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	The Journey.


	



Now that the years have passed, on recollection, it never occurred to me that the train journey we were about to take was one that would remain in my memory to the end of my days…












Chapter One.


	 


	Somewhere in Germany/Poland Late 1942.


	 


	“I’m cold, Mummy,” But she doesn’t hear me for the noise; a rumbling clackety-clack sound, drowning out everything.


	Having no other choice, I tugged on her coat. 


	I sense that she’s crying, but she doesn’t want me to know that as she covers her face with a hanky. 


	I’m ten years old, not a little baby, I can tell when someone is sad, or when they are being untruthful. My mother never lied to me, ever. When she is sad though, she tries to hide it.


	I tugged harder. 


	She wiped her face, but I see her eyes, even in the half-light coming through a hole in the wall, they’re both red and puffy. 


	She looked down at me and gave me a big smile. “Yes, my angel,” she said, loud enough for me to hear. She always called me that, ‘Angel’ though I would like to hear my name now and then. ‘Yes, Rachel, of course Rachel’ but no, she preferred ‘Angel’.


	“I’m cold, Mummy, I can’t feel my feet.” I said, as loud as I can.


	She’s holding on to Daddy, his nose is still bleeding from the awful beating those men in black uniforms gave him. 


	I heard Mummy say, as she examined it, ‘I think it’s broken, my dear.’  


	They broke his glasses too.


	She squatted down and held her arms out to me and we embraced then she lifted me up; she’s very strong.


	I spoke to her, my lips close to her ear, “Are we there yet?” Aah, I can smell her perfume. Aunt Miriam brought it all the way from Paris several years ago.


	“No, my Angel, not yet.”


	I don’t know exactly how many sleeps have passed since we left Berlin, real sleeps I mean, the ones where you go to sleep in a bed with a big soft velvet covered duvet and a down-filled pillow, and wake up there too. 


	I’ve been sleeping mostly in my mother’s arms, but only for little sleeps, so many that I can’t count. I’m warmer now and I’m sleepy too. Maybe it’s time for another…


	I woke up, “Are we there yet?” I asked her.


	“No not yet. Do you want to wee,” she said as she set me down; it was hard not to notice the relief in her features as she straightened up.


	I shook my head; I haven’t had anything to drink since we left our house; whenever that was, and I’m terribly thirsty, but I can’t tell her as she’ll only fret.


	I’ve had to have a wee onto the pile of straw in the corner; I didn’t want to at first with all these people standing round, also the smell, and as for poo-poo I just couldn’t, maybe because I went before we left and because I haven’t eaten anything since.


	Daddy’s nose has stopped bleeding; he’s standing next to Aunt Miriam and Uncle Simon while supporting Mummy who has her eyes closed.


	David, my sixteen-year-old cousin, is standing there his head held high, his yarmulke fastened to his black curly hair with clips. He’d laughed when I said we were going to a holiday camp in Bavaria, but it wasn’t a real laugh, it was something that people do when they lie to you, pretending they are happy. 


	But, when I asked him why he laughed, his father called out to him. 


	‘David, be nice to Rachel, she’s only ten and she wants to go to the holiday camp with us, don’t you Rachel. So go and pack your things, David, we have to be up early in the morning.’


	“Are we really going by train, Uncle Simon,” I’d said.


	“Yes, of course,” he’d said, smiling a real smile.


	“Will it be a long journey?


	“Yes, I believe it will be a long one.”


	He’d sounded a little sad when he said that. I’d assumed it was because we were forced to go, leave our family home, a big old-fashioned house with three storeys an attic and a huge garden. It was one of many things that were forced upon us. 


	Those men in their black uniforms were screaming and addressing all of us in the familiar. 


	He said that today it was an affront for an adult to address a stranger that way; one could be prosecuted for insulting behaviour.


	All of my family wore a golden star on their clothing, back and front, it’s the law, said Daddy. It was the Star of David.


	We had to buy them from the local tailor who was ordered to manufacture them by the ‘Brown-shirts’; ‘Hitler’s bullies’ as my uncle said on the quiet.


	David said to me, with a smile; ‘Wear it with pride, Rachel, the Israelite warriors wore this emblem on their shields when they went into battle, to show their enemy who they were up against.’ 


	Poor David, he used to smile all the while, until his friends stopped coming round that is. He was especially sad when Gudrun, his girlfriend, said they must end their relationship. 


	He told us that she cried so much her parents eventually sent her to live with relatives in Husum near the coast.


	Some time ago, so David told me, after our synagogue was burned down, he and father took a walk through the city one Sunday afternoon. They went to visit a school friend of Aunt Miriam’s who owned a ‘haberdashery’, a place where you could buy cloth or clothing, dresses and lingerie, everything a woman would need all of very fine quality.


	As they arrived there they were shocked to see the shop window shattered, with glass all over the pavement. 


	There was a small bonfire in the middle of the cobbled street, and men in brown uniforms were piling clothing and the like from the shop onto it. Several came out of the doorway carrying more items of clothing, shouting profanities as they threw them onto the fire, dancing like imbeciles.


	I’d asked him why the police weren’t called, why nobody tried to stop them.


	He said there was a crowd of spectators, but they were laughing and applauding, jeering even. They started calling rude names as Aunt Miriam’s friend came out of the shop with her husband and two sons.


	The man was injured, his face and shirt front were covered in blood and he was limping, but nobody came to their aid.


	David said he and dad were glad to leave that place, not stopping, not daring to, to console Aunt Miriam’s friend and her family. 


	I’d asked him why.


	He’d said, ‘We were afraid of being molested by the mob, apparently we were supposed to join in the celebration, and when we didn’t people stared in our direction. 


	We heard ‘Jewish sympathisers’. 


	And ‘They’re probably Jews themselves’.


	We left the scene and as we reached the next corner we ran, and ran, without looking back. Father phoned Aunt Miriam’s friend later to apologise; and she said she understood and was actually grateful that they kept on walking. 


	She told them they were packing to leave for Portugal where her sister and family were living, and with them they would leave for America where her brother lived and had his solicitor practice.


	What made David really, really sad was the day they told him he wasn’t allowed to attend college any more.


	The whole family was shocked, even more so when I was turned away from school and told never to return or contact any of the teachers or pupils.


	The biggest shock of all was when Daddy and Uncle Simon were told they weren’t allowed to practice as dental surgeons and had to close the practice with all its equipment and medicines. 


	Mummy and Aunt Miriam were told they couldn’t work at the hospital anymore either. They told them their services were no longer required. It was something about ‘New Laws’.


	They told Elizabeth, who was my nanny, although only just turned seventeen, that she could no longer work for us. 


	Poor Elizabeth, she had nobody apart from us. My parents took her in after Father Ignatius, the Catholic priest from the local orphanage, asked them to look after her, as her parents had just died in a car accident; he added that she was a good pastry cook. 


	Now she had to return to the orphanage.


	She was not only my nanny, she was my playmate; she was nine years older than me, and very clever. 


	Like me, she could read and write fluently in French and English; she even learned Hebrew with me. 


	We celebrated Christmas with her and Mummy and Daddy took her to her church every Sunday, and now she was all alone again.


	We weren’t allowed to visit parks or museums or libraries or go to the theatre. We had a radio, but it was confiscated. They, the police, said we weren’t allowed to keep things of value, we had to sell them.


	Men in brown shirts came to our house without being invited and took anything they fancied, saying it was a new law, that we Jews weren’t allowed to own anything expensive, and then they had the cheek to pay us poorly in exchange.


	Daddy complained when he received pennies for a painting by Monet, and was told if he complained any more they would give him something to be sorry for.


	David had to ‘sell’ his gramophone and his record collection.


	Aunt Miriam and Mummy had their jewellery taken from them, all ‘bought legally’ but for a mere pittance.


	David told me it was a degradation all Jews must suffer.


	We even had to walk in the gutter, if not we would be arrested and I suspect, beaten with sticks.


	One day, Father received a letter saying we would be deported to a camp for undesirables. 


	Uncle Simon received one too.


	The police came one afternoon to our apartment and told us to prepare for the journey. The men in black uniforms came to visit us checking our names off a clipboard.


	One said, ‘Because of your vocation, dentists, and nurses, you will be required to tend to the workers at the camp. You should be relieved to know that you will be helping the Third Reich in its fight against the Imperialists and the communists.’


	I’d asked them what this place was and he squatted down and examined my features with his horrible cold gaze, ‘It’s a place of work, but for you it’s a sort of holiday camp, a place of recreation for the children of the people who are supporters of our leader. You’ll like it there.’


	‘How will we get there,’ was my next question. ‘We haven’t got a motor car any more, some men in brown shirts took it away, they said the leader needed it to help his loyal subjects to run the government.’


	He’d said, ‘Yes, little one, it is true that civilians have been offering their private vehicles in order to support the government. But don’t worry, you will travel by train.’


	‘I’ve never been on a train, what’s it like,’ was my third question.


	‘An experience you won’t forget in a hurry,’ he’d said, causing his companions to laugh heartily.


	The laughing ceased abruptly when he turned his icy gaze upon them. He said quietly but in a non-the-less threatening tone, ‘Gentlemen, there are children present and this is a serious matter, children are valuable to the Third Reich even if they are Jews.’


	Then he rose, and said to us in a loud voice, ‘You will go to the main station, and make your way to the goods yards; there you will board the carriage. You are allowed one small suitcase, be there at eight-am sharp.’


	***


	When we arrived at the station goods yards we saw more people, families. It was raining but as we had umbrellas we managed to keep fairly dry by huddling together.


	As we waited more people arrived. Eventually there were lots and lots of people standing by cattle trucks.


	Just like us they were wearing yellow stars on their clothing.


	The police were there and there were soldiers too, the SS, said David. Those people in their black uniforms were there, shouting out, pushing people around, shouting, shouting, shouting all the time. 


	They checked our names off, and the soldiers and police forced everyone to climb into trucks that smelled of cow droppings and pee-pee.


	There were no seats available, and I asked Daddy how long we would be inside. He said he didn’t know. 


	Everybody was forced to stand as there was no room to sit down.


	But that soon changed as the elderly became tired and weak and fell down…


	***


	Now we were like cattle as the carriage swayed and lurched with the usual uneven clacking noises.


	I told mummy. “I’m thirsty, Mummy, and I’m hungry.”


	“We’ll have something to eat as soon as we get there, Angel.”


	I hung on to her coat as the carriage lurched almost turning over throwing several people to the floor. The wheels made more terrible noses, and the carriage rocked violently from side to side. 


	The people swayed back and forth, just like the wheat in the field when a strong wind gusts and blows.


	Someone fell down with a thump near to us, a woman cried out and I hear angry voices, male and female.


	I crouched lower and peered between a forest of legs. 


	I saw a face I recognised; Mr Goldstein, a close friend of our family. 


	He’s lying where he fell amidst the pile of straw in the corner, his trousers are undone. 


	His wife was leaning over him, shaking him. “Jacob, stand up, you are lying in filth, human filth, get up, don’t be a lazy man.”


	I rose and edged over to him with Mummy.


	She shook him hard - he didn’t move. 


	Mr Goldstein refused to stand up, it’s because he’s tired, I’m thinking.


	Mummy squatted beside him, people are stumbling, complaining about him, ‘Lying there, taking up room, we all have to stand.’


	“He’s ill,” said Mummy to them in a loud and stern tone, “That’s why he collapsed.”


	Daddy joined us as she placed her fingers on Mr Goldstein’s neck, feeling here and there. She’s searching for his heart beat. I know this as she’d shown me one time how to find my pulse, on my wrist, on my arm, my leg and my neck.
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