sin I had not committed. Because of this my parents had

  been harassed and chased from Vienna to Prague, my father had disappeared and my mother sent to prison. Now I was deprived of a good Sunday dinner and often during the week forced to eat only

  potatoes. Why? Naturally I asked questions. Frau Stompfer said that I must never complain or I would have to endure worse punishment since I was not a child distinguished as the daughter of a man

  who had died honorably in the service of our country, but held a ration card only because the softhearted Viennese loved little children so sincerely that they were willing to overlook my disgrace.

  I was constantly reminded that if I called attention to myself the authorities would not only take away my ration card but remove me from this comfortable home so that I would have no choice but to

  become one of those poor children who slept in the rubble, snatched food from lean cats and whose poor little bodies were found frozen in the Danube Canal.




  At school I was also denied privileges enjoyed by other children. Before Hitler, rabbis as well as priests had come to instill faith in little children. Nowadays there were no rabbis and the

  five Jewish children who attended our school were shut out of the classroom when the priest came. At first this wounded me deeply. Heaven had rejected the Jewish child. Golden gates were locked

  against me. To console myself I read books from the library. Heaven’s gates had closed but I found earthly paradise. Books and dreams; in time the hours which had been most desolate became

  the most precious, my emotional needs so fulfilled that each morning I looked forward to the priest’s arrival. On winter days I would sit on the steps reading and did not mind that I was

  bundled in a winter coat, knitted cap and muffler, that my nose ran while I turned the pages clumsily in mittens. Reading so greedily I learned fast and became a favorite with my teachers. This did

  not make me a favorite with my schoolmates who jeered and taunted, sometimes pinched and slapped the Jew child.




  The Stompfers resented the hours I was obliged to spend in school and were always sarcastic about my wasting time with homework. To read at all I had to sneak out of the house. I learned to fib

  with facility, to say I had been kept an extra hour in school. In summer I found hidden caves among the rubble of a destroyed factory, curled up with my story book, escaped the embarrassing trips

  to the shops with Frau Stompfer or the repetitious scrubbing and washing up of dirty dishes. It may have been mortal sin for me to taste pork, but it was evidently no sin for a Jewish girl to scrub

  out the greasy pots. Fortunately for me the Stompfers were not at all clean.




  Once on a school holiday Frau Stompfer made me come with her to the Naschmarkt. She carried the shopping bag, I followed with a small basket. Into the shopping bag went the purchases and into my

  basket the pilfered goods, a spool of thread, an onion, three cigarettes. When the lady who kept the cake stall ran after us to accuse Frau Stompfer of stealing a poppyseed Semml (“made with

  real butter,” the lady shouted) Frau Stompfer who had slipped the sweet into my basket insisted that the naughty child was the thief.




  The cake seller hit me across the face. I was outraged. Unusually bold for such a cowed and timid child, I screamed so loud that every stall was deserted. Customers and loungers gathered around

  us. “It’s not so, it’s a lie,” I shouted, “she stole it, she’s the thief, she’s always stealing things, everything in this basket.” I hurled the

  basket with all of its contents at Frau Stompfer’s head.




  A policeman stood there. He had seen and heard. At once Frau Stompfer became humble. “Herr Policeman,” she said, arching her meek glance at him, “please be merciful to this

  poor Jew child. A little savage, a prison child that we, my good husband and I, have taken into our home. We must be patient with her and teach her the ways of Christ.” Did she wink at the

  policeman? It would not have been beyond her. “Please, Herr Policeman, may we return the little nothings she has stolen?” She gave back the onion and the thread but in the excitement

  managed to make off with two cigarettes (the third had been stepped on) and the poppyseed cake which she ate as soon as the cop was out of sight.




  The police still scare me. To this day I will cross the street rather than pass close to a uniform. Yet in those dark postwar days the police were the least of a child’s enemies.

  “Frau Stompfer, you should not send a little girl out in the streets late at night,” a neighbor warned. “It’s dangerous.”




  “Who’d touch a snotty little Jew?”




  “There are people on the streets who’d cut a child’s throat for a pot of soup. Or worse.”




  Since it was a pot of soup or a bottle of cough medicine I had to bring Herr Stompfer at his night job, the blood would turn to ice in my veins. At the sight of a man’s silhouette I would

  leap into a shadowy doorway or run like an animal when I heard a footstep behind me. I do not know which I feared more, the attacker of little girls or the policeman who would take me away from my

  good foster parents and turn me loose to grub for food among the garbage cans.




  In long, repetitious conversation with his cronies, when he was out of work or drunk, Herr Stompfer uttered prophetic warnings. “The Jews’ll get all the money again, by hook or

  crook. They always do. Take it away from them and they’ll get it back every time.” I thought about this frequently. The little Jew of the Stompfer house would have loved to buy sweets

  or an ice once in a while, and wondered by what hook or crook she could get her hands on a few groschen.




  One saw few Jews on the streets of Vienna. Those who had returned from England and Denmark (even America) wore good clothes and short hair so that they could not be recognized as different from

  other well-dressed people, but there were the others, the pious few who had survived the concentration camps and been sent to Vienna to wait in the D.P. communities for visas to other countries.

  They were kept alive by funds from abroad, a fact which Frau Stompfer bitterly resented. “They live better than we do, and they’d slit your throat for fifty groschen.”




  Would they recognize me as one of their own and spare my throat if I met them on the dark street? The men were alien, strangers from an unknown world in broad-brimmed black hats, with long

  beards and curls hanging down over their black coats. In the prison I had known many sweet Jewish mothers, but no men except the cruel doctor who had recommended fasting to women sick with

  starvation; and perhaps the gentle dentist, although no one had ever said so. My father had been Jewish, but I could not associate the handsome musician (in his beautiful tailcoat and stiff white

  shirt) with these darkly clothed aliens whose appearance sent me scuttling into a vestibule or courtyard.
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