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For my great-grandmother

Regina (née Solitar) Falcone

1888–1980

She was born Jewish

in the Austro-Hungarian Empire

and quilted a bridge for her family

between two worlds


To every age its art; to art its freedom

—SECESSION GALLERY INSCRIPTION, CIRCA 1899


The portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I measures 54" by 54" unframed, and weighs 22 pounds, 8 ounces. She has sixteen eyes, fifteen grams of gold, and seven grams of silver. Her dress is decorated with erotic signs and Egyptian symbols: the eyes of Horus to defend against evil, the three-sided ka that infuses the portrait with an indelible spirit. She’s a queen and a seductress, a Jewess trapped in a lost world. Her lips are parted, as if she is about to say something that we will never hear.



MARIA

1938

I was a love-struck newlywed when Hitler came to Austria.

Outside, the Ringstrasse was streaming with cars, trams, and pedestrians in belted trench coats. Inside, we were waltzing and drinking French champagne. My dear friend Lily had just become engaged to a Catholic man, and the glittering ballroom was in full swing. Music was playing—it was Schubert—and men in bow ties were circulating with trays of crab cakes and miniature mushroom tortes. Someone toasted the happy couple. There was crystal, and dresses the colors of hyacinths and tulips. The dance floor was a blur of pastels.

It was a long time ago, but I can still see everything clearly.

I was wearing violet perfume, and dusk was approaching. Fritz moved like a panther in his tuxedo as he crossed the room toward me. My mother was wearing a shimmering gray dress, and my father was holding his bow over the cello strings when someone shouted, “The chancellor is making a speech.”

Aunt Adele was long in her grave, but I saw my uncle Ferdinand put out a hand to steady himself near the cocktail bar.

“Schuschnigg is on the radio,” the man shouted again in an angry voice. “Silence, everyone.”

The violinists ripped their bows from the strings, and our host turned up the volume on the radio. The chancellor’s voice rang across the room just as Fritz reached my side. Every bit of my husband’s childhood in the Jewish ghetto had been polished away by then, replaced by elegant manners, a starched white shirt, and a clear, operatic baritone. He put his arm around my shoulder and his ruby cuff link brushed my cheek, a cool spot in the warm room.

“Men and women of Austria: this day has placed before us a serious and decisive situation,” Chancellor von Schuschnigg said.

He took a choked breath that we could hear through the radio waves. Men I’d known since I was a girl turned pale. They lowered their champagne flutes and balled up their cocktail napkins. Lily wilted against her father’s thin frame. Someone tipped over a glass, and it shattered.

The chancellor said that Hitler’s army was at our borders, and for one more second I believed our small country was about to go to war. I thought we would fight the Germans, and that we could win.

“We have decided to order the troops to offer no resistance,” the chancellor said. “So I take leave of the Austrian people with a German word of farewell uttered from the depth of my heart—God protect Austria.”

A strange sound came from my husband’s throat. I saw my mother mouth my father’s name—Gustav—and my father mouth hers—Thedy—in a single moment that seared itself into my mind like a photograph. A woman fainted, and sirens began to wail in the streets outside. I saw Uncle Ferdinand waving in my direction, but my parents circled around us saying Secure your money. Secure your jewels. Go home. Lock your doors. Get your passports. Get out and then Fritz and I were pouring outside into the fading evening with everyone else.

Church bells were ringing, and hundreds of people were crowding into the streets waving Nazi flags. I had no idea there were so many Austrians just waiting for the Führer. But there they were, hordes of ordinary Gentiles who thought Hitler was right and the Jews were to blame for their problems—poverty, sadness, cold, whatever it was they were angry about, Hitler wanted them to blame us. And they did. They were smiling and laughing and waving their swastikas. They were shouting, Germany is united—long live Hitler.

We all knew what had been happening to the Jews in Germany, but until that moment it had seemed a world away. If that makes us willfully ignorant or foolish and naive, then that’s what we were. There’s no other way to say it.

Behind the wheel of our new black sedan, Fritz stared straight ahead. Men in brown uniforms marched arm in arm through the street as if they’d stepped right from the thick walls of the Ringstrasse buildings. Soldiers stood like hard marionettes with their chins thrust into the air. I wanted to ask Fritz where they’d been hiding with their pressed uniforms and shining swastika pins, but when I saw tears on my husband’s face I bit the inside of my cheek and swallowed my words.

By the time we reached the Altmann Textiles factory grounds, where we lived in our newlywed apartment, Fritz had composed himself and looked as much like the vice president of the business as he could manage.

“Four men were here asking for you,” the gateman said. Otto was a strong man with a clean, square jawline and two lovely children. He secured the padlock behind us, and for the first time in my life it occurred to me that I was locked inside the gates. “They wanted to see the man who runs the factory.”

“What did you tell them?” Fritz asked.

“I said Bernhard Altmann is away on business, and Fritz Altmann is here in Austria.”

“What did they say?”

Otto blanched.

“They said, ‘There is no Austria anymore.’ ”
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Inside the apartment we bolted the door, turned off the lights, and crawled under the blankets. We’d been married only four months; I was twenty-two and Fritz was thirty, but we held each other like frightened children.

“You’ll leave right away,” Fritz whispered. “Tomorrow, if it’s possible. You go with Uncle Ferdinand, and I’ll join you as soon as I can.”

My uncle Ferdinand and Fritz’s brother Bernhard had both tried to warn us about Hitler, but their fears had seemed hazy and improbable and we’d listened the way most of Austria had listened: with one hand on the radio dial, searching for music and entertainment.

“I’m not leaving without you,” I said. “We’ll wait until your passport is renewed.”

I had a valid passport, but Fritz’s had expired after our honeymoon. We’d filled out the paperwork, filed for a renewal, and forgotten about it. That had been a month ago.

“I’m not going to get a passport now,” Fritz said. Lights from the factory grounds shone through our bedroom window, illuminating his face in zigzagged shadows. “The Nazis aren’t going to give me one. You go first, and I’ll come as soon as I can.”

“Go where?” I asked. “I don’t want to go anywhere without you.”

“Go with your uncle to Jungfer Brezan,” he said. “That’s where he said he would go if Hitler came. Czechoslovakia will be safe.”

Only then did I remember my uncle waving to me on the dance floor.

“I’ll call Uncle Ferdinand in the morning,” I said. “He’ll make sure we can get out together.”

I pressed my cheek against Fritz’s, and recalled the faint cinnamon of his aftershave on the night we’d met. There had been music and men in tuxedos that night, too—a cool breeze coming through an open window at the Lawyers’ Ball, and a line of women holding their dance cards and waiting for the second waltz.

“Just look at him,” I’d breathed to Lily when Fritz walked by. He’d moved as I thought a lover might move when he wanted a woman, as if there was velvet under his feet. And there was the cinnamon scent, like warm bread and breakfast in bed, lingering in his wake.

“That’s Fritz Altmann,” Lily had whispered. “He’s an amateur opera singer and a real charmer. I admit he’s a looker, but don’t waste your time on him—he’s crazy about a married woman.”

I might have heeded my friend’s warning if Fritz hadn’t climbed onto the music stage just then and silenced the room with Schubert’s aching love song: You are peace, the gentle peace—you are longing, and what stills it. Maybe he was a playboy, but his voice had the warmth of a roaring fire. He sang about longing, pleasure, and pain. He sang as if he wanted a home, and that very night I’d made one for him inside myself.

I wouldn’t leave Austria or Vienna without him. To even think of it was terrifying.
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I was swallowing a bite of dry toast the next morning when a delivery boy in a blue hat hammered at the kitchen door. The sky was flat as Fritz gave the boy a silver coin and read the cable from his brother.

Safe in Paris. Secure the books. Come immediately or await my instructions. Stop. Bernhard.

“Of course,” Fritz said in a tight voice. “I have to secure the ledgers.”

The newspaper was unopened on our table, with a photograph of Hitler’s motorcade crossing the Danube River above a boxed notice that read: EFFECTIVE IMMEDIATELY Jews must report all property, holdings, and cash to the Central Offices of the Reich. Those failing to cooperate will be subject to seizure and imprisonment.

“I’m calling Uncle Ferdinand,” I said. I hit the telephone receiver once, then twice. The line was dead, and that gave me a new sense of urgency. “I’m going over there. He might already have a passport and papers for you.”

“You can’t go out there,” Fritz said. “We have no idea what’s happening in the streets.”

I buttoned up my coat and pulled on my scarf and gloves. My resolve was a metronome clacking inside me: I can’t leave without you, I won’t leave without you, I can’t leave without you, I won’t leave without you.

“You get the ledgers. I’ll see my uncle, and then I’m going to check on my parents,” I said. “I’ll be home in three hours, maybe less.”
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The Altmann Textiles factory was set on four acres in Vienna’s Margareten District, southwest of the city center. The buildings were yellow and whitewashed brick connected by a maze of smooth pathways. There was a modern cafeteria where everyone ate lunch together, and Fritz and Bernhard knew each of their three hundred employees by name.

Fritz walked me to the front gate, when we found Otto still on duty at the guardhouse.

“Where’s the morning man?” Fritz asked.

The workers usually began arriving before eight in the morning, but that day the grounds were still empty.

“He didn’t show up,” Otto said with a shrug. He looked at my sturdy shoes. “Frau Altmann, the streets are dangerous. I hope you’re not going out there.”

“Wait,” Fritz said. “I’ll go with you later.”

“I’m going now.” I pressed my face against his. “You take care of the books.”

Outside the gates, our street was deserted and the houses silent. Shades pulled low across dark drawing room windows seemed to flutter and blink as I walked away from home. I was much more frightened than I’d let on to Fritz. At the tram stop I kept my eyes on the ground and pulled my collar up around my face. I tried not to think of anything. I tried only to breathe and stay calm.

There was no ticket taker on the tram. The seats were full of silent workmen and servants in white starched uniforms. I shoved my ticket into my pocket and held on to a leather strap as the rail rolled beneath me. As we rounded the Mariahilf District, there was an angry red Nazi banner hanging from a tall building. We all turned to look, and the car buzzed with something that seemed to hang between anticipation and terror.

At the stop near the Naschmarkt, a big man in a black uniform stepped onto the streetcar and shouted, Heil Hitler. The entire car saluted back, but I hesitated. The man barked again, Heil Hitler, and stared until I put up my arm and mouthed the words. As I did, I saw the Secession gallery slide by on my left. Soldiers stood in a line across the museum steps, unfurling a red banner that covered the slogan that had been there all my life. I struggled to recall the words, but they slid away as quickly as the golden dome slid from view.

The next stop was Karlsplatz, where the Church of St. Charles anchored the square. I got off without looking back. The church doors were flung open, the bells were ringing, and there was a crowd of people in front of the fountain. I turned the other way, clutched my handbag to my side, and tried not to run through the streets.

My uncle’s house was on Elisabethstrasse, overlooking Schiller Park. As I rounded a stand of naked shrubs, I nearly tripped over a line of old women on their knees. The women were dressed in fur coats and patent leather boots, and they were scrubbing the sidewalks with toothbrushes. I lost my footing and came to a full stop, nearly retching in the street.

“If you do a good job, filthy Jew, maybe I’ll let you keep that fat diamond ring,” a soldier barked. He butted a woman with his rifle, and I felt a sharp pain in my jaw, as if he’d struck me, too. The woman cried out, and he struck her again. I scanned the old faces, praying I wouldn’t see anyone I knew.

“Join us, fräulein,” a soldier leered at me. Another one laughed, and I thought I might faint. “We can use a pretty young one like you.”

I fled from the park, hurried up the steps at 18 Elisabethstrasse and banged on the door.

“Uncle Ferdinand?” I called first for my uncle, then for his butler. “Georg? Are you in there? It’s Maria—it’s me, please open the door.”

A gunshot rang out in the park behind me, and my knees went weak.

The door opened and my uncle’s cook was standing in her white uniform, a dish towel over her shoulder. I was prepared to throw myself into her arms, but she looked at me with a cool eye.

“Your uncle isn’t here,” Brigitte said. “He left before dawn. He’s probably across the border by now.”

“Left?” I asked numbly. It had not occurred to me that my uncle might leave without us.

“Without a word to anyone.” Brigitte’s mouth twisted. “Georg saw him pack his papers and lock up the safe. He’s probably gone to Jungfer Brezan.”

“Did he leave anything for me?” I asked. “A package or an envelope?”

She shrugged.

“I’d like to check his study.” Even to my ears, it was clear the words were a plea.

“Suit yourself,” she said, and stepped aside.

The grand palais was silent. The furniture seemed to cast long shadows across the parlor, and the grandfather clock on the landing kept time like ticking dynamite. Upstairs, my uncle’s desk was impossibly tidy. I tried the desk drawers, but they were locked. I looked under the radio and the ink blotter and ran my hand along the clean bookshelves. There wasn’t even a layer of dust.

I could smell my uncle’s cigars, but very quickly it was clear that he’d left nothing for me. My last chance was Aunt Adele’s sitting room, where her golden portrait hung. The room was a shrine to my aunt, filled with her favorite paintings and books. The curtains were drawn, and the air inside was stale. Her portrait was filled with gold and silver baubles and strange symbols I’d never been able to puzzle out. I’d often had coffee and cake in that room with my uncle, nibbling on sweets while he talked about the wife who’d died when I was only nine.

“She was celebrated throughout Europe and the empire. One day that legacy will belong to you, Maria,” my uncle had said. He’d leaned over and brushed my cheek. “You’re the daughter we never had. The daughter she longed for.”

Outside the palais a woman screamed, and gunshots followed. I pushed aside thick curtains and saw two women lying in pools of blood. My knees buckled, and for a moment my eyes went black. An engine roared, a horn blared, and there was the sound of dogs’ frenzied barking.

I pulled away from the window and grabbed for Adele’s letter opener in a panic. I felt sure there was something hidden in the room for me—perhaps behind the portrait or slipped into a picture frame.

Another shot rang out, and a jeep screeched to a stop outside. I heard heavy boots on the landing, and loud knocking. Men barked my uncle’s name, and blood pounded in my ears like a loud siren.

“Ferdinand Bloch-Bauer? We’re here for Herr Bloch-Bauer.”

“He’s gone,” I heard the cook say calmly. “But his niece Maria Altmann is upstairs in the dead wife’s sitting room.”



ADELE

1886

I was born on the third floor of our summerhouse just outside of Vienna, and learned to read there the year I turned five. The day was lazy and sunny and smelled of the briny Old Danube in the distance. Everyone else had gone up the hill to ride horses near the monastery, but Karl and I stayed behind with a fat copy of Grimm’s Fairy Tales.

“I hate this thing,” my brother said, tugging at the starched collar of his blue-and-white sailor suit. He was fourteen years old and desperate for long pants and a button-up shirt. “I’d rather wear a dress and corset than this.”

Karl plucked two buttermilk scones from the silver tray and spread them with blackberry jam. I draped myself over a sturdy wicker chair on the shady veranda and kicked off my shoes. When I rolled down the long cotton stockings, my toes looked like ten white, skinny fish. They made me very happy, and I wiggled them in the air. Karl offered me a bite of his scone, and held his hand under my mouth so I wouldn’t drop crumbs on my apron dress. Then he wrote the alphabet on a slate.

“I already know my letters,” I said. I swatted at a mosquito that had bitten my foot, and rubbed away a spot of blood. “I practiced outside with a stick in the dirt.”

“Then see if you can write them.”

Karl handed me the chalk, and I traced each letter carefully. A was for Adele. B was for Bauer. It was easier than I thought it would be.

“See here.” Karl wrote out the letters of his name, and when the kitten mewled against my bare leg, he wrote out the word K-A-T-Z-E. Soon everything fell into place, and I was lost in the swirl of letters and symbols, the possibility of entire words and sentences already forming like a boat on a distant shore, when the others came back and Mother appeared on the porch. My sister, Thedy, stood behind her.

“Get up at once,” Mother said. Her face was pinched, her hair still tightly wound under her riding cap. “Put on your shoes and stockings. And where is your hat?”

Mother thought I was too young to be taught to read, but the deed was done, and within a few weeks, I was sounding out long words on my own. I didn’t like making my mother cross, but it happened so often that I’d gotten used to it. I loved the letters that jammed against one another like tsch, the soft c nestled against the tall h making a sound that could chug across the page or whisper softy enough to put a kitten to sleep.

“You’re much too clever for a girl,” Thedy said when she found me puzzling out the words to a fairy tale at the end of August.

Thedy was my only sister, and she was very kind. Her eyelashes curled up twice as long as anybody else’s, and when she spoke, she sounded like she was almost singing. She was three years younger than Karl and content to play the piano and dress up as Mother liked. She pleased her tutors but never asked for more books to read or spent extra time on her lessons, as Karl did.

I wasn’t sure if Thedy meant it was good to be clever, or if it was bad. I looked to her for a clue, but her face revealed nothing.

“Adele is the smartest girl I know,” Karl said. He was bent over his desk, tracing out small ferns and tiny edelweiss for his botany scrapbook. When he said it, I was positive that being smart was a good thing. “Maybe as clever as me.”

“Yes,” Thedy said with a sigh. “I suppose that’s true.”

[image: Images]

We had no pets in the city, but kept two kittens in the country because Mother said they calmed her nerves. The cats slept on the veranda in the daytime, and under my bed at night. Thedy named the kittens after the emperor and empress: Franz was skittish and playful, not at all like the emperor with his stiff red jacket and big black bucket hat; Little Sisi had beautiful, mottled green eyes and warm brown fur.

In the blanched heat of my seventh summer, I studied a portrait of the empress that hung in Father’s library and decided to try my own hand at art. With two sharp pencils and a single piece of watercolor paper, I sat cross-legged on the veranda and worked for hours drawing my Little Sisi with a ring of white clover looped around her ears just like the flowers the empress wound through her hair.

When I showed the drawing to my sister, she laughed.

“It’s darling,” Thedy said, when she saw that her merriment had made me cross. “Truly, Adele, it’s a very pretty picture.”

When I showed the sketch to Karl, he considered it with the utmost seriousness.

“You’ve got the proportions just right,” my brother said. His praise rang in my ears for days.
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In Vienna we lived in a white stone house directly across from the university. Because I was the youngest, I had the smallest room, but it had a bright cupola where I kept my green chaise pushed against the windows. From my bedroom, I could see the emperor’s palace and St. Stephen’s Cathedral in the Graben, and beyond it the sweep of green toward the Nineteenth District, where we summered. When I was alone, I climbed often into the windowsill and peered down to watch university students rushing to and from their classes with books tucked under their arms and neckerchiefs flying.

Although I looked very long and hard, I never saw a single woman among the scholars. Even among the best families, few girls continued their education beyond the age of twelve. Girls who sat for the university entrance exam were gossiped about over breakfast tables and afternoon teas, and only a rare few managed the coursework. Still, I dreamt of studying philosophy, anatomy, and biology, attending lectures and talking about them around the supper table with my brothers.

When the first gymnasium for young women opened in Vienna when I was twelve, Mother enrolled me—probably because the school was very exclusive and the talk of all of her friends.

The first day, I was up and dressed in my blue uniform before anyone else. Nanny coiled my hair atop my head instead of wrapping it in two braids, tucked a lavender sachet into my pocket, and pinched my cheeks so they wouldn’t look pale. My stomach was nervous, and I was too excited to eat.

“Toast, at least,” Mother insisted. Karl winked at me, and I hurried with my nanny to the school on Hegelgasse, where I entered through glossy brass doors without looking back.

The building smelled of soap and ink, and the halls were lit with gaslights. The classrooms were set with tables instead of little desks, and I was given an assigned seat next to two girls whom I knew because our fathers were in business together. The headmistress wore a white dress with a black smock over it and took attendance from her desk. My name was first, and I called out, “Present.”

“What are you?” the headmistress asked. She didn’t look up until I begged her pardon. Then her face turned to a prune and she said, impatiently, “Come now, Jewess or Catholic, it’s not a difficult question.”

“Jewess,” I said, although I’d never called myself a Jewess before.

Most of my classmates were Catholic, and straightaway at recess they asked if I’d studied Hebrew or spoke Yiddish—as if I wore a shawl over my head and smelled of cabbage and herring like the poor shtetl Jews in the Second District.

“Papa says he hears you Jews wailing your religion songs on Fridays,” one of the girls said. She had bright yellow hair, and when she tossed her head and laughed, a whole gaggle of girls around her did the same. At that moment I resolved that I would never cackle around with a goose parade of silly girls.

Anyway, my family wasn’t the least bit observant. Like all of our friends, my parents had declared themselves konfessionslos—without faith—because it was better for my father’s banking business, and for our standing in society. Emperor Franz Joseph had made it easy for us to leave our religion behind. At Christmastime we had a tall tree in our front parlor and exchanged gifts at the stroke of midnight on Christmas Eve. We didn’t go to church, but we didn’t go to synagogue, either. While my Catholic classmates at gymnasium attended religion class on Mondays and Thursdays the three other Jewish girls and I sat on a hard bench outside the headmistress’s office and waited in silence. I didn’t like that one bit, but there was nothing to be done about it.
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Like all of our friends in Vienna, my family had dinner together every afternoon at two o’clock. Mother sat at one end of our table and Father at the head, the maids served meat and potatoes, and my four brothers took up the center of the table with loud debate.

“God is dead,” Karl announced one afternoon when I was still in my first year at the gymnasium.

Nobody blinked an eye. My mother passed the potatoes, and the butler ladled gravy onto Karl’s plate.

“Darwin certainly agrees with that,” Eugene said, waving his fork in the air. The other boys all joined in. I wanted to participate, and to know what the boys knew, but I was a girl, and no one paid any attention to me.

Karl had begun reading for philosophy and anatomy at university that same year, and soon after he told us that God was dead, I asked if he would let me read one of his philosophy books.

“Nietzsche is too much for a girl,” Karl said. “Even one as clever as you.”

“Darwin, then?”

He raised both eyebrows and shook his head.

“Well then, anatomy.” I popped out my lower lip in a trick that sometimes worked with him. “Teach me that. I want to know what you know, and learn what you learn.”

“Anatomy is worse than philosophy,” Karl said. “You know a girl can’t have that kind of education.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because it will frighten you,” he said. “Your mind isn’t ready. It may never be ready.”

My brother had never said such a thing to me before. I was more furious than hurt. I left his room without a word, put on my boots and coat, and asked Nanny to walk with me to the Museum of Art History on the Ringstrasse.

“I’d be delighted, Miss Adele,” she said, and found her best hat and gloves for the occasion.

It seemed half the city was at the museum looking up at the colorful murals or marveling at ancient artifacts collected from the tombs of dead Egyptians. I pretended to study the formal portraits that ran up the fresh red walls, while really I peered sideways at a tall oil painting of Adam and Eve standing naked and unashamed beneath an apple tree.

What was dangerous about anatomy? I wanted to know. Why should a girl not learn about the mind and the body, or what lay beneath the skin?

I was never permitted to visit the museum without a chaperone, but at least Mother and Nanny—or Thedy, when I could convince her to go with me—did not insist on standing beside me while I wandered through the cool galleries. Up and down the marble staircase, I searched for large, sweeping paintings of mythical events and stood in awe of pale flesh and naked buttocks. I contemplated Adam and Eve as they covered their bodies in shame, and the three phases of man as he matured and withered away.

Vienna was a city of music, but my interest in art was an acceptable diversion. Mother went so far as to arrange for me to have drawing lessons, which I promptly gave up when I realized I would only be drawing landscapes and flowers, and not the human body.
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Karl and I were waving good-bye to Father in the country house courtyard the following summer when his carriage pulled away with a start and my hand was caught in the wagon wheel. It happened very quickly. I saw just a small bit of what was beneath my skin—red blood, a loop of blue vein, something that looked like string—before I passed out and Karl caught me. When I woke, my hand was wrapped in a fat white bandage and I felt as if I were floating.

“I’m sorry,” Karl said. His face was woozy, as if he were a ghost.

“It’s not your fault,” I said before I fell back asleep.

My hand healed, but the scar was purple and my thumb permanently twisted. Everyone said it was barely noticeable, but I felt otherwise. At school I tucked my right hand in my lap when I wasn’t writing, and raised my left hand whenever I wanted the headmistress to call on me. Karl was especially kind to me that autumn, and on a snowy evening just past the New Year of 1894 he invited me into his study and told me to close my eyes.

I pretended to do as he asked, but kept one eyelid open just a tiny sliver.

“No peeking,” he said.

My brother was twenty-three. He had a thin mustache and serious brown eyes. He had begun courting a girl who was often a guest at the Wittgensteins’ music parlor, although he didn’t seem to have much enthusiasm for her. His bedroom smelled like freshly starched shirts, and the books on his desk smelled of ink and dust and the mill where the paper had been made.

I ran my fingers blindly over the book he’d slid across his desk. I wanted to eat the words, to feel the paper turn back to pulp in my mouth, to swallow the letters and make them mine.

“Is it anatomy?” I asked.

“Tell me again why I should show it to you.”

I was ashamed of the way my fingers had been twisted and scarred by the accident. That’s why I thought Karl was being kind to me. But that’s not what I said.

“Because I’m clever, and because I want to learn what makes us human,” I said. “And because you cannot think of a good reason why I should not be allowed to study what you study.”

“But you can’t tell Mother,” he said. “She can’t know I’ve shown you. Ever.”

“You can trust me with your life,” I said.

“I believe I would,” Karl said. “I believe you would be worthy of it.”

He told me not to cry out when I opened my eyes, and so I was prepared for the worst thing I could imagine, like my hand when it had been ripped open.

Instead I saw a man without skin, his blue and red veins beneath his skull as if his very thoughts were mapped beneath my fingertips, the whole universe of his nerves and the very breath in his lungs and the heart right at the center of his chest where I felt my own heart beating beneath my shirtwaist at that very moment. This was what I had been waiting for—a glimpse of what was invisible and yet right there below the surface of everything. In a flash, I understood there was a world of hidden knowledge in books, under clothing, and in hallowed lecture halls—entire universes that I did not even know existed, and questions I would never know to ask.

“Look here, Adele.” Karl’s hand hovered over the red and blue lines that crisscrossed through the skull. “Here, especially, a man and a woman are the same.”

My brother spoke to me about ligaments, sinews, tendons, veins—the long torso and the nervous system that moved through the spine, connecting everything. It was all much more splendid than I had imagined. He put his hand upon my mangled one, and traced the two bent fingers. He told me to pulse my fist, and traced a line on another page where the hand muscles and ligaments were drawn.

“You can make your hand stronger,” Karl said. “Beneath the skin, everything is already being repaired.”

When I next saw Adam and Eve in the museum, I knew how bones, muscle, and tendons kept the pair standing even when God banished them from the Garden of Eden. I knew their bodies completed one another’s like hand and glove, so that even after God was dead—in my naive way, I understood that somehow God had existed but was now gone—their children, and their children’s children, were able to cover themselves in clothing and to go on.

This is not to say I understood the working of the genitalia, for clearly I did not. But I knew what made a man and a woman different, and that it was not the mind or the heart that distinguished one from the other.
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I was in my bedroom reading a Jane Austen novel one cool afternoon when the front door burst open and there was shouting on the landing and a scramble of feet up the stairs.

“Hold his head, don’t let go of his feet, damn it!”

I ran into the hallway and saw Karl stretched out between my brothers, his body limp and his eyes rolling up into the back of his head. I started crying no, no, but very softly, so I wouldn’t scare my brother. He had on a morning coat and striped gray pants, and one shoe had fallen off. His sock had a tiny hole in the toe. It had been a very long winter, and the house was still damp and cold.

“Call the doctor,” Eugene shouted. “And, Adele, get back in your room.”

Someone sent for Father, who came home and hurried directly into Karl’s room, banging the door shut behind him. I heard worried voices, and my mother telling something to the cook. Thedy came into my bedroom and sat with me. I was shaking and struggling to breathe, and my sister said I was imagining the worst.

“He’ll be fine,” Thedy said, stroking my hair. “He has a fever, he should have stayed home instead of going to his lectures.”

Soon the doctor swept through the kitchen and up the back staircase, carrying his black bag and the smell of medicine and sickness. Mother was sent from Karl’s room, and the whole house was quiet. The church bells rang five o’clock, and then six. I thought the silence was a good thing, and finally stopped crying and curled up into a ball under my blankets. Light drained from the day, and I could hear the university boys rushing and shouting in the streets.

When Karl’s door opened and the doctor came out, Thedy and I jumped up to eavesdrop on the landing. We pressed against the wall and gripped one another around the waist.

“It’s pneumonia,” the doctor said. “I’ve given him a cold enema, and he has to stay wrapped in warm blankets.”

Mother’s voice was high and frightened, and my father’s sounded flat as a wooden plank.

“Will he be all right?” Father asked. “What else can we do?”

“You can pray,” the doctor said. “If his fever doesn’t break tonight, I’m afraid we’ll lose him.”

“Lose him?” Father asked. Mother broke into a loud sob. Thedy and I ran into the hallway and flung our arms around her. The other boys came, too, and stood in a stunned circle around us until my mother began to gasp for air.

“Leave your mother be,” my father said. His voice was choked, his face ashen. He put an arm around Mother’s shoulder, and they went together into Karl’s bedroom.

Father didn’t leave Karl’s side, and sometime during the night I crept in and slipped beside him. I’m sure Father saw me, but he didn’t say a word. He didn’t touch me. The room was hot and stuffy, my brother’s face was pale and blank, and every few minutes he opened his mouth and groaned. I knew Father would make me leave if I cried, and so I made myself very strong.

I reached beneath the sheets and took Karl’s hand. It was hot to the touch.

“You’re going to be fine,” I said. We were the same beneath the skin, but he was hot and I was cold, he was sweating and I was shivering, and he smelled of unwashed sheets.

I closed my eyes and prayed with all my might. I’d never prayed before, but I’d heard the girls at school during their catechism and knew the words by rote: Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, I whispered. I told myself that if I believed in God, he would help.

“Addie,” Karl whispered. I jumped. My prayers were working. “Addie, listen to me.”

I had to put my ear right next to his lips to hear.

“Don’t let them box you in, do you hear me? Don’t let them do that.”

I didn’t know what he meant. I was fifteen, he was twenty-six, his hand was limp and damp in mine.

“I won’t,” I said.

“Promise me.”

He coughed, the sound of angry crows in his lungs.

“You’re the cleverest girl I know,” he said.

I didn’t think he was going to die. I believed he was going to get better. I prayed and prayed for his fever to break, and fell asleep with my face on his bed, the sheets and blankets wrinkled under my cheek.

I woke to my mother’s hand on my shoulders, leading me out of the room.

“Is he better?” I asked. “Is he awake?”

The room was cold, and my mother was weeping softly.
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Karl’s room was locked, and the servants packed away his books and clothes.

“His Darwin?” I asked my brother Eugene. “And his anatomy text, too?”

Eugene nodded sadly, and pressed a slim copy of the Homeric Hymns into my hands the next morning. It had a blue linen cover and Karl’s bookplate with his signature inside. I slid it beneath my pillow, and at night I buried my face between the pages, where I inhaled the pulp and ink that had always been part of my brother and that I’d always believed would be part of me, too.

I didn’t sit for final exams that year at school. Instead, I sank into my green chair and refused to leave. My brothers threw themselves back into work and studies, and Father spent long days in his offices. Thedy played Moonlight Sonata on the piano in the foyer every afternoon, and I thumbed through art books I’d dragged out of Father’s library. I turned page after page of tinted lithographs, examining saints and goddesses and the way Italian painters depicted heaven among the clouds peopled with winged cherubs. Although I knew heaven was a lie, the pictures comforted me.

Mother came every morning to ask what I wanted for dinner, and every day I told her the same thing: potatoes mashed with butter, the way Karl liked them. Then I sat at the table, moving the potatoes around on my plate and drying my tears on the edge of my white napkin.

“You will get better,” Thedy said.

“You said Karl would get better,” I said. I didn’t mean it to sound cruel, but I knew it did.

“That’s not very kind.” Thedy’s eyes teared.

“I’m sorry,” I told her. “Please, just leave me alone.”

I read The Odyssey and Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and tried to take some comfort in the idea that somewhere there was an eternal castle of dark and light memory where Karl might be reading his books at the same time, pondering the same words and phrases. God and my brother were both dead, but I wanted to believe in something more powerful than myself, and I read until I’d worn myself out trying.

Still, my body insisted itself, and every morning my bosom seemed to have grown a tiny bit. When my bleeding came, it was a shock to feel my insides churning and to see the angry red spot on my knickers.

“It’s here,” I told Thedy. “Just like you said. But you didn’t say I would feel so sick.”

“That will pass.” Thedy put her cool lips to my forehead. “Just rest for today, and tomorrow you’ll feel better.”

She let me have her belt and a clean supply of rags, but of course I needed my own, which meant I had to tell Nanny, who told Mother, who came to my room and said it meant that I was a woman.

“I’m not,” I said.

I didn’t want to be a woman if Karl wasn’t there to be a man. When he was alive, I’d believed that somehow he would convince Father and Mother to send me to university. With him gone, I felt everything slip away. I was half child, half woman: a sad, thin sprite. I refused to make my debut in the January season—Mother didn’t have the heart to argue—and even the museum, with its silent columns and life-size murals, did not appeal to me.

“You’ll have suitors anyway,” Thedy said. “You know Mother will make sure of it.”

“I only want to go to university,” I reminded her, but we both knew that wouldn’t happen. I wasn’t courageous enough. I yearned to study, but I also wanted to have children one day—a boy and a girl who would love one another as I’d loved Karl, and he’d loved me. Without my brother, I could not imagine defying convention and having both.


By order of Emperor Franz Joseph in 1881, Gustav and Ernst Klimt climb a ladder above the center stairwell in Vienna’s sparkling new Museum of Art History and slide onto the wooden scaffolding that abuts the arcades and spandrels. The black-and-white-tiled floor is at a dizzying distance below. The brothers wear loose white overalls; their pockets are filled with measuring instruments and straightedge blades. Each young man carries a tubular spirit level in which a tiny air bubble floats in a minute amount of oil and rum. The museum is closed. Light streams through the high windows on either side of the new building. The elder brother unrolls the first long canvas while Ernst opens and mixes the pot of glue.

Their mural is on four pieces of painted canvas, a total of sixteen feet tall and thirty feet wide. The centerpiece is two Egyptian women: one holds a black ankh, the other a raven. The women’s eyes are ringed in heavy black kohl, their costumes are golden and feathered. The painters start at the north end of the spandrel and work slowly, carefully, measuring and attaching the mural to the walls. The mythical figures tower above them, almost dancing across the museum walls.



MARIA

1938

There were footsteps on the staircase: the Nazis were inside my uncle’s palais. I tried to hide by pressing between the silk curtains in my aunt’s sitting room, but in an instant two men in black uniforms filled the doorway.

I recognized the younger one immediately: he’d been a lackluster suitor of mine when I’d been pining for Fritz. Now he wore a swastika armband.

“Where is Ferdinand Bloch-Bauer?” he demanded.

“I don’t know,” I managed to say.

“You don’t live here, do you?” I could see he recognized me, and that he didn’t wish me ill.

“Of course not. I live in the Margareten District.”

“Then get out of here.” He dismissed me with a snap of his wrist. “Go home where you belong.”

Before the other soldier could stop me, I was flying down the stairs, past the shelves stacked with my uncle’s precious porcelain, and out the front door into the shrill morning. If my uncle had left anything for me, it had slipped through my hands.

I didn’t dare turn into Schiller Park. Instead, I went into the Ring and walked toward my parents’ house. People were crowding into the streets waving flags and calling to one another as if they were waiting for a carnival. In the distance, I could hear drumbeats and the thrum of a parade.

I pulled my scarf tight around my ears and kept my eyes to the ground. Near the Belvedere Castle I passed a skinny old rabbi chained to a bench with a crooked sign around his neck that read Filthy Jew. Yeshiva students were on their hands and knees barking like dogs while soldiers yelled, “Louder, bitches, or we’ll whip you.” A young man shouted, Die, Jews! Hitler is coming, and schoolgirls in white knee socks threw rocks at two old men who cowered on a bench.

By the time I turned onto Stubenbastei, I was freezing and my face was wet with tears.

When the maid didn’t answer, I fumbled for my key I found Mama alone in the kitchen, still in her bathrobe. There was a cup of coffee on the table, and the newspaper unopened beside it. The air smelled stale.

“Uncle Ferdinand is gone.” I blurted it out, even though I knew it would frighten her. “Did you know that?”

My mother shook her head, and I told her what the cook at Elisabethstrasse had said.

“I hope he’s safe.” My mother began to cry. “Ferdinand wouldn’t have left us unless he was in terrible danger.”

I put my arms around her.

“What about Leopold and the others?” I asked.

My sister Louise lived in Yugoslavia with her husband and daughters. My brother Robert was an attorney, and Leopold was the head accountant at Uncle Ferdinand’s sugar company. With my uncle gone, Leopold would be his highest-ranking company officer in Vienna. If Uncle Ferry was in danger, then my brother Leopold was in danger, too.

“Louise is safe where she is. Robert and Leopold should be at home or at their offices,” she said. She wiped away her tears. “No one called, Maria. No one’s been here but you.”

“And Papa?”

“He’s hardly said a word since we left the party last night.”

I found my father in the library cradling his cello. The shades were drawn, and the room was dark.

“Papa?” I fell to my knees in front of him. He reached a hand toward my face the way a blind man might reach for the sounds of someone’s voice. It was as if he couldn’t see me.

“You should go home and lock the doors. Stay inside until it’s over,” he said, and then he shut his eyes.

Back in the kitchen, my mother was threading a needle with a shaking hand. I asked what she was mending, but she lifted a napkin to reveal a small pile of colored jewels.

“Not mending,” she said. “I’m getting ready.”

My mother had been raised with dressing maids and cooks. She was one of the most fashionable women in her circle and had two seamstresses in the Graben who made dresses on custom forms to her exact measurements. Yet she put the thread through the needle easily and deftly tied it with a bit of spit. Then she turned a black glove inside out, slit the lining, and tucked two emeralds and a small diamond into the tiny pocket she’d made.

“My sister was never interested in sewing or cooking,” Mama said. It was true—my aunt’s passion had been for art, books, and what she’d called a ferocious need for freedom and education. “But I learned what I needed to know.”

My mother handed me a needle, and I threaded the eye as she had done. I watched her sew the glove back up, her neat black stitches disappearing into the seam. I did the same. The needle stuck on the first stitch, but then it moved smoothly. The rhythm of the stitches soothed me, and as we worked I told her about Bernhard’s cable.

“Yes, Paris will be safe.” Mama nodded as if it had already been decided. “Go to Paris right away. Everyone who can get out is leaving.”

When she handed me the black gloves, the seams were perfect.

“Wear these. When you go home, pry the diamonds out of your rings and sew them into your brassiere just like this.”

“You’ll need the gloves,” I said. “You’re leaving, too. We’ll go together.”

“You’ve seen your father. He’s too frail to travel.”

I knew she was right, and yet I argued until finally she spoke the lie that neither of us believed.

“You and Fritz go first. When your father is stronger, then we’ll find you.”
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The next day Hitler marched into Vienna with hundreds of thousands of German soldiers. While the streets filled with tanks, motorcars, cheering crowds and marching bands, Jews across the city lit bonfires and burned their bankbooks and business files. Fritz and I didn’t leave the house, but we could smell the fire and ash in the wind.

The following morning my brother Robert was dismissed from his law firm with a single sentence—“you’re a Jew”—and the contents of his desk emptied into the trash while he watched. Robert was tall and ordinarily calm, but he was close to hysterics when he knocked on our apartment door in the middle of the afternoon.

“Leopold’s gone,” he said. His jacket and tie were askew, as if he’d been out all night. “He’s not at his apartments, and he’s not at the offices. I went to 18 Elisabethstrasse—Uncle Ferry’s place is crawling with Nazis.”

“What do you mean, Leopold is gone?” I asked.

“I went to his apartment just before I came here,” Robert said. “A stranger answered, and when I asked her about Leopold, she slammed the door in my face.”

I felt close to hysterics.

Robert said, “I’m not going home—Katrine and I are taking the baby to Grinzing with my in-laws. You’ll have to tell Mother and Father for me, Maria.”

We didn’t know how to say good-bye in those early days. There was too much uncertainty and too much at stake. So we only said, Be careful, take care of the baby, take care of yourself.

“When you see Leopold, tell him where to find me,” Robert said.

“And if you see him first, tell him to stay away from Elisabethstrasse,” I said.
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Days passed with no word from Leopold or Uncle Ferdinand.

“Maybe they’re together,” I told my parents as I sat in their cold kitchen. It seemed important to keep up their spirits. “Maybe they’ve gone to Czechoslovakia and are at Jungfer Brezan right now, sleeping in those delicious, big beds.”

But our phone calls to the country house were never answered, and no word came.

A work-stop notice was left at our factory gatehouse that week, and for the first time since we’d been married, the whistle didn’t blow at eight the next morning. Fritz sat in the bedroom, nervously paging through the stack of account books he’d retrieved, adding sums and copying them onto small pieces of paper.

“We’ll need the records,” he said. “But I have to burn the books.”

I took apart a diamond bracelet and hid the jewels piece by piece. I tucked the heart-shaped locket my father had given me into a garter belt lining, and used my mother’s needle and thread to sew a few small gold coins into the padded lining of my favorite brassiere.

It wasn’t enough: our most valuable jewels were in the jewelers’ vaults, where we’d always felt they were safest. We’d even divided my jewels between two jewelers in case one was compromised—as if we had known something bad might happen.

After I’d washed our lunch plates and wrapped the leftovers in brown paper, I tucked my safety box key inside the top of my girdle and set out for the jewelers. Fritz was going to send a cable to his brother in Paris. He’d decided on a simple phrase—we await instructions—that could give nothing away.

At the gate, Fritz put his hands on my shoulders and rubbed his nose against mine.

“Take everything,” he said. “Don’t leave anything in the vault—the jewelers can’t be trusted now.”

“The best pieces are at Werner’s shop,” I reminded him.

“That’s right—get your aunt’s necklace and earrings from Werner, too.”

I studied Fritz’s long nose and heavy brow.

“Remember to salute when they walk by,” I said.

“I won’t salute the Germans.” His eyes were blazing. “I may not be much of a fighter, but I won’t surrender everything the first week.”

We parted ways at the corner of Talgasse and Mariahilferstrasse, and I walked four long blocks more before I saw the crush of patrons outside the jewelers.

“The Germans are inside,” a woman said. She pointed at a ring of soldiers in long coats with shiny brass buttons. “Those guards bloodied three men who tried to ask a question.”

I was stunned to see a familiar face among the guards: it was Rupert, the gateman who’d failed to show up that first morning.

“Get away, filthy Jews!” Rupert shouted. “This store is under German ownership.”

Old and young women with their errand coats and market bags were pressed together, smelling of onions and coffee and something unfamiliar. I could smell my own fear coming up from inside my coat.

“He’s going to shoot,” someone cried. The crowd surged forward and back. A shot rang out, and another shot seemed to come from behind us. I felt trapped. A woman screamed, and a man yelled. “She’s been shot. They’ve shot my Elsa!”

I smelled blood in the air, and all I could think was to get away. I didn’t let myself look at the fallen woman. I inched backward. I ducked under elbows waving in the air and moved past men comforting their wives. I moved blindly, not seeing where I was going, until finally there was nothing but empty space behind me. I almost fell, but at the last second I turned. I made every effort to make myself look carefree. With my light hair and round face, I knew I could pass for a Gentile as long as I didn’t see anyone I knew.
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I reached home to find my apartment door open, and two strange men standing in my living room. One wore a black suit, the other a brown uniform.

“Felix Landau,” the suited man said. He had dark hair, and a long scar on his cheek. I sought Fritz’s eyes, but they were glazed and unfocused.

“Frau Altmann, your husband fully understands why we’re here and what is to be done.”

Again I looked to Fritz, but his expression was blank.

This Landau had a clipboard and a gold pen, and he waved them in my direction.

“As I’ve explained to your husband, we’ve cataloged and Aryanized your assets—they belong to the Reich now, not to you. This is in accordance with the new law. Do you have questions for us?”

My mouth was dry. I shook my head. I’d read everything I needed to know about Aryanization in the morning newspaper. It meant that they could take anything from us, at any time. Any Jew who refused to cooperate would be arrested.
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“Stolen Beauty is a work of art itself.”
~THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
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