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To my mother






CHAPTER ONE

Spring 1946

Vera Frankel had never seen the sun so bright or streets teeming with so many people. Lovers held hands, teenagers zoomed by on Vespas, and old women carried shopping bags laden with fruits and vegetables. Vera smelled sweat and cigarettes and gasoline.

The experience of arriving in Naples from Hungary made Vera remember the early spring days in Budapest when she was eight years old and recovering from diphtheria. The curtains in her room had been drawn back and she was allowed to sit outside and eat a bowl of plain soup. Nothing had ever tasted so good, and the scent of flowers in the garden was more intoxicating than her mother’s perfume.

All around her, people felt the same way now. The outdoor cafés overflowed with customers enjoying an espresso without fear of bombs exploding. They nodded at neighbors they had been too afraid to stop and talk to, and kissed boys returning from the front until their cheeks were raw. Eleven months ago the Allies had defeated the Nazis and the war in Europe was over.

“I didn’t know pizza like this existed,” her best friend Edith said as she bit into a slice of pizza. For the last year and a half they had been hiding in the small village of Hallstatt in Austria, where all they had to eat was soup and potatoes. “The tomatoes are sweet as honey.”

Vera consulted the clock in the middle of the piazza. They sat at an outdoor table with two slices of pizza in front of them.

“My appointment is at two p.m.,” Vera announced. “I won’t get the job if I’m late.”

“We’ve been in Naples for forty-eight hours,” Edith protested, tying her blond hair into a knot. “We haven’t seen the palace or the gardens or the docks. Couldn’t you schedule your interview for tomorrow?”

“If I don’t get the job, we won’t be in Naples tomorrow,” Vera replied grimly. She thought of the pile of lire that was carefully folded under the pillow in their room at Signora Rosa’s pensione. It was barely enough to cover a week’s accommodation for her and Edith. “You need to find a job, too.”

“When was the last time you saw women who weren’t wearing gold stars, men not in uniform, people eating and drinking and laughing.” Edith scanned the piazza. “Can’t we have one day to relax and enjoy ourselves?”

“You eat my slice.” Vera pushed her plate toward Edith. “I’ll meet you at Signora Rosa’s in the evening.”

“I promise I’ll look for a job after the noon riposo.” Edith’s blue eyes sparkled. “We are in Italy now, we must behave like Italians.”



Vera walked briskly through the winding alleys, consulting the map Signora Rosa had drawn her with directions for the American embassy. Signora Rosa owned the boardinghouse where they were staying, and in two days, she had already taken Vera and Edith under her wing. The American embassy was in the eleventh quarter, which had once been one of the most elegant parts of Naples. But the war had left gaping holes in the streets, obstructing her route. Daisies grew where buildings once stood, and sides of houses were missing, leaving their abandoned interiors exposed. Vera thought of her home in Budapest, the shattered windows of her parents’ apartment building, the women and children huddled together in the dark. Hungarian soldiers, young men who in another time would have asked her to dinner, had herded families toward the trains.

She thought of her father, Lawrence, who had been sent to a forced labor camp in 1941 and hadn’t been heard from since. And of her mother, Alice, who had continued to set the table for him every night, as if one evening he would appear in his dark overcoat and scarf and sit down to her schnitzel.

And she thought of Edith, who was more like her sister than her best friend. They were both almost nineteen years old, born three days apart at the same hospital. They lived across the hall from each other their whole lives, and the doors to their apartments were always kept open.

Edith had always been the wild one: at fifteen she had borrowed one of her mother’s dresses and convinced Vera to crash a New Year’s Eve gala at the Grand Hotel when Vera would have rather sat at home with a book. Edith hadn’t wanted to flirt with boys; she wanted only to see the fashions worn by the most glamorous women in Budapest.

But Edith had changed when her childhood sweetheart, Stefan, didn’t return from the labor camps. She was like a racehorse whose spirit had been broken and could barely trot around the course. It was Vera who propelled them forward after the war: acquiring the train tickets to Naples and finding Signora Rosa’s pensione. It was Vera who encouraged Edith to get dressed in the morning and do her hair. It was only when Edith was all dressed up and socializing at one of the piazzas that she seemed like her old self. Edith never let anyone see her without a belt cinched around her waist and her hair perfectly brushed.

Vera put the map away and turned off her mind. She could worry about Edith later; right now she had to focus on finding the embassy.



“Excuse me.” Vera approached an old man selling dried chestnuts. “I am looking for the American embassy.”

“The Americans,” the old man scoffed. “They bombed our city and now they eat our pasta and steal our women. A pretty girl like you should marry an Italian boy!”

“I’m not looking for a husband.” Vera smoothed her black hair, suppressing the fact that she was Hungarian, not Italian. “I’m trying to get a job.”

“Behind those gates,” the man said, pointing across the street. “Tell them we can rebuild our own city. We’ve been doing it for centuries.”

Vera walked quickly to the villa. It had a rounded entry and marble columns. Ivy climbed the walls and the shutters were painted green. She straightened her skirt and wished she had splurged on a pair of stockings. But the money had to last until she and Edith were both working, and it didn’t stretch for makeup or hosiery. Vera wet her lips and climbed the stairs to the front door.

“Can I help you?” A man wearing a khaki uniform answered the door. He was tall and blond, and his face was freshly shaven.

“I’m looking for Captain Wight,” Vera said, trying to keep her voice from trembling.

The man slipped his hands in his pockets. He stood in the doorway, but Vera could see the circular entry behind him.

“I’m Captain Wight. But I’m sorry, we’re not making donations today. You could try back on Friday.” He tried to shut the door, but Vera put her hand out and stopped him.

“Please, wait. I’m here for the secretary job.” She gave him a sheet of paper. “Captain Bingham sent me.”

Captain Wight glanced at the paper. He looked as if he was about to say something, but then shrugged.

“Come in. It’s too hot to stand outside.”

Vera followed him through rooms decorated with marble floors and intricate frescoed ceilings. Sheets half covered brocade furniture, and velvet drapes hung from the windows.

“It’s like a palace,” Vera breathed.

“It was a palace,” he said, leading her to a room lined with tall bookshelves. There was a large wooden desk in the center and an Oriental rug covering the floor. “The Palazzo Mezzi was built in the eighteenth century. We commissioned it in 1943 from the Count and Countess Mezzi. The Mezzis fled to Switzerland, but we have not been able to contact them. We are lucky it escaped the bombs; some of the frescoes are priceless.”

“The old man on the corner who sells chestnuts thinks the Americans are taking everything that isn’t theirs,” Vera said lightly.

Captain Wight’s eyes grew serious. He sat in a leather chair and motioned Vera to sit opposite him. “I want to leave Naples the way it was before Hitler got his hands on it.”

“I’m sorry.” Vera sat down and twisted her hands in her lap. “If the Americans hadn’t won the war, a German would be sitting in that chair. And he wouldn’t be offering me a job.”

At least, she hoped Captain Wight would give her the job.

“I’m not offering you a job either.” Captain Wight frowned, the letter sitting unread on his desk. “Captain Bingham promised me an experienced secretary who was fluent in four languages.”

“Five,” Vera gulped. “I’m fluent in five languages: Italian, French, Hungarian, Spanish, and English. I can type and take shorthand, and I know how to brew American coffee.”

Captain Wight gazed at Vera for so long she turned away, blushing. His hair was short and slicked to one side; his eyes were a pale blue. He had a dimple on his chin and a small scar on his left hand.

“How old are you?”

“Eighteen and three quarters,” Vera replied. “I can press your shirts and make a bed,” she added in desperation.

“I’m not looking for a maid. Gina comes to clean every day. And I’d much rather drink Italian espresso than American coffee.” He tapped his fingers on the desk. “It is a difficult position, not suitable for a young girl.”

“Please,” Vera pleaded. She felt the breath leave her lungs. Captain Wight was the only lead she had. If she didn’t get the job, she’d have to find work in a restaurant or bar, and she wasn’t well-suited for that. Her secretarial skills were much stronger. “Read Captain Bingham’s letter.”

Vera glanced at the desk while he read the letter. A collection of gold fountain pens and an ashtray full of cigarette butts sat off to the side. Papers were strewn everywhere; a crystal paperweight was covered in dust.

She grabbed the ashtray and emptied its contents into the garbage. She collected and fastened the papers with a paper clip. Then she screwed the tops on the fountain pens and dusted the paperweight with the hem of her skirt. When Captain Wight looked up, his desk was in perfect order.

“I’m very organized.” She smiled, sitting back in the chair.

“Is all this true about what happened to your parents?” Captain Wight waved the paper in the air.

Vera flashed on the picture of her mother and father taken before the war that she kept in her purse. Her mother wore a mink coat and evening shoes with satin bows. Her father had a bowler hat and carried a briefcase.

“Yes.” She nodded, blinking away tears.

“The pay is twenty lire a week,” Captain Wight said as he fiddled with a fountain pen. “Dictation can be very boring. You’ll get cramps in your hands and a bad back from sitting so long.”

“I’m a hard worker,” Vera said simply.

“My last secretary ran off with a sailor.” Captain Wight stood up and strode to the fireplace. “I was hoping for someone with more experience.”

“I could never marry a sailor.” Vera smiled. “I’m afraid of the sea.”

“In that case”—he held out his hand, and there was a twinkle in his eye—“the job is yours.”



Captain Wight showed her the morning room where he drank his coffee and read the newspapers. He led her into the kitchen, which had thick plaster walls and worn oak floors. The gray stone counters were covered with dirty plates, cups, and silverware.

“I thought you had a maid,” Vera reminded him, instinctively collecting knives and spoons and loading them into the sink.

“Gina’s husband was killed in Africa and she has five children at home.” Captain Wight picked up a red apple and polished it on his sleeve. “Sometimes she has to leave early or come in late.”

“I could help,” Vera offered, noticing the pot of congealed oatmeal, the half-eaten pieces of fruit.

“I’m happy with dry toast in the morning and an omelet at lunch,” Captain Wight answered. “But you’re welcome to help yourself. Louis, the gardener, grows excellent fruits and vegetables.”

Vera followed him through halls hung with crystal chandeliers. The walls were lined with paintings in gilt frames and doors opened onto salons and ballrooms. She imagined men in silk tuxedos, women in glittering evening gowns, the tinkling of glasses, the sounds of a ten-piece orchestra.

They returned to the library, and Captain Wight took his seat at his desk.

Vera tried to concentrate on Captain Wight’s words, but her eyes started to close. She had barely slept, sharing the narrow bed at the pensione with Edith. That morning she woke early so she could bathe and iron her cotton dress.

“Vera,” Captain Wight repeated.

“I’m ready.” Vera started, shifting in the chair on the other side of the desk from him. She grabbed a pen and notepad. “Please begin.”

“I have a better idea.” Captain Wight looked at her. “Go to Marco’s trattoria on Via del Tribunali. Tell Marco to feed you his best linguine with prawns and prosciutto and put it on my tab. We’ll start in the morning.”

“I can’t take your charity,” Vera protested, her stomach growling with hunger.

“In America we call it an advance.” Captain Wight stood up and moved to her side of the desk. He took her arm and gently led her toward the entry. “Don’t worry, you’ll earn it.”



Vera skipped through the streets of Naples like a schoolgirl freed for the summer. She felt lighter than she had since they arrived. She had a job! Now she could pay for their cramped room at Signora Rosa’s; she could buy lipstick and stockings for her and Edith.

Vera passed the Piazza Leone and saw Edith sitting at a table. Edith was eating a gelato and whispering to a man with slick black hair. Their chairs were pressed close together; the man had his hand draped across Edith’s shoulder.

“You’re back so soon!” Edith exclaimed. “This is Franco. He bought me a gelato.”

“We don’t accept presents from strangers,” Vera announced as she approached the table. The sun was bright and Edith’s pale cheeks were flushed.

“A present is jewelry or stockings,” Edith protested. “A gelato is something to share. Franco has a motorcycle; he’s going to drive me around the Bay of Naples.”

“Tell Franco another time,” Vera instructed, ignoring the young man with brown eyes and long, thick lashes.

Edith leaned in and whispered something to Franco. He laughed and tucked a stray blond hair behind Edith’s ear.

Vera started walking, waiting for Edith to catch up with her. She passed trattorias with pasta hanging from the windows and bakeries with cannelloni and chocolate tortes displayed on silver trays.

“Franco was lovely,” Edith said as she strode beside her. “He called me bella.”

“Italian men call all women under the age of ninety ‘bella.’ ” Vera scanned the shops for Marco’s trattoria. She found it on the corner, a narrow restaurant with red awnings and tables covered in checkered tablecloths.

Vera entered, a bell sounding over the door. A woman swept the floor and a man counted money at the cash register.

“Signor Marco?” Vera inquired.

“We are closed,” said the woman. “We will open again for dinner.”

Vera smelled olive oil and garlic and onions. Her stomach rose to her throat and suddenly she felt dizzy. Her knees buckled and she sank to the floor.

“Drink this,” a voice said.

Vera blinked at the man who stood over her. He pressed a glass to her lips and shouted commands in Italian. The woman brought two plates of spaghetti to the table. There was a loaf of bread and a pot of olive oil.

“Captain Wight sent me. I’m his secretary,” Vera explained, eyeing the spaghetti. “He said to put it on his tab.”

Marco handed them each a fork. “Start eating, but not too fast, your stomach will not allow it. Then my wife will bring dessert.”

Vera and Edith waited until Marco disappeared to the back room. Vera twirled the spaghetti around her fork, inhaling the fresh oregano. The tomato sauce was rich and oily and dripped onto the plate.

“Why is your boss buying our dinner?” Edith dipped a chunk of bread in olive oil. “Did you sleep with him?”

“Don’t talk like that,” Vera snapped. “He is only kind.”

“He’s probably old and wants to get his hands up your skirt.” Edith chewed the bread.

“Not old at all,” Vera mused. “He looks like an American cowboy.”

“And you wouldn’t let me ride on the back of Franco’s Vespa,” Edith grumbled.

“I’m working for Captain Wight, not dating him.” Vera soaked the tomato sauce up with bread. “You have to be careful with Italian men; they only want one thing.”

“Franco has the most beautiful eyes,” Edith sighed. “I want to wrap my arms around his waist and hold on forever.”

Vera looked sharply at Edith. When she wasn’t lying in bed all day with the curtains drawn, this was the way Edith had behaved ever since the camps were liberated and Stefan wasn’t accounted for. She spent her days mooning over photos of actors in movie magazines and flirting with any male that crossed their path: the engaged American soldier on the train to Naples, the boy who helped Signora Rosa with chores and smelled like fish. It was only at night, when Vera curled her arm around her, that Edith whispered Stefan’s name and let the tears roll down her cheeks.

Vera started to reply, but she didn’t have the strength. She concentrated on scraping every strand of spaghetti from the plate. Only after Marco had given them thick slices of chocolate cake and cups of black coffee did Vera turn to Edith.

“You can’t throw yourself at a man because he reminds you of Stefan.”

“You think I should save myself for him.” Edith’s brown eyes flashed. “You think I should sit in our room and wait for Stefan to appear at the door.”

“He could be alive.” Vera avoided Edith’s eyes. “You have no proof he’s dead.”

Edith’s voice rose. “I don’t need them to identify a body. I know here.” She touched her chest.

“The war has only been over eleven months,” Vera pleaded. “They’re finding survivors every day.”

“Even if Stefan were lying wounded in a hospital, he would find a way to get word to me. Stefan and I loved each other. He wouldn’t let a few gunshot wounds keep us apart. Nothing you say can convince me that he’s not dead.” Edith’s cheeks flamed and she pushed her chair back. “We’re in a new country with men who are alive. Men who can buy us flowers and chocolates and recite poetry.”

Edith flung open the door and ran down the street. Vera thanked Marco and hurried outside. She ran after Edith and wrapped her arms around her. Edith sobbed onto Vera’s shoulder, her breath coming in short gasps and a low, guttural sound emerging from her throat.

Vera pictured Edith and Stefan strolling along the Danube. They used to swim in the baths, splashing and playing like young seals. She remembered Stefan’s large brown eyes, his hands holding Edith’s face to say good-bye. Stefan vowed he would return, and Edith promised to wait for him. But Vera and Edith hadn’t returned to Budapest after the war. She was certain her parents and Stefan hadn’t made it back. The war had been over for almost a year. Someone would have alerted them by now. Without the people they loved, there was nothing for them in Hungary.

“You’re right.” Vera stroked Edith’s hair. “We’re in a new country, and everything is before us.”






CHAPTER TWO

Spring 1946

Vera walked briskly to the American embassy. She had left Edith in bed with a pillow over her face to block out the morning light. She hated leaving Edith alone, but Edith promised she wouldn’t talk to strange men and that she would ask the neighborhood seamstress for work.

Vera opened the front door of the embassy and checked her reflection in the hall mirror. Her black hair was brushed and curled under her chin. She had rubbed blackberry juice on her lips to give them color.

“I’m in here,” Captain Wight called from the morning room.

Vera took a deep breath and followed the sound of his voice. The curtains were open and the room was flooded with sunlight. A record player played classical music and a silver tray held porcelain cups and a plate of dry toast.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt your breakfast.” Vera blushed, hovering at the door.

“Do you like Mozart?” Captain Wight set aside his paper. “He is my favorite composer.”

“The Nazis wouldn’t let anyone wearing a gold star attend the opera,” Vera replied. “They took away our gramophone and all our records.”

“I’m sorry.” Captain Wight noticed her anguished expression and turned off the record player immediately. “Music helps me remember the world wasn’t always full of barbarians.”

“I can wait in the library.” Vera turned toward the door.

“No, it’s time to get to work.” He led the way down the hall. He stopped in front of the library and waited while Vera entered. Vera took her seat on one side of the oak desk and Captain Wight sat in his chair.

“This is a hard job for anyone,” Captain Wight counseled, flipping through the stack of papers in front of him. “Mostly we write letters of condolence, we extinguish hope, and we bring home reality. Perhaps you should think twice about this job.”

“I don’t want another job.” Vera picked up the steno pad and unscrewed the fountain pen. “Because of this job, yesterday I ate the best chocolate cake I ever tasted. You have given me hope. I am ready whenever you would like to begin.”

Captain Wight fired off letters, pacing the room and tapping an unlit cigarette against his palm. He stopped only when Vera’s pad was full and she had to retrieve another from his desk. By lunchtime, Vera’s fingers were stiff and there were ink stains on her dress.

“The greatest crime in Naples is to work during lunch.” Captain Wight placed his pack of cigarettes on the desk. “When the clock chimes noon, everything stops.”

“I brought my lunch,” Vera announced, holding up a paper bag. “If you don’t mind, I’ll eat in the garden.”

“I told Gina to prepare lunch for two for your first day of work,” Captain Wight said kindly, slipping his hands in his pockets. “She was so excited, she cleaned the kitchen all morning.”

“I couldn’t intrude.” Vera shook her head.

“You’re doing me a favor.” Captain Wight smiled. “If you don’t join me, I’ll have to eat Gina’s pasta all by myself.”

Vera followed Captain Wight to the kitchen. It looked completely different from the day before. The floor was scrubbed, the counters sparkled, and the table was set with white china and sterling silverware.

“Oh,” Vera murmured, noticing a bowl of lettuce, red peppers, and cucumber. There were plates of linguine and platters of sliced melon and oranges. A vase of sunflowers was arranged on the sideboard and the French doors were open to the garden.

Gina was a small woman with coarse dark hair. She wore an apron tied around her waist and heavy black shoes.

She turned Vera around as if she were inspecting a beautiful doll. “It is wonderful to have another woman in the house. Captain Wight thinks a sandwich eaten at his desk is lunch, but in Italy the noon riposo is meant to feed the soul as well as the stomach.” She waved at the table. “Sit down; I will bring soup and bread.”

“I thought people in Naples were starving.” Vera tasted her soup. “But everywhere there is fruit and pasta and cake.”

“For years they were starving; sixteen-year-old boys looked like they were twelve.” Captain Wight agreed, pouring a glass of orange juice. “But since the war ended, supplies have improved. The Neapolitans treat every day like a celebration.”

“I’ve never seen such a vibrant city,” Vera agreed. “In Budapest the buildings are dark brick, and a thick fog lies over the streets. Naples is like a girl in a bathing suit, half-naked and craving sunshine.”

“I’m glad you like it.” Captain Wight lit a cigarette. He blew out the match and looked at Vera curiously. “Tell me, how do you speak so many languages?”

“My father loved languages. He studied them at university.” Vera felt momentarily shy under his gaze. “He thought Latin was the most romantic language in the world. He taught me in the evenings when he came home from his law practice. My mother would serve us slices of almond torte and we’d sit at the kitchen table together.”

Captain Wight exhaled a puff of smoke. “I studied Latin at school, but I never became proficient. My Latin professor at Yale mangled every line of the Aeneid.”

“My mother studied dance in Paris when she was young,” Vera continued, her words faltering. “She taught me French.”

Vera’s eyes clouded over as if she had seen a ghost.

“I couldn’t eat another bite,” she declared and pushed back her chair. “We must get back to work.”



They worked until the sun moved behind the hills. Captain Wight dictated letters to local authorities. He wrote short, pained letters to families in America, informing them that their sons were no longer missing in action, they were dead. Vera copied his words down, silently admiring the way he phrased the sentences to show that he really cared. She found herself blinking back tears that she didn’t want Captain Wight to see. Every now and then, when she thought she couldn’t transcribe another paragraph about a son lost on the battlefield, he would fire off a letter to General Ashe in Rome about trees he wanted to plant in a park or a school he was going to rebuild. The passion in his voice when he dictated those notes was infectious, and she found herself scribbling even faster.

“I told you it was a difficult job,” Captain Wight said when the stack of papers on his desk had been cleared. “I understand if you don’t want to come back tomorrow.”

“I’ll be here at eight a.m.,” Vera said with confidence. She was about to leave when there was a knock at the door. Gina poked her head in and waved an envelope.

“Telegram, Signor Wight.”

He ripped open the envelope and Vera gulped. She had seen enough movies before the war to know that a telegram was almost always bad news. Captain Wight’s expression changed, and she waited anxiously for him to speak.

“Is everything all right?” Vera inquired.

“My mother used to send me letters telling me my father needs me at home.” Captain Wight grimaced, stuffing the paper in his pocket. “That didn’t work, so now she sends telegrams. I wouldn’t be surprised if one day she shows up with a ticket for my passage to New York.”

“If the army wants you in Rome and your mother wants you in New York, why are you still in Naples?” Vera asked. The thought of Captain Wight leaving the embassy upset her.

“I can only answer by showing you.” Captain Wight grabbed his cap from the side table. “Follow me.”

They walked down the steps, passing villas with small gardens enclosed by iron gates. They turned onto a street where there were no houses, only rubble. Gaping holes formed where shops once stood, and there were abandoned cars with crushed hoods. Vera’s stomach dropped and she wondered what could be buried under the piles of stones. Perhaps a beloved dog that didn’t have time to escape or a favorite doll left behind by a little girl. Captain Wight walked beside her and she could see her own revulsion reflected in his eyes. His shoulders were hunched, and he stuck his hands in his pockets.

“Did you know that Naples was bombed two hundred times, with over twenty thousand civilian casualties?” Captain Wight asked, looking at her apologetically. “The Allies freed Naples from Axis rule, but this is what we left behind.”

“It’s not the Allies’ fault. In a war there are casualties,” Vera murmured.

“We gutted the city!” Captain Wight’s eyes flashed. “When I arrived, the people were like cats in the Colosseum. If you turned your back for a minute, your pockets would be empty and there’d be a knife in your chest.”

“The Americans set Naples free,” Vera insisted.

“My father owns hotels in New York and Boston,” Captain Wight continued. “It inspired me to study art and architecture in college. I can’t leave the city like this. We have to give Neapolitans back their buildings and their pride.”

“Everyone’s war has to end sometime.” Vera hugged her chest. It was almost evening, and a cool wind blew in from the bay.

“I didn’t mean to drag you out here for so long.” Captain Wight touched her hand. “I’ll walk you home.”

Vera shook her head. “I’m meeting a friend in the piazza.”

“It’s almost evening. It’s not safe for a girl to walk by herself at dusk.” Captain Wight drew a pack of cigarettes from his pocket.

“I won’t walk, I’ll skip.” Vera smiled. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

She set off before he could stop her. She turned at the end of the street and saw him standing on the sidewalk, puffing his cigarette as if it were a contest.



Vera searched the piazza for Edith, but no one had seen her. A young man zoomed by on a motorcycle, a blond girl’s arms wrapped around his waist.

Vera hurried to the pensione, feeling suddenly uneasy because she couldn’t find Edith and everything seemed so foreign. The piazza was almost empty, and it reminded her of the time when her mother sent her to the bakery to buy rugelach for dessert. The street was so quiet when she walked home, she could hear her footsteps echoing on the pavement. When she turned the corner she saw her mother, Edith, and all their neighbors standing in a circle. Vera thought they were holding some kind of meeting, and then she saw the Hungarian officers in their dark coats.



It was spring of 1944 when Vera learned of the ghettos: small houses in the countryside where Jews from all over Hungary were being sent. They were told it was for their own good. They would be closer to synagogues and away from civilians who were angry with the Jews. But as neighbors left their apartments wearing layers of clothing and carrying all their belongings in suitcases, Vera sensed this wasn’t true. As soon as they were gone, the Nazis raided their apartments. They even took up residence in some of the more elegant ones: sipping cognac that was left on a silver tray and listening to the records that sat on the phonograph.

“Are we leaving?” Vera asked her mother, following her back into the warmth of the apartment. It was the end of April and the night air was frigid.

“Of course we’re not leaving.” Her mother busied herself in the kitchen, as if she had merely stepped outside to borrow a cup of sugar.

“But I passed the Weinbergs and they were leaving Budapest.” Vera handed her mother a coffee cup. “The officer said it isn’t safe here any longer, someone could shoot us in the street or break our windows.”

“Of course the Hungarian soldiers will say that,” her mother spat. “Then they’ll let themselves into our flats and sleep in our beds. I saw a Hungarian soldier walking down the street carrying Golda Feinstein’s sheets! They were a wedding present from her in-laws and now they’re going to be slept on by filthy Nazi lovers.”

Vera flinched. Her mother never talked like that. She believed in turning the other cheek. When other girls at school mocked Vera for wearing a gold star, her mother told her to be proud. Hadn’t they longed for gold stars on their schoolwork as children?

“I had a better idea,” her mother continued. “I told the captain in charge that I will cook just for him. Every day at five thirty he can come and there will be stuffed cabbage and potato nokedli and a whole rugelach. His mouth watered so much, he needed to wipe it with his handkerchief,” she laughed. “No one is sending us to the ghetto yet.”

They didn’t have to move, and as long as Edith was across the hall, everything was all right. Then Vera heard a commotion outside; there was the sound of orders being barked in Hungarian and people screaming and sobbing. She avoided looking out the window and wondered how long their reprieve would last. When would she have to pack all her books into a suitcase? What if one day Edith and her mother were gone?



Vera opened the door of the pensione and tried to get the memories out of her mind. People didn’t disappear anymore. The war was over and Edith was perfectly safe.

Signora Rosa was in the kitchen peeling potatoes. She was a tall woman with pendulous breasts. Today she wore a flowered dress and her brown hair was tucked in its usual bun.

“Have you seen Edith?” Vera asked. “I’m late from work.”

“She went to the piazza an hour ago,” Signora Rosa said with a frown. “You girls are too pretty to wander around Naples alone.”

Vera was sure Edith would be home any moment, repeating this to herself to make her heart slow. She went up to their room and stood at the window. She leaned outside, listening for Edith’s voice. Two cats fought in the alley below her. Vera set down her purse and thought she’d go down to the garden and pick some plums for Gina. Gina had been so kind, serving her soup and bread. It would be nice to bring her something in return.

The door opened and Edith entered, wearing a white dress of the thinnest cotton. Her long blond hair was tied with a ribbon. Her shoulders were shaking and her cheeks were wet with tears. There was a small cut on her cheek and dried blood on her mouth.

“Who did this?” Vera gasped, grabbing a handkerchief and dabbing Edith’s mouth.

“Signora Stella gave me work,” Edith sobbed. “She gave me this dress as payment. I felt so pretty, I wanted to go out.”

“It’s a beautiful dress.” Vera ran her hands over the fabric.

“I met Franco in the piazza,” Edith began. “He said I looked like an angel. He wanted to take me up to the hills and show me the view of the Bay of Naples.”

“Oh,” Vera whispered.

“He packed a delicious picnic,” Edith continued. “We ate bread and prosciutto and figs. There was red wine and strawberries for dessert. He kissed me softly.” Edith flinched as Vera dabbed her cheek. “Then he put his hand up my skirt. I tried to get away, but he laughed and said I wanted it.”

“What did you do?” Vera asked.

“I grabbed the knife and said I’d rip a hole in his chest,” Edith replied, touching her mouth. “We fought like tigers. Then he called me a whore and drove me home.”

Vera held her in her arms. “It’s all right. You are safe now.”

They sat at the edge of Edith’s bed.

“I want our apartment in Budapest and our house in the country,” Edith cried. “I want our mothers. I want to eat stuffed cabbage and kugel.”

Vera waited till Edith’s sobs subsided. She stroked her hair and ran her finger down her cheek. “I can’t bring them back, but I promise we can get coffee and whipped cream.” Vera stuffed some lire in her pocket. “Come, we will show Naples not to mess with two Hungarian girls.” She took Edith’s hand, just as she had been doing since they were little girls playing on the playground while their mothers watched from a bench. Vera didn’t let go until they were outside and the sun setting over the Bay of Naples glittered before them, warming the cold place in Edith’s heart.



They sat in the piazza, watching the tables fill with people. Men smoked cigarettes and moved figures around a chessboard. Children played near the fountain, squealing with joy when the water sprayed their faces.

“Italian men are so beautiful.” Edith sipped her coffee. She was already over the incident with Franco. “They look like Michelangelo’s David.”

“We’re going to be in Naples for a while.” Vera gazed at the men walking by. They wore leather jackets and nodded in their direction. “You could try making friends with them first.”

“Like your Captain Wight?” Edith laughed. “I want to hear everything about him.”

“He’s from New York,” Vera mused. “He’s very serious and sad, as if he is responsible for the whole war.”

“Perhaps he just wants your sympathy,” Edith suggested. “So he can lay his head on your shoulder and you can comfort him.”

“He’s my boss,” Vera retorted. “Nothing is going to happen.”

“Wouldn’t it be wonderful if you fell in love and he took us both to New York?” Edith sighed. “I’d become a famous fashion designer and you’d be a great playwright. He’d squire us around and I’d meet fabulous men.”

“I’m happy transcribing his letters so we can pay Signora Rosa and buy stockings,” Vera murmured.

“You’ve wanted to be a writer since we were ten years old,” Edith reminded her.

Vera had scribbled whole plays in her schoolbooks since she was a little girl; she and Edith used to perform them for their mothers. Alice and Lily would become so wrapped up in the performances, their husbands would come home and dinner wouldn’t be on the table.

They spent hours digging through their mothers’ closets, choosing their costumes. Vera remembered a play where she dressed in her mother’s pearls and heels. Edith wore a velvet robe and clutched a pearl cigarette holder in one hand and a brandy snifter in the other. Edith’s father came home and thought they were drinking real brandy and made Edith wash her mouth out with soap.

Edith’s mother snapped that she would never let the girls near his precious brandy, then went to her bedroom and slammed the door. It was only later, when Edith’s father ran off with his secretary, that Vera learned the true reason Edith’s mother was upset. It wasn’t because he punished Edith or scolded her. It was the scent of perfume on his coat and the receipt from a hotel bar in his pocket.

“Edith,” Vera said now, touching her hand. “This isn’t the time to think about following our dreams. We have to earn enough money to survive.”

“Why do we always have to think about money?” Edith said stubbornly. “We’re young; we’re supposed to have fun. I’m going to get a gelato.” She jumped up and ran across the stones to the café on the corner.

Vera gazed at the young people chattering. She longed for the tearooms in Budapest, the rich milky coffee and powdered cakes. She longed to see a schoolmate or one of her mother’s friends dressed in boots and a fur coat.

Edith returned, dragging a dark-haired boy to the table.

“Meet Marcus,” she announced. The man wore a leather jacket and had a red bandana knotted around his neck. “Marcus is a photographer. He wants to take our picture.”

“We don’t talk to strangers,” Vera replied.

“Marcus is from Ravello.” Edith sat down, ignoring her. “He’s going to submit the photos to the newspaper and make us famous.”

“Two beautiful Hungarian refugees,” Marcus said with a bow. “It will be a wonderful story.”

“Excuse us.” Vera stood. It was dinnertime, and they had to go back to the pensione. “We have to work in the morning.”

“I will be here tomorrow,” Marcus said hopefully. “Same time.”

Vera waited till they left the piazza before she turned to Edith. “Didn’t you learn your lesson?”

“He’s only nineteen; he’s harmless,” Edith said with a shrug. “He has eyes like a puppy.”

“One day you’re going to get in trouble and I won’t be around to help you,” Vera retorted.

Edith stopped walking, her dress blowing around her legs. “I have to have love, otherwise I’d rather be dead.”

Vera put her arm around Edith and led her to the pensione. “We don’t know what it’s like to be dead.”






CHAPTER THREE

Spring 1946

Vera buttoned her dress and brushed her hair. Edith still lay in bed, the sheet pulled up around her cheeks.

“I’ll be back by noon,” Vera said. “You promise you won’t go out by yourself?”

“I’m going to lie here all day.” Edith yawned. “No one works on Saturday. Your captain is a slave driver.”

Vera was in her third week working for Captain Wight, and she found it more satisfying than she had imagined. It felt good to know that the letters sent to the embassy in Rome would make a difference in rebuilding Naples. She even took some solace in the blue airmail envelopes waiting to be mailed to America. Surely it was better for the families to know the worst so they could grieve and begin to heal, rather than to live with the uncertainty of wondering whether or not their loved ones were alive. Vera knew something about that.

“He has to go to Rome on Monday.” Vera studied her reflection in the mirror. “We need to finish some letters.”

Edith smirked. “Maybe he can’t stand a day without his secretary.”

“He doesn’t even look at me,” Vera insisted.

“That’s what you think, but he’s a man,” Edith rejoined. “How can he not notice a pretty girl who sits across from him all day?”

Edith was wrong. Sometimes while they worked, she stole a glance at Captain Wight, but he was always sifting through papers. It momentarily made her feel sad, but then she would brush the thought away. She was at the embassy to work, not to receive the attentions of a man.

Vera skipped onto the street, the sunshine warm on her back. She was beginning to recognize the faces in the neighborhood. The women smiled toothless grins and the men offered her free oranges and figs.

“I brought a present,” Vera announced, finding Captain Wight in the morning room. He wore navy slacks and a tan polo shirt. His blond hair was brushed to the side and his cheeks were freshly shaved.

“I have a present for you, too. As a thank-you for working on the weekend.” Captain Wight closed his newspaper and handed her a small stack of books. “These are some of my favorite American authors, but the stories are set in Europe.” He pointed to the covers. “I thought you might enjoy reading books in English.”

Vera read the names of the authors: Ernest Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald. There was also a book of poetry by T. S. Eliot.

“Thank you. I’ll start reading them tonight,” she said awkwardly.

Did Captain Wight think her English needed improving or was he being thoughtful? She tucked them under her arm and handed him a bag of plums.

“Signora Rosa grows these in her garden. She said Gina could make a pie.”

“I’m sure she would love to when she returns. She took the day off.” Captain Wight walked toward the kitchen. “Gina’s youngest son is turning four. They are going to ride bicycles in the park.”

“Where did they get bicycles?” Vera asked curiously. Gina couldn’t afford bicycles for her children.

“I bought them at the outdoor market,” Captain Wight said easily. “All children should learn how to ride a bicycle.”

Vera entered the kitchen. A vase was filled with sunflowers, and ceramic plates were stacked on the counter.

“Something smells delicious,” she announced. Pancakes warmed on a skillet and there was a jug of syrup and a bowl of berries.

“Pancakes are my specialty,” Captain Wight said, putting the plums in a bowl. “When I was a boy my mother spent every Saturday with her friends. Our cook, Elsie, let me help with breakfast. Would you like some?”

“In Hungary, we fill pancakes with fruit and eat them for dessert,” Vera replied.

Captain Wight smiled. His teeth were white and his hair was golden in the sunlight that streamed through the window.

“Americans like their sweets in the morning.” Captain Wight put two golden pancakes on a plate. “My brother would eat the first batch before anyone else filled their plates.”

“Is your brother an officer, too?” Vera asked, taking a bite of the pancake.

“Brad was hit by a taxi on Fifth Avenue in 1942. He was only twenty-four. He was on leave from his desk job in Washington.” Captain Wight’s eyes went dark. “It seems silly to get run over when the whole world is at war, but Brad was always in a hurry. He was running to say good-bye to a girl.”

“I didn’t mean to pry,” Vera said uncomfortably. She was embarrassed for asking about his private life.

“My sister’s husband died in Japan and my youngest brother is a freshman at Princeton.” Captain Wight picked up his fork. “That’s why my father wants me to come home and manage the hotels, but there’s still so much here that needs to be done.”

Captain Wight’s brow furrowed, and sadness clouded his face.

“It must have been lovely growing up in a large family.” Vera noticed his expression and tried to lighten the mood. “I always wanted brothers and sisters. My best friend Edith was born three days before me in the same hospital. Once we had a birthday party at our country house in Szentendre and our parents rented a pony. We were so disappointed that we didn’t get to keep him.”

“That sounds like my sister’s parties,” Captain Wight laughed. The brooding look vanished and he was more like himself. “Only the pony was in Central Park, followed by lunch at Tavern on the Green.”

Without his uniform on, Captain Wight seemed younger. He spoke freely and the lines around his eyes relaxed.

“What is Tavern on the Green?” Vera asked.

“A fancy restaurant that shouldn’t be full of ten-year-old girls with marzipan on their fingers.” Captain Wight grinned. “My father loved spoiling Carol. She was his angel.”

“All fathers spoil their daughters,” Vera agreed, picturing her father in a camel-colored coat and holding a jewelry box on her fourteenth birthday. He presented her with a gold chain and said that when she was older, she’d only wear diamonds.

“I’m sorry.” Captain Wight frowned, noticing her mouth wobbling. “I didn’t mean to make you think about your father…”

“I should be taking dictation instead of eating your delicious pancakes,” Vera said. “If Signora Rosa and Gina fatten me up, soon I won’t fit into my dress.”

Captain Wight opened his mouth to say something but changed his mind. He put the plates in the sink and glanced at the clock.

“If we hurry, you’ll be home by lunchtime.” He stood in the doorway. “I don’t want to ruin your afternoon.”



Vera closed her stenography pad and screwed the top on the fountain pen. They had worked past the noon bells but neither of them wanted to stop.

“I’ll be back on Saturday.” Captain Wight handed her a wad of lire. “Perhaps you could check the mail every day.”

“You mean collect your mother’s telegrams,” Vera laughed, stuffing the money in her purse. “You might send her a reply.”

“I’ll reply when I can give her the answer she wants to hear,” Captain Wight responded. “Will you help me with an errand? I need a woman’s opinion.”

Vera walked with him toward the piazza, wondering if he was buying a present for a girlfriend in New York. She imagined a tall blonde with long legs and an impossibly small waist.

Captain Wight stopped in front of a small boutique. The window held trays of silk scarves and leather wallets. Earrings and charm bracelets and gold necklaces rested in cases within.

Captain Wight ushered her inside. He walked around the shop, tapping his fingers on the display cases.

“Do you like the red or blue scarf?” He pointed to two gossamer scarves with gold specks.

“The blue is pretty.” Vera nodded.

“I’ll take the blue,” Captain Wight said to the shopkeeper.

They waited while the girl wrapped the purchase in tissue paper and tied it with a silver bow. Captain Wight clutched the box and walked into the sunlight. Vera turned to say good-bye, but he put his hand on her arm.

“I would be grateful if you could deliver this for me.”

Vera nodded. “Of course.” She had been wrong. He had a local girlfriend, a young Italian with wild black hair and high, full breasts.

“Her name is Edith, and she is staying at Signora Rosa’s pensione.”

“You know Edith?” Vera’s eyes widened.

“You talk about her all the time,” Captain Wight explained. “You’ve worked for me for three weeks and you wear the same dress every day. I figure the money must be going somewhere. If I buy Edith a present, perhaps you’ll spend some money on yourself.”

She glanced down at her dress, embarrassed that he had noticed.

“Edith lost the boy she was going to marry.” Vera’s cheeks turned red. “Pretty things keep her happy. But I don’t need anything.” She handed him the box. “I can’t accept your present.”

“That’s why I’m giving it to Edith.” Captain Wight grinned. “Summer is coming; buy yourself a gift.”

Vera stroked the silver ribbon, imagining Edith’s face when she saw the delicate scarf. “Thank you, that’s very kind,” Vera said finally. “It’s Edith’s birthday on Wednesday. She will jump with joy.”

Vera said good-bye and hurried toward the pensione. She was about to cross the street when she saw an older woman standing in a butcher shop. She wore a navy dress and her black hair was styled in a pageboy.

Vera stood, mesmerized. The woman accepted her package from the butcher and opened the door. Suddenly Vera ran across the street.

“Mama, Mama,” she cried in Hungarian. “Kerlek besszelj hozzam. Sajnalom. Nem akartam hogy ez megtortenjen. Please talk to me. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to happen.”

The woman stared at her and backed away.

“I’m not your mother,” she answered in Italian.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude,” Vera replied in Italian, the tears streaming down her cheeks. “You look so much like my mother.”

The woman hurried off and Vera felt a hand on her shoulder. She looked up to find Captain Wight beside her. Her dress was stained with tears and she let out a moan.

“It’s all right,” Captain Wight soothed her.

“I was sure it was my mother,” Vera cried. “Her dress, her hair. I thought she didn’t answer because she hasn’t forgiven me.”

“Why don’t we sit down and get something to drink?” Captain Wight replied softly. He took her arm and steered her across the street.

“It’s my fault she isn’t here.” Vera gasped. “She died because of me.”



Captain Wight guided her to an outside table at a nearby café and ordered two glasses of sherry. He sat quietly until Vera stopped trembling.

“The things Captain Bingham wrote in the letter, about your mother and escaping from the train to Auschwitz,” Captain Wight asked, rubbing the rim of his glass. “Are they true?”

“Yes,” Vera whispered.

“Perhaps it would help to talk about them,” Captain Wight suggested.

“You are busy.” Vera shook her head. “You must pack for Rome.”

“I have nowhere to go,” Captain Wight encouraged her. “I want to hear your story.”

Vera took a deep breath. She needed to tell her story. She gazed at Captain Wight’s pale blue eyes, the lines on his forehead and the dimple on his chin, and began to speak.



Vera stood in the back of the train and tried to breathe. Edith dozed in front of her, Stefan’s scarf wrapped around her neck even though the air was as stale as old bread. Edith’s mother, Lily, crooned a melody. Only Vera’s mother seemed alert. Her brow was furrowed as if she was trying to decipher a difficult recipe or rectify the month’s household accounts.

Two weeks before, in May of 1944, they had finally been moved to the ghetto. Vera’s mother pretended things were normal, making Vera do her schoolwork and set the table at night. But their food supplies had dwindled, and for the last few days, Alice pushed her own tiny portion of bread toward Vera and claimed she wasn’t hungry.

Edith remained happy and calm until Stefan was put on a train to a labor camp called Strasshof in Austria. Stefan said it was actually good news. The rumor was that the Jews in Strasshof were needed to work on the farms. The inmates weren’t starved and he might get to work outdoors instead of in a factory.

The train lurched and Vera fell back. It wasn’t really a train: trains were the luxurious silver cars Vera had seen at the station in Budapest. Where porters carried steamer trunks and first-class passengers sat on plush velvet seats, admiring the scenery on the way to Vienna.

Vera and the rest of the ghetto had been herded into cattle cars that were sealed as tightly as cans of sardines. There was no food or water, and the smell was worse than the garbage in the streets of the ghetto.

“Vera,” her mother whispered. “Come here.”

Vera’s heart raced. Her mother had whispered on the way to the train that she was going to think of an escape plan.

“What is it?” Vera asked, and glanced around. Everyone on the train was so intent on their own pain, they didn’t pay attention to each other.

“At the next stop, a guard will come on board to make sure no one is causing trouble. Edith will say it is her birthday and insist he share a bottle of schnapps. When he finishes the bottle, he will fall asleep. We’ll wait until he does and then I will steal his key and open the door. You and Edith will slip out and Lily and I will follow.”

“Where did you get the schnapps?” Vera worried. It was against orders to carry alcohol. And the guards were instructed to shoot troublemakers on the spot. “And how do you know he’ll fall asleep?”

“The guards are practically children; they’ve never had a shot of schnapps in their lives.” Alice tapped the lining of her coat. “This is extra strong. It could put a cow to sleep. He’ll be out within fifteen minutes.”

“Are you sure?” Vera whispered. “Perhaps where we are going is not that bad.”

Her mother’s face clouded over and Vera noticed tears in her eyes.

“Tell Edith our plan,” her mother instructed. “We must be ready when the guard arrives.”

The train stopped and a guard in the brown Nazi uniform leaped into the car. A prominent Adam’s apple protruded from his neck. Her mother was right, he couldn’t have been more than sixteen.

“Adolf,” Edith whispered to him in German. “Today is my birthday.”

The guard glared at her.

“Why did you call me Adolf?” he asked warily.

Edith had taken off Stefan’s scarf and unbuttoned the top of her blouse. She had pinched her lips to give them color. She reached up and touched the guard’s cheek.

“All handsome Germans are named Adolf,” she murmured. “I’m eighteen today, you have to help me celebrate.”

“Happy birthday,” the guard wished stiffly.

“That’s not enough; you must drink this.” She pushed the flask into his hands. “It’s a special day.”

The guard refused. Edith moved closer.

“Please,” she begged. “I might not have another birthday.”

The guard swallowed the schnapps and handed the flask back to Edith. Edith pretended to drink and urged him again.

“One more sip,” she whispered. “Then perhaps a kiss.”

Vera glanced around nervously. Ten minutes passed, and she tried to pretend everything was normal. She hummed a little tune to herself and fidgeted with the buttons on her dress. When she finally looked back, the guard was slumped against the wall. Her mother slipped the key out of his pocket and motioned Vera and Edith toward the door. It barely budged; Vera wondered if it was wide enough for them to jump.

Alice nudged it open further and Vera inhaled the night air. She inched closer and heard a groan.

Vera turned to see the guard clutching his leg. His face contorted as he moaned again.

“What’s happening?” Vera asked her mother.

“He has a cramp,” Alice answered.

The guard’s eyes flickered open, and then everything happened quickly. Alice moved Edith in her place and blocked the guard so he couldn’t see the two girls. The other passengers were crammed too tightly together and consumed by their own fears to notice what was going on.

“Jump now,” she ordered. “We will follow.”

Vera stared at the thin line of darkness outside the train. If she and Edith jumped, there might not be time for her mother and Lily to follow. But if they didn’t, the guard might fully wake up and notice something was wrong.

Before she could decide, her mother pushed her through the opening. Vera grabbed Edith’s hand, and together they tumbled off the train.

The ground was hard and she landed awkwardly. Pain shot through her ankle and she was afraid it was broken. She lay perfectly still until the train disappeared. Then she sat up, hoping to make out her mother’s navy coat or Lily’s favorite red dress despite the darkness.

“What happened?” Edith sat beside her. She had blacked out for a minute. Brambles were caught in her hair and there was a rip in her dress.
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