Tableware lapsed into quietude, gradually becoming silenegsathwaited. And
Victor took time to butter his bread as he began.

“l was aah ... | was on the train, a couple hours wekrakow — it would
become a Jewish ghetto later, as some of you magméer — and the train had stopped
at a border station in Czechoslovakia.” He paused aswhough wanting to forget
something.

Then he continued. “As | looked out of the train’s windthvere they were — the
Gestapo, strutting about with their usual ‘I-own-the-@aattitude. | mean they were
everywhere, along with the soldiers! Well, thesendgéhen boarded the train, and then
ordered that all the passengers should take their passpontsatever identification
papers they had, and assemble on the station’s platButmo luggage! Luggage was to
be left on the train. And there the soldiers wankpectit, looking for ... (he shrugged)
whatever they were after, and probably also taking wikatiey wanted.

“So now we’'re all standing on the platform, and therviews begin. Now as this
went on, German nationals and other diplomats — oneswthe Nazis considered to be
friendly — were allowed to re-board the train. The rest efgassengers, myself included,
were given the opportunity to voluntarily declare anytcayand in our luggage or that
we might be carrying on our person. Well, for me this aanajor problem! Because,
you see, under my clothes I'm carrying my valuable caodeabf stamps, and also a large
sum of money — Polish Zloty!

“Now you may remember me telling you that when grandfaflalo and the
family left the Winiarnia, and when | headed for Swilaed, any amount of money over

one hundred Zloty was considered to be contraband, aras itoabe confiscated at the
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border. So now here | am, at the border, and I'm aagryfiteen thousandloty ... in
large banknotes!

“Now then. Those who failed to declare anything were ordieatedhe station’s
waiting room where they were to be strip-searchedrbdfey could re-board the train.”

Valerie was effervescing with curiosity. “So what hapge Dad?”

“Patience, my daughter. I’'m getting to it; I'm gettingitt®

A bite of bread now, and a sip of his wine before he wantNow | had traveled
that same train route before; numerous times in Yeleile conducting the family’s wine
business. And | had never experienced, nor expected, suateasive or severe search
as was conducted upon my leaving Poland that day. But dsg\wgust of nineteen
thirty-nine — the thirty-first actually. And while | didn’t kv it then, it was one day
before to the invasion of Poland would occur.

“The Wehrmacht had already occupied what was then @sémfakia, and of
course the Czech border was now being manned by GerntggrsoSo now the women
were all made to line up facing the ladies restroom, anitiealinen were herded into
another long line headed for the men’s room.”

Victor paused now, permitted himself another sip of his wand, allowed the
scene he had just painted to become near reality imitiés of his curiosity-saturated
listeners. Then he resumed.

“Now while I’'m waiting in this line — waiting to be strip-se&ed — you can just
imagine that my feeling of anxiety had risen to ... wellvas at a level I'd never in my
life experienced! And | would add, one that | never wargxperience again! Even now |

have a pretty good idea of how a person might feehemay to their execution.
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“Anyway, about the time | got to where the line curveouad a corner, around to
the men’s room, | learned something. | saw that aftengb®earched, the men leaving the
restroom went into another line, one waiting to re-bolaediain. You see the soldiers
were still searching the luggage on board.”

Again he paused, a long pause. Then strtetching his shouésasdh Oh, cari
figli miei — Oh, my dear children. Would you mind if | finished thisrg another time?”

“Yes, | would!” George replied promptly, smiling at hisHat. “Speaking for
myself, I've been waiting since last Sunday, Dad, andeladly like to hear the end of
this story; if that’s okay.”

Robert nodded. “If it's not too much, | agree with GeoRjease, Dad?”

The old man smiled and sighed. Then using that pet nanmsfotdest son he
said, “l suppose, Beto, that it does have kind of and &f a drama about it, doesn't it.”

“Oh, Dad!” Valerie exclaimed quietly. “You're so dismaige about yourself at
times! It'smorethan drama; it’s ... it's real! | mean thisy@y Dad, going through all
this. For us it’s like you're a ... like you're a heroain espionage movie, or something.”

Old Victor allowed himself a sly smirk. “Well forget tiero part, Val. Because |
will confess to you, and without any shame, that back tifielh more like a scared rabbit.
So now getting back to the story — at your husband's inseste and like | was saying: as
| looked over to my right, over to where the men warerging from the restroom, | saw
they were forming this other line.

“Now ahead of me there sat this German SS officer.a@t didn't he think that

he was a splendid looking fellow! Him in his black unifonnth its red swastika
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armband; with his polished black boots; and he was seatefiedd table unfolded and
set up in front of the restroom entrance.

“As each passenger approached he would call them oveat anégme, to check
their identification papers. And he asked each man, ayae,af he had any contraband
to declare prior to entering the restroom where he wouldripped naked and searched.
Oooh, the dread and tension | was feeling is indescribabteright then | knew that |
had to dssomethingand | had to do it right now; even something desperate.

“You see, the Germans considered all valuable art anelctibles to beverboten
— forbidden, that is. Consequently even a single collecsitaimp was considered to be
contraband. And there | was, carrying abiieg hundredstamps strapped to each leg,
inside my baggy knickerbockers! So ... ”

And there was that pause again; Victor was a storyteller.

“So ... ?" said Valerie.

“So | stepped out of the line.”

“You what* she blurted. “You might have been killed!”

“Well 1 didn't think that would happen, Val; | didn’t thirthey’d start shooting
inside the station. Actually, | didn’t know what would happBut there are times when
you just have to face the Devil, and face him down.

“So | walked over to this officer. Now try to visualid@s: there he was intently
examining another passenger’s passport ... he’s bentloselocument-magnifying
machine ... and when he looks up, there | am, flashing niiydikty badge in his face.
And then | spoke to him in Italianl-o-u-d Italian — and | backed it up with gestures. Oh,

| mean gestures; forceful ones! You know how we Italiean be. | told him | was an
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official of the Italian Consulate’s Blackshirts in Ysaw; that | was the son of the
Honorary Consul for the Fascio in Eastern Polandth@d>alicia regionand that | was
expected to attend an emergency meeting of the BlackshiRisme.

“Well, the man was speechless! So | went on. | expthihat this delay was
going to cause me to miss my Vienna connection, and thasdlini —his Duce — would
not, when he heard about it — and I'd see that he didk~ith any measure of kindness
upon this grievous inconvenience!”

“Dad!” Robert exclaimed..

“That's what | told him. O | had the bull by the horBsto! So now | concluded.
Again in loud Italian, | demanded that the train be re-tb@@now;, and that it depart for
Vienna immediately. And you know ... looking back nowihk | said all of that in
virtually one humongous breath of hot air!”

While the family chuckled at his last remark, he sa®h how it was the officer’s
turn. So up he gets, pushes his desk and the other passaageard steps up to me. |
mean we’re almost making physical contact. Standing alete inches taller, he
shouted down onto my scalp a long string of nasty Gemads. One or two | could
understand, but believe me, there was no need foratamsI Then pointing with an
outstretched arm he barkéHplen Sie!'something or other. I didn’'t understand that
either. But | remember that he showered me with spliteahollered, and his meaning was
clear: something like, ‘Get back in line, or elsel’

“However, the line he wgsointingto was the one waiting to re-board the train!
He had evidently assumed, incorrectly of course, thatllapproached the desk from that

line; that maybe I'd become annoyed while waiting for théwarding. But I'd made my
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point now, so who was | to argue? So now | became vditg peery compliant, and
having sidestepped the strip-search altogether, | coopeyatiagle myself part of the re-
boarding line.” A mischievous grin and he paused brieflpigeédding, “By the way, the
train did not depatimmediately.”

Again the laughter at his last remark, and he smiled lhavas the smile of an
old man who had done something foxy. He made a typicantgesture, shaking his
hand with its fingers grouped together.

“But | got away with it, Beto!” An emphatic swing bfs head as he repeated, “I
got away with it. Oh!” And his eyebrows went up. “Just ndwreminded of another
story, one that happened on that same trip, but in VidBuathat's for later, not for

now.
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