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     CHAPTER 1   

  Vienna, 1938

  A holiday had been declared all over Austria and the schools had been closed. Tens of thousands of Viennese had dressed in their Sunday best, each straining toward the Ringstrasse. The mood in the city was festive, with church bells tolling incessantly and houses everywhere adorned with spring flowers and large swastika flags. The city had turned out en masse to greet its new Fuehrer.

  The Ringstrasse—the main thoroughfare of Vienna—was a great boulevard circling the city. It seemed that all of Vienna was lining “the Ring” to celebrate Austria’s absorption into the Reich; it was the day of the Anschluss, and Adolf Hitler was making his triumphal entry into Vienna in a grand motorcade several miles long. He was to be welcomed by the blaring of trumpets and the thunder of drums from scores of marching bands, accompanied by the marching of the vast goose-stepping armies of the Wehrmacht, the SS, and the SA. The German leader was to ride past the waving throngs of Viennese in an open limousine.

  By the time I arrived, the crowd lining the Ringstrasse had already begun to cheer, even before the Fuehrer’s arrival. Latecomers, hearing the noise and fearful of missing the parade, were all running in the same direction—the young couples, eyes laughing and arms intertwined, easily overtaking the older generations.

  Only ten years old and wiry, I ran faster than most. I, too, was eager to get a glimpse of the German Fuehrer who was coming to annex my hometown. Lisl had promised she would wait for me at the Beethoven statue. She was a music student at the Vienna Academy of Art my mother had hired as a part-time governess and piano teacher. Only twenty-three, Catholic, and very beautiful, her eyes were the color of cornflowers and her blond hair reached down almost to her waist. She had told me about Schubert’s early death at thirty-one, and together we had made the pilgrimage to Heiligenstadt to pay homage to Beethoven. Her favorite composer was Mozart, however. Once, she had taken me to St. Stephen’s Cathedral to hear the Great Mass in C Minor.

  “When the angels are on duty in heaven,” Lisl had said, “they play Bach; but off duty, they play Mozart.”

  She had wept afterward when she told me that Mozart was buried in an unknown grave. I had promised her someday I would try to find Mozart’s final resting place; I was so in love with Lisl, I would have promised anything to stop her tears.

  But on this day, I could not spot her. By now, people were packed ten deep along the Ringstrasse, all eyes riveted on the steel-helmeted storm troopers on motorcycles who formed the vanguard of Hitler’s victory procession. Soon, a row of cars appeared and the shouting became louder. I made my way through the crowd as I searched for Lisl.

  “The Fuehrer will pass here in five minutes,” a high-pitched voice exclaimed behind me. Turning, I saw Lisl standing in the front row and happily pushed through the last few feet of the cheering throng, finally reaching for her hand.

  Lisl glanced down at me. I had never seen her look so radiant, yet she seemed strangely distant and did not give my hand the reassuring squeeze of recognition I craved. I became uneasy.

  “We must be silent,” she whispered, almost reverently. “The Fuehrer’s car is coming.”

  I nodded obediently, studying Lisl’s face. Her eyes seemed to burn with an ardent fire, and her hair was windblown in the March breeze. At that very moment, a great roar went through the crowd. An open Mercedes-Benz automobile had become visible in the distance and was slowly moving toward us. A solitary figure stood within it, his arm outstretched in a stiff salute.

  Lisl let go of my hand and reached for the little golden cross she wore between her breasts. This was a gesture she made habitually when reciting the Lord’s Prayer to me at bedtime. “It’s a prayer Jews can say, too,” she liked to say on those occasions.

  Hitler’s car was inching closer, and then, for some unknown reason, it came to a complete standstill almost directly in front of us, only a few feet away. The cheering around us had risen to a deafening crescendo: “We thank our Fuehrer. We thank our Fuehrer.” Again and again the crowd chanted the same refrain. I looked at Lisl, still clutching her cross. Her eyes had become glazed.

  “Holy Maria, Mother of God,” she whispered. “He is the new Messiah.”

  Hitler had dropped his arm for a moment and stood smiling, looking handsome and kind. It seemed to me he was looking directly at Lisl. With a sudden pang of familiarity, I fixed my eyes on his mustache. Just like Papa’s, I thought.

  My beloved father, who had disappeared years ago, used to tickle the soles of my feet with his mustache as he kissed them. I was heartbroken when he vanished and had spent weeks searching for him. Convinced it was my fault he had gone away, I had promised Mama that I would never be bad again.

  “Please make him come back, Mutti,” I pleaded, to which my mother could only cry.

  One day, I thought I saw him on the street and ran into an oncoming car. The driver had braked at the last instant; I escaped with only a few bruises.

  “For a big boy of ten, you shouldn’t be so careless,” the doctor had warned me.

  Nevertheless, I thought I saw Papa everywhere. The pain was like a wild animal raging inside me. Gradually, its grip lessened, but never left entirely. Papa’s sudden disappearance would remain a mystery throughout my life.

  I was awakened from my reverie by Lisl’s voice, just as Hitler’s car lurched forward.

  “He has the most beautiful eyes,” she said. “Did you notice?”

  I hadn’t noticed. I had been thinking about Papa. “Will Hitler be my Fuehrer, too?” I asked.

  Lisl’s face became grave as she placed her hand gently on my head and ran her fingers through my curls.

  “I don’t think so,” she replied. “Hitler does not want to be the Fuehrer of the Jews.” Then she took me home, through the Stadtpark and the festive crowd. I can still remember the heavy ironwork bars on the front door to our apartment house at 35 Reisnerstrasse.

  “Mutti, you are part Aryan, aren’t you?” I asked my mother during lunch after Lisl and I had returned home. My mother had blond hair and blue eyes, fitting the description of the ideal Aryan I had heard about in school.

  “No, I am not,” she answered. “I am Jewish, and so are you.”

  “One hundred percent?” I asked.

  Mama nodded.

  “Well, I don’t want to be Jewish any longer,” I blurted out.

  The day before, I had been beaten up by some of my classmates who, only a few weeks earlier, had made it a daily practice to copy my homework. Now all the boys in school, except for a handful of Jews, were Hitler Youth, and everything had changed, even the clothes. The Hitler Youth proudly wore their new uniforms with the swastika armbands, the shining belt buckles, and the glittering daggers that bore the inscription Alles für Deutschland. I was tired of being an outsider and the only Jew in the class.

  “Why does Hitler say that everything is the fault of the Jews?” I asked my mother.

  “Yes, the Jews and the bicyclists,” Mama answered.

  I was surprised by her response.

  “Why the bicyclists?” I continued.

  “Why the Jews?” retorted my mother with a small, sad smile.

  I looked at her and then at Lisl, waiting for an explanation, but neither offered one. I was confused, and Mama seemed lost in thought. Lisl looked at her and then at me but did not smile.

  “Come, let’s go for a walk,” Mama said finally, and rose from the table.

  My mother was a beautiful woman who was proud of her resemblance to Marlene Dietrich. She was out much of the time, and I was always left in the care of both Lisl and Emma, the elderly cook.

  “Where have you been?” I would ask my mother when she would return in the evenings.

  “Shopping,” Mama would say with an easy laugh, pulling me toward her. She would shower me with kisses and endearments but, after a few minutes, she would become impatient.

  “Emma!” she’d call into the kitchen. “Is dinner ready?”

  After dinner, Mama would usually go out for the evening, but sometimes she sat down at the piano and sang the latest Viennese hits. Once in a while, she would take me to a concert or a play at the Burgtheater, the oldest and most beautiful theater in Vienna. I cherished those brief moments in the company of my mother. Men, I noticed, would kiss her hand and look at her with admiration.

  “Meet my little prince,” she would say, and a strange man’s hand would pat my head perfunctorily.

  Sometimes she would be gone for days at a time. I never found out what Mama bought on those shopping trips since she rarely brought anything home. All I knew was that I hated those long absences—I would sulk in my room while Lisl and Emma did their best to comfort me. I would listen for Mama’s footsteps when she returned for dinner.

  “How’s the little prince?” she would ask as Emma opened the door.

  “He’s been waiting for you,” the cook would answer in a tone of mild reproach. “I just fixed his favorite dessert.”

  “I’ll have some, too,” my mother would say, and then she would smile at me.

  During dinner, my mother would quiz me on my homework. Her questions were always easy.

  “My clever little prince,” she would say proudly with a laugh. “You’ll be a king yet, or at least a prime minister.”

  Now, as we walked through the Stadtpark, Mama was serious. Swastika flags fluttered everywhere: from the park trees, its fountains and war memorials, its statues of generals, artists, and composers. Someone had even stuck one in the hand of the Schubert statue. The composer’s cherubic face looked impassively into the distance while a pigeon, settled incongruously on his head, relieved itself.

  “That’s how Vienna treats its geniuses,” my mother said sadly.

  I thought of the “Unfinished Symphony,” which I had heard for the first time a month before. Its insistent yearning had stirred me deeply and had prompted me to dream of Papa again. The dream was always the same: I followed him into dark tunnels and alleys, but just when I thought I could touch him, he would recede into the distance. In the end, he always eluded me.

  When I woke, I would lie in bed for hours, trying to recapture the image of his face, which had been so clear in the dream. With the morning light, the image would fade, leaving only the longing in its wake.

  Mama and I emerged on the north side of the Stadtpark, where the streets were narrow and paved with cobblestones. Mama, who had been silent for a while now, turned to me suddenly.

  “We must leave Vienna,” she said with an effort. “I am taking the train for Prague tonight. Opi and Omi want us to live there and have found us an apartment. I will come back next week and take you to Prague. In the meantime, Lisl will take care of you.”

  I nodded happily, anticipating an escape from my schoolyard torments. An Austrian Gymnasium was a difficult place under any circumstances, but with the takeover by the Hitler Youth, the harassment and daily beatings, school had become a nightmare. I still recall how a few boys from my class ripped the buttons, the fleur-de-lis patch, and the merit badges from my Boy Scout uniform, telling me that Jews weren’t fit to be scouts. Any chance to get away from all this was welcome. Moreover, the prospect of a ride on the Vienna–Prague Express exhilarated me. Prague was an exciting city, and I loved my grandparents, whom I tended to visit every summer.

  “How long will we stay in Prague?” I wanted to know.

  Mama did not answer.

  “Will Lisl come along?”

  “No,” my mother said. A sense of foreboding rose within me. I began to understand that this train ride to Prague would not be a routine vacation.

  “Let’s get an éclair,” said Mama. She and I sometimes wandered around Vienna on Sundays, and she made it a habit to take me to her favorite pastry shop on the north side of the city, famous for its cream puffs and thick hot chocolate. But this was no Sunday. My foreboding deepened, but I was too frightened to ask any more questions.

  We trudged up the hilly Berggasse in silence. The sun had broken through the clouds, making for a lovely afternoon with a hint of early spring. Halfway up the hill, my mother broke the silence with a small gasp.

  “My God, here comes the dream doctor,” she said.

  I looked up to see a very old man with a beard coming toward us. He walked with short steps and held on to the arm of a younger woman.

  “He will leave Vienna, too, the dream doctor,” said Mama.

  “Does he know what dreams mean?” I asked, fascinated.

  “He has written a book about them,” said Mama. “I tried to read it once but it made no sense to me. He is a famous old eccentric. His name is Dr. Sigmund Freud.”

  “What a wonderful name!” I exclaimed.

  In school, we had sung Beethoven’s chorale from the Ninth Symphony, set to Schiller’s poem, “An die Freude.” The words had made a deep impression on me.

  “Can Dr. Freud make dreams have happy endings?” I asked, thinking of my recurrent nightmare about Papa, which always ended with the same frustration.

  Mama broke into a cascade of affectionate laughter. “Maybe you should ask him yourself,” she said.

  We turned around, but the dream doctor and his companion were already at the bottom of the hill, well out of earshot.

  Mama’s mood darkened again. Something about our encounter with Dr. Freud seemed to have upset her, and our visit to the pastry shop proved to be an anticlimax. We returned home by mid-afternoon, where Lisl had already packed Mama’s bags.

  “Be a good boy,” Mama said as she hugged me good-bye. “I will come back for you next week.”

  And then she was gone.

  I loved my piano lessons with Lisl. We would sit side by side on the piano bench and play Mozart sonatinas for four hands. Lisl would usually let me play the easier part with the melody, the scent of her perfume completing the enchantment. Once, and quite by accident, my elbow touched her breast and an overpowering, delicious sensation coursed through my entire body. My brief encounter with her breast, which went quite unnoticed by Lisl, left me unable to concentrate. Lisl continued alone at the piano, accompanying her considerable skill with her rich alto voice as she sang Schubert’s lieder. After that evening, I worshipped Lisl and would practice endless hours to try to please her.

  Tonight I looked forward to an evening alone with Lisl. This would make up for the shock of Mama’s announcement that we would leave Vienna soon. But during dinner, Lisl seemed preoccupied, and when I asked her to play for me, she shook her head and announced that she had to keep an appointment with a friend. Besides, she admonished, it would do me no harm if I practiced some Czerny exercises. Fearful of arousing Lisl’s displeasure, I sat down at the piano. Lisl said that she would return in time to say good-night and then left the house.

  I woke with a start later that evening, after Lisl had returned and tucked me into bed. I had heard voices whispering in Mama’s bedroom, which was next to mine, separated only by a thick and heavy velvet curtain. The curtain had been installed the year before when I had come down with scarlet fever, and Mama would come in during the night and cool my burning forehead with ice-cold compresses. Now my first thought was of burglars, and I began to choke with fear. Then I recognized Lisl’s voice, speaking in hushed whispers, laughing softly. I found it strange and was only partially reassured. I knew that Lisl’s little room was on the other side of mine, and all was silent there.

  For a while, I lay in bed and listened to the whispers coming from behind the curtain, even catching the sound of a man’s voice. “It’s all right,” I then heard Lisl say. “He’s asleep.”

  The whispering stopped and soon gave way to soft rhythmic moans that aroused my curiosity. I knew that I could look into my mother’s bedroom by parting the curtain in the upper-left corner, so I slipped out of bed and crept toward it. Getting up on tiptoe and stretching to look, I could see that there, on Mama’s big and comfortable bed, lay Lisl and a large, strange man. Both were completely naked, the man’s clothes strewn all over the floor.

  I immediately recognized the black uniform of the SS. A swastika armband and a belt with a silver buckle were visible on the chair, while a pair of black boots and a holstered revolver lay on the carpet.

  “Stay a while,” she said softly, then lifted her face and whispered, “give me a son for the Fuehrer.” She reached for the cross between her breasts, clutched it with both hands, as if in prayer, and whispered reverently, “The new Messiah.”

  The man turned toward Lisl and reached for her. Suddenly, terror flooded my body, as if my guts were hungry wolves that were devouring me from within. My throat constricted and, almost unable to breathe, I staggered back to my bed and curled up. As the rhythmic moaning began, the fear howled inside me. I stuffed the bedsheets into my mouth to stifle my sobs and continued to lay there, twisted with anguish, long after I heard the SS officer leave Mama’s room.

  By the next morning, I had developed a raging fever. Lisl called the doctor, who prescribed alternate hot and cold baths. Mama returned from Prague at news of my illness and sat by my bedside for three days and nights while I slowly recovered. She told me the doctors had been unable to agree on a diagnosis, but they had said that it was serious. I kept silent.

  The following week, we left for Prague. Lisl came to the station to say good-bye and give me a kiss on the cheek, but I felt nothing. Exhausted, I leaned back in a corner of the compartment and thought vaguely of Papa and Dr. Freud, the dream doctor. Mama cried as the whistle blew and the train began to move. I was never to see Lisl again.


     CHAPTER 2   

  Prague, 1939

  I came to love the Czech capital. My grandparents owned a shoe store they had built near the square, a task that took more than thirty years of hard work. Once a year, they took a week’s vacation at an inexpensive nearby spa. One night, they ventured into the local casino to try roulette. They had created a system where, whenever grandfather bet red, grandmother would quickly place a matching bet on black, thus ensuring they never lost. By the end of the night, grandmother had won ten crowns from grandfather, while the house got nothing.

  To earn a little money, I would wait on customers in the shoe store after school hours. On weekends, we would drive into the surrounding woods where I would gather baskets of blueberries. Unfailingly, grandmother would reward my efforts with a silver five-crown piece. Then she would serve a tasty evening meal, capped by those same blueberries that still bore the aroma of the Bohemian woods.

  My grandfather was the kindest of men. He had taught me chess and even let me win occasionally. He’d told me having animals in the house made him nervous, but he bought me a little dog anyway.

  He also had a keen sense of humor. Once, a customer told an interminable story without a point and then, realizing that the punch line was missing, mumbled apologetically, “Goodness, now I have forgotten what I wanted to say.”

  “Never mind,” grandfather said, shaking with laughter. “Say something similar.”

  Even school was pleasant. I quickly learned the language and made new friends, believing that I had left the Hitler Youth behind me for good. The teachers were gentle and had imagination, like my history teacher who would refer to Hitler as Louis the Thirtieth.

  “Why?” one of us had asked.

  “Because Louis the Fifteenth was a half-wit,” Dr. Svoboda replied. We looked at him blankly. “That makes Hitler a total idiot,” he explained.

  Dr. Svoboda had also invented a game titled The Professor and the Idiot, which proved to be immensely educational. It was played by two pupils—one assuming the role of history professor and the other that of idiot—where the professor was to ask the idiot a question so simple that even a child would be able to answer it. It was then the idiot’s task to give the wrong answer nonetheless, whereupon the professor had to “prove” that even this stupid reply was in fact correct.

  A question as obvious as “How long was the Thirty Years’ War?” followed by a response of “Seven years,” could elicit highly creative responses from the professors. “Correct,” they might say. “In those days, people did not fight at night; therefore, one half of the actual fighting time may be subtracted. In addition, there was no fighting on weekends and holidays. If one further subtracts the numerous interruptions due to truces and peace negotiations, one arrives at a precise fighting time of seven years.”

  In this case, the professor would be called the winner. But if he could not find a plausible explanation for the idiot’s answer, the latter was declared the winner. I usually preferred the part of the idiot, as it was easier, yet it was amazing how much useful information I managed to accumulate thanks to this curious little game.

  In the evenings, I often wandered the gaslit streets of the old city and along the banks of the river Moldau. Old Prague was full of ghosts, creating a benign and almost protective air. The river was spanned by dozens of bridges, each embellished with statues of saints, while in the distance and on top of a hill loomed Hradčany castle, the ancient seat of Bohemian kings. A boy of eleven could roam the city fearlessly and satiate his craving for adventure and mystery. There was, of course, another girl with whom I had promptly fallen in love but, unlike Lisl, she was my own age. Susi was the daughter of my mother’s best friend, Trudy. Our mothers had met in Vienna and reunited in Prague, where they became inseparable. Both mothers doted on Susi and me, making it clear that, one day, they expected us to marry. We kissed once and wondered where the noses went. She called me Hansi and told me all her secrets, while I felt protective of her, as though I were a little man.

  But the idyllic life in Prague was not to last. The atmosphere in the city was explosive, now that hundreds of German tanks were said to be on the outskirts. Mama had forbidden me to leave the house because of this. I leaned out of our third-story window in St. Wenceslaus Square—a great rectangular area in the center of Prague where thousands of angry Czechs had mobbed—and could hear a man shouting, “Shoot the traitors Chamberlain and Daladier!” followed by wild applause from those nearby. Czech policemen in dark blue uniforms were cordoning off the crowd from the main thoroughfare, which had been cleared for the tanks.

  Dusk was setting in and it was beginning to snow. Suddenly, I heard someone singing the Czech national anthem. Soon the entire crowd had joined in and, like a great mournful wave, the strains of the old hymn rolled across the square in the dying light. “Where is my home? Where is my home?” It was the defiant farewell of a betrayed and conquered nation.

  Even though the policemen had locked arms and formed a human chain of blue uniforms to hold back the crowd, they, too, were singing. Some were weeping openly. The Czech policemen usually seemed so tall in their resplendent uniforms with brass buttons; now I felt sorry for them. They looked like pallbearers at a funeral. Prague’s last day of freedom was coming to an end.

  Darkness had settled over the chanting crowd below my window now, and the familiar melody of the anthem filled me with sadness. Then I heard a different sound: the unmistakable clatter of tanks. I recognized it from the year before on the Ringstrasse of Vienna. Suddenly, out of the gloom, the first German Panzer became visible. It rounded the corner and slowly, menacingly, rattled up St. Wenceslaus Square on its way toward the parliament building. It was followed by another, and yet another, until the entire square was covered with gray-green Nazi tanks. The rumbling was so deafening it almost drowned out the singing.

  The tanks had pushed the crowd back toward the parliament building, which stood as the symbol of Czechoslovakia’s sovereignty. The policemen pleaded with their countrymen to give way, but to no avail. The crowd, thousands of chanting Czechs, stood fast, defiantly confronting their German conquerors. The noise of the idling Panzers mingled as a macabre counterpoint to the final stanza of the Czech national anthem bursting forth from a thousand throats.

  Suddenly, a lone woman with a kerchief around her head and clutching a little flag stepped out of the crowd and slowly walked toward the lead tank. About halfway to it, she threw herself on the ground directly in its path. The crowd had stopped singing now, and then, silently, more women prostrated themselves, blocking the German advance. Within a few minutes, hundreds were lying face down in the slush of St. Wenceslaus Square, literally covering the last bit of free Czech soil with their bodies. On a signal of the lead tank, the other Panzers rolled up and confronted the desperate women in one massive row of power and steel. Then they lowered their guns. But the women did not stir.

  After a minute’s hesitation, the lead tank aimed its gun at one of the Czech policemen standing by. A shot rang out. I saw the tall man in the blue uniform crumple to the ground, followed by two more policemen as the tank fired two more volleys. A long and terrible silence descended over the square. Suddenly, two small children approached one of the prostrate women and tugged at her elbow. They seemed to be pleading with her to rise and, after a short struggle, the woman obeyed and accompanied her children back into the waiting crowd. Slowly, heavily, hundreds of women picked themselves up from the cold, wet cobblestones and shuffled back into the darkness, following the first woman’s example. With the showdown over, the Panzers raised their guns and resumed their advance toward the parliament.

  I was left shaking. Between sobs, I felt Mama’s hand on my head. “Do not forget this,” she said. “Never forget.” Then she closed the window.

  Shortly after, when Reinhard Heydrich was installed in Prague as Reichsprotektor of Bohemia and Moravia, Trudy decided to take no chances with her daughter’s life. Susi was successfully placed on a list of children to be sent to safety in England on Kindertransport.

  The day of our parting came in October of 1939. My mother and I went to the train station to say good-bye. Trudy became hysterical and ran screaming alongside the train as it pulled away. My mother dragged her to a bench but was unable to stop her from screaming. I looked numbly at the scene. Two years later, Trudy was deported to Auschwitz, never to return.

  Mama had taken a lover named Oskar. He was a tall man who looked like a Prussian officer; indeed, he had served as a lieutenant in World War I and liked to tell a story about how, on one occasion, he had seen the German Kaiser. Now he was a Jewish refugee. He took an instant dislike to me, which I heartily reciprocated. Whenever he appeared at the apartment, he made me feel that I was in the way. He took almost all of Mama’s time and, because of it, I was left alone a great deal.

  One day, Mama asked me, with some embarrassment, whether I could bring myself to address her friend as Uncle Oskar. I must have gone pale because she hugged me tightly. Then she announced hesitantly, “I have decided to marry him.”

  “Do you love him, Mutti?” I asked as my heart pounded.

  “He is in love with me,” my mother answered.

  “But do you love him?” I insisted.

  For a long time, Mama did not reply. Then she said, “These are bad times for us, terrible times. I am afraid to be alone. And you need a father.”

  “I am afraid of him,” I said without thinking. The words had come out involuntarily. Cold with fear, I held on to my mother’s hand.

  “And I am afraid of Hitler,” she said, reaching for my other hand. Thus we sat, huddled together, for a long time. Two weeks later, Oskar and Mama married.

  From that point on, my life went from bad to worse, especially in school. Once more, the classrooms were filled with uniformed Hitler Youth, and I again was the outsider suffering their insults and beatings. Once, in the middle of a history class, there was a rough knock at the door. Six Hitlerjugend with swastika armbands and silver daggers stormed into the room, faced the class, saluted, and announced in unison: “All Jews must leave the school within the next five minutes.” Our teacher, with rare presence of mind, pointed to a painting of Christ that was hanging on the wall and asked innocently, “Should he go, too?”
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