
Mistakenly thinking that the last 
name she overheard was mine as 
well as my partner's, she directed the 
question to me.

Looking back into kind, moist, 
septuagenarian eyes, I responded, 

“No, I don't have any Swedish 
family, but she does.” I nodded 
toward the counter.

She briskly glided over to my 
partner, and after a few quick pointed 
questions pronounced: “Your family 

“Do you have relatives in Sweden?” the silver-haired 
woman asked me in a nervous, halting voice. 
I might have been a little surprised by the question 

anywhere. It caught me off guard while comfortably seated in the 
mostly male long-term waiting section of a Manhattan women's 
clothing store. I was peacefully passing the time with a newspaper 
while my partner tried on outfits. She finally settled on what she 
wanted and began to spell out her name to the staff at the counter. 
The name caught the old woman's attention.
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saved my husband’s life.”
The story spilled out in a moment that 

seemed both short and excruciatingly 
long. Yes, my partner's father was born 
in Sweden. Yes, he had uncles, cousins, 
and other relatives who remained when 
he emigrated to the U.S.

The woman's husband was 15 
years old when he fled Berlin in 
the Kindertransport (German for 
“children's transport”), a rescue effort 
that took place in the months before 
World War II that resettled Jewish 
children from Nazi Germany and areas 
of Nazi control. He found shelter with 
Swedish relatives in 1939, a month 
before war began. He received a final, 
heavily-censored letter from his parents 
in 1943. They never escaped. The Nazis 
murdered them at Auschwitz. Too often, 
the Kindertransport child was the only 
member of the family to survive the 
Holocaust.

My partner’s father moved to New 
York in the late 1940s, built a life, and 
eventually married the woman now in 
front of me.

The two women scrawled names 
and other information on small slips of 
paper, smiled, and embraced, before we 
walked out of the store.

“Surreal” falls too far short of 
describing the unlikely encounter.  

“Real” is too frighteningly accurate 
to describe terrible times which once 
seemed so distant–and now no longer 
do.

Michael J. Carroll is a public interest 
lawyer and a member of the Editorial 
Board of The Philadelphia Lawyer.
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The woman's husband was 15 years old when he fled Berlin 
in the Kindertransport (German for “children's transport”), a 

rescue effort that took place in the months before World War II 
that resettled Jewish children from Nazi Germany and areas of 
Nazi control. He found shelter with Swedish relatives in 1939, a 

month before war began. 


