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“Told in a clear and readable manner, this memoir is a chronicle of success and persistence in the face of great adversity. Surviving the traumas inflicted by parents who were irreparably damaged by the Holocaust cannot have been easy. Klein is very brave to have made her story public, and she is to be commended for the research she did to fill in the history of the times and the history of her family.”


—MARGARET L. KRIPKE, Professor Emerita, The University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center


“In her debut memoir, Surviving the Survivors, author Ruth Klein, with both tenderness and candor, delves deeply into her family’s dark and horrifying past as victims of the Holocaust. Though some miraculously survive despite the unimaginable, like Klein, each must bear witness to the many who do not.”


—SANDE BORITZ BERGER, author of The Sweetness


“In her engrossing memoir Surviving the Survivors, Ruth Klein paints an accurate yet heart-wrenching picture of what it is like to grow up with parents who were irreparably damaged by the Holocaust. While every second-generation (2G) Holocaust survivor’s story is unique, there are threads of similarity that will leave other 2Gs, me included, nodding their heads in solidarity with Klein’s experiences and behaviors. And her unfailingly positive outlook and drive to succeed will leave you cheering for her to the final word of her book.”


—EMILY WANDERER COHEN, member of the Jewish Book Council and author of From Generation to Generation: Healing Intergenerational Trauma Through Storytelling


“I found this book very compelling; I read the entire book in one sitting—just could not put it down. It resonates with the history, feelings, and struggles of Holocaust survivors and the second generation. The highlight for me was the last chapter and its new character, ending this memoir as an affirmation of life.”


—JOYCE LEVINE, Secretary, American Gatherings of Adult Children of the Holocaust Survivors; Former Secretary, National Survivors of the Holocaust; and President, Manhattan Chapter of Women Holocaust Survivors


“An engrossing, compelling story—it is profound, harrowing and intensely moving. This story needs to be told, it needs to be read, and it needs to be understood.”


—GRANT ARTHUR GOCHIN, author of Malice, Murder, and Manipulation
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In memory of Sarah




If I’m not for myself, who will be for me?


If not this way, how? If not now, when?


—Primo Levi
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FOREWORD
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On a sunny fall afternoon some years ago, my wife, Ruth, and I were having our ritual weekend coffee hour (kaffeestunde, as she likes to call it) at La Madeleine, a café and bakery in Rice Village in Houston. We had been living and working in Houston since 1985. Ruth is a pianist and at the time was teaching piano in Southwest Houston. I am a scientist at MD Anderson Cancer Center, where I had been recruited from Indiana University in Bloomington to join the nascent basic science faculty. I met Ruth in Bloomington, and we fell in love and decided we wanted to spend our lives together.


In the midst of our coffee, pastry, and usual chitchat, Ruth looked me in the eye and said she wanted to talk to me about something really serious. An unexpected heart attack and the subsequent death of a friend of ours, who was about my age and in seemingly good health, had mentally unraveled her, triggering memories she had kept buried for years. His death and funeral sent her into deep, dark, clinical depression. In the two or three weeks after the funeral, she could do nothing except think about the death of loved ones and the consequences of irrevocable loss. She knew she was soon going to lose her older sister Sarah, who had been fighting two types of cancer for seven years and was now in a grueling battle with metastatic colon cancer. What if I died? She became terrified that I, too, would soon die. Aware of the mental state she was in, she had begun seeing a psychiatrist, who thought her condition was quite serious and recommended she immediately begin psychotherapy coupled with anti-depression medications.


Remarkably, this was all news to me. I hadn’t noticed any big changes in her behavioral patterns in the many days since our friend’s funeral. When listening to what she had to say on this Sunday afternoon, I was obviously concerned, but not completely surprised. Over the years and after countless discussions about her life as a second-generation child of Holocaust survivors, I had more than a sense that there was an awful lot going on in her head. Facts about her former life were released to me only in bits and pieces. I had a vague picture of that life, but not enough to appreciate fully what was undoubtedly a most unconventional upbringing with many disturbing features. I also was mildly aware of how the historical forces, which pulled Europe and its people apart in the 1930s and 1940s, strongly impacted the lives of second-generation children like Ruth. But as you will soon read, Ruth’s upbringing was unique even taking these considerations into account.


In Sarah’s last few months of life, she and Ruth talked about writing a memoir about their childhood. Sarah was insistent this would be a compelling story and urged Ruth to begin the project. Even as Sarah’s condition worsened, she retained her optimism about getting well and thought she would then be able to add her own thoughts and contributions to the proposed book. Sadly, Sarah did not recover and Ruth was far too overwhelmed by her sister’s death to think about a family memoir. Although she never stopped grieving over Sarah’s death, Ruth quietly resolved to write her family’s history, not just to fulfill her obligation to her sister, but also to learn more about how her life came to be what it is today. When she conveyed her thoughts to me, I encouraged her to begin the project and in fact was quite enthusiastic about it. A few weeks later, Ruth mentioned to her close friend Judi Shur that she was planning to write the story of her family as survivors and second-generation offspring of the Holocaust. Judi, who is trained as an attorney, had a longtime interest in creative writing and was intrigued by the idea of a memoir from a second-generation point of view. Ruth asked her friend if she could help, and a partnership was established. Judi assisted in historical research and helped format this story and photographs into a memoir of family history, which Ruth then finally wrote.


Nearly eleven years have elapsed since Sarah’s untimely passing, and during that time the intensity and effort on researching, interviewing, selecting photography, writing drafts, and rewriting drafts has ebbed and flowed. What emerges is a raw, sometimes tragic, sometimes amusing, but always engaging story of a family burdened by the weight of external and internal circumstances over which the family’s central players sometimes have control, but more often do not. The story tells of aristocratic Polish Jewish merchants and landowners, horrific refugee and concentration camps, endless displacement, and unimaginable suffering. The story then continues in America, on rebuilding broken lives in California, only to have them break down time and time again. Yet despite all of this, Ruth survives the survivors; indeed, she flourishes. Her journey includes an intense passion for the purity of music, focused on a single metaphorical and physical instrument—the piano—and with her family’s story always close by, it follows Ruth through her amazing life.


—Bill Klein


February 15, 2017





INTRODUCTION
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Both my parents were Polish Jews, enjoying lives of wealth and luxury before Hitler invaded their homeland in 1939. With the click of a trigger, they suddenly became prisoners and refugees trying to outrun the nightmare of their existence. I was the second born of my mother’s four surviving children. After they were liberated, my parents returned to war-torn Poland and Europe, and awaited departure from the displaced persons camps in Germany to immigrate to the United States. Shell-shocked, starving, and impoverished, they were among the survivors.


This memoir describes what it was like growing up as a second-generation child of the Holocaust. Every survivor has his or her story, and each one is unique. Yet in some ways, the countless stories all have common elements. Some are woven into my personal accounts of who I was then and who I am now. Knowing that most of my relatives died at the hands of Nazi murderers gave me a keen appreciation for the value of life—that it shouldn’t be squandered over the selfish and inhumane acts of others.


I am a survivor—my sister Sarah and I, and later Gazelle and Fred, were born and bred of survivors. My story may shock, sadden, or sustain you. But it’s my story. Mine alone.
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Ruth in Monterey Park, California, 1956, Photo by Mietek





Chapter 1



THE REPLACEMENT
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Monterey Park, California: 1956


When I was nine years old, my father tried to commit suicide and murder my baby brother. I found them after I had got my younger sister ready for her bath and went to look for my brother. The door to my parents’ bedroom was closed, and when I entered, I smelled gas coming from the 1950s-style gas heater. My father was lying on the bed with my brother next to him. They had plastic bags over their heads.


I stopped him. Ripping the bag off my brother and grabbing him away from my father, I got my sister and we ran to the neighbors’ house to phone the police. I stopped him because it was my responsibility throughout childhood to feed and care for my twin siblings, a brother and sister who needed constant attention. It was also my job to impose some sort of sanity on our household, and to constrain my father’s lunacy.


This wasn’t the first time I called on our neighbors for help because of my father’s psychotic behavior. But unlike the other times, when the police only issued a stern warning and left, this time they took my father away to the psychiatric ward of Los Angeles County Hospital, where he was ineffectively treated with electroshock therapy. A week later he was home again, initiating a new cycle of terror and abuse that our family would endure for another decade.


Like an ocean swimmer battling an inescapable undertow, I struggled by the minute through childhood to keep my head above water, and was pulled each day into an endless, swirling vortex of drudgery and mental anguish that would have consumed most adults.


I wish I could tell you that this memory—of my father trying to take his life and that of his children—is my worst childhood remembrance. But it’s not. Our lives of surviving the survivors were just beginning.
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Baby Ruth, Photo by Mietek



Berlin: 1947



My mother pushed and groaned with every contraction, determined to bring a healthy child into the world. This baby, she insisted with every fiber of her body, would not die.


There were no delivery beds in the makeshift American Red Cross hospital, the basement of a bombed-out church in West Berlin that served thousands of refugees displaced by World War II. Sick and injured children, men, and women sprawled out on gritty sheets draped over warehouse pallets made of splintered wood slats, rising just inches above the hard-packed dirt floors. With the help of a female doctor, my mother exerted her strength for one last push, and gave birth to a baby girl.


She named me Ruth, after the biblical survivor of hardships, the friend and companion to others, the devotee to Judaism. It was February 20, and my sister Sarah, who had been born in a Russian camp while my mother was in hiding in Siberia, was three years old.


By 1945 the American Red Cross was providing aid in Germany in the form of food, clothing, and other goods shipped from less devastated countries in the European theater. In Berlin, hospitals such as the one in which I was born were hastily set up to meet the medical needs of the hordes of refugees and displaced persons arriving battered and shaken. As horrible as the hospitals were, their disorderly, overcrowded, and sparse conditions were an improvement for people who survived the war living in forests and in concentration camps, prisons, or labor camps for months and years.


Throughout her life, my mother spoke reverently of the luxury of giving birth in an actual building after the war. “Ruthie was delivered by a real doctor from Philadelphia,” she used to tell people. “We had nothing. Yet a woman came all the way to Germany to help the European refugees.”


Perhaps her praise for the doctor came from her own dreams to become a pediatrician, an ambition dashed to pieces when Hitler invaded her Polish homeland in September 1939. Or perhaps she was awed by the doctor’s ability to keep me breathing, since I was born prematurely and weighed only three pounds. This was long before the days of neonatal incubators, and the survival of such a tiny infant was an extraordinary event even with the best medical care, much less under sordid conditions.
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Sarah at bottom left, my mother and father at top left, two soldiers in Polish uniforms, and other unknown persons in Siberia


I also had black hair all over my face, and my upper lip was still attached to my nose, my tongue to my upper lip. The Philadelphia doctor told my mother in six weeks she could operate on me to correct the defects, but fortunately I eventually transformed into a normal-looking baby. In an effort to console my mother, who was distraught over my appearance, my father smuggled a terrier-mix puppy named Rex into the hospital under his trench coat. My mother loved dogs and was delighted to see the tiny puppy peeking out from my father’s coat pocket. Even as a puppy, Rex had a job—to be stationed next to me and protect me from insult and injury. In the refugee camps it was common to place babies in carriages out-of-doors to give them fresh air, since the lagers, or sleeping quarters, were not conducive to health. My mother was comforted knowing that Rex was always there to serve as my dutiful shield when people passing by my baby carriage stopped to stare.
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Ruth in baby carriage, Germany, Photo by Mietek
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Sarah and Ruth in DP Camp, 1947, Photo by Mietek
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Sarah, Daddy, and Rex in the Berlin DP camp


I was part of the “survivor baby boom,” so named because the world’s highest birthrate at that time was found in these displaced persons camps, where those who had not perished felt an unconscious yet powerful Darwinian drive to replace family members killed during World War II.


As so many other babies in these camps, I was ordained at birth to be a substitute for family members who had been murdered by the Nazis. Throughout my childhood this became an eerie and oppressive burden to bear. Desperately wanting to please my parents and live up to their expectations, I would grow up to become a straight-A student and an accomplished musician. But it wasn’t enough. I was doomed to fail as a surrogate for all they had lost.


City Terrace, California: 1951


The piano stood like a lone soldier in the middle of our meager living room. Sunlight from the dirt-smudged apartment window cast dust motes that swirled in the air and landed on the piano’s smooth, polished surface. Sarah and I stood agape before it, unable to believe our eyes, afraid to touch it. Our apartment had no furniture other than a kitchen table and one treacherous secondhand bed. Our parents could barely afford to purchase food, much less furnishings. We were hungry and broke, a post-Holocaust refugee family living on public assistance in the United States of America.


Yet now we had a piano.


It was a miracle—albeit a miracle Daddy had no means to pay for. Even at the age of four, I knew this wonderful new instrument was an impulsive extravagance, although by then I had given up trying to understand why Daddy did the things he did.
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My mother, Bronia, in 1948





Chapter 2



BRONIA AND MIETEK
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My mother, Bronisłava Markus, nicknamed Bronia or Bronka, grew up in Sandomierz, a picturesque town in southeast Poland on the cliffs overlooking the Vistula. It had been an important center for trade during the Middle Ages, and underground passages connecting the shops are still intact today. Although Sandomierz is mostly a Catholic city, its Jewish population, like Kraków’s, has a long history. A synagogue built in 1768 still stands and is used to house government archives; the city experienced little physical damage during both world wars, but of course buildings do not tell even a part of the whole story of loss.


She was born in 1916, the middle child of three daughters, all of whom were legendary for their beauty. Her looks were truly remarkable—thick gorgeous hair, flawless complexion, a curvaceous figure and dark lashes and brows that enhanced the expressiveness of her blue eyes. Everyone took notice of her, yet she seemed unaware of how attractive she was and usually blushed when paid a compliment.


Her family came from great wealth and prominence. The Seijberts, her maternal grandparents, owned an expanse of land where they grew hops for Polish beer, and many Sandomierz residents worked for the Seijbert-Markus family, either in the fields or the family’s brewery.
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Bronia with her father, sisters, and cousins before the war


It was common in those days for scholarly men to marry into wealthy families like my grandmother’s, so they could continue their studies without having to earn a living. And so it was that my mother was born to a wealthy heiress and a Talmudic scholar. Her father was an orthodox rabbi—intelligent and surprisingly open-minded. She recalled one incident when she had scarlet fever and was so ill that her parents were afraid she wouldn’t survive. The family doctor examined her at their home and prescribed a rich diet of meat and cream. If it meant breaking kosher law to fight her fever, he advised, then break kosher. Without hesitation, my rabbi grandfather replied in his own language, “When it comes to someone’s health, it is a sin not to break the rules.”


Bronia grew up seeing her grandparents and sisters every day. Household servants tended to her every need, and she traveled to Paris with her personal seamstress to pick out fabric for her wardrobe. In her late teens she became a competitive ice skater.


But in September 1939, two weeks after German forces invaded Poland, the Nazis stormed my mother’s hometown, and for two and a half years the townspeople awkwardly coexisted under the rule of their occupiers. When Sandomierz’s feeble structure began to collapse in June 1942, the city’s 2,500 Jews plus other Jews from the neighboring area were driven from their homes and herded into a ghetto community of some seven thousand people. Six months later, the Germans surrounded the entire Jewish area of Sandomierz and demanded that everyone vacate their properties, line up in the square, and prepare for immediate deportation. Both Jewish and non-Jewish citizens were shocked into submission, ill-prepared to oppose the Nazi invaders. The streets convulsed with people screaming, running, sobbing, and soldiers shooting. That night an eerie train whistle blew, as freight cars loaded with Jews rumbled away from Sandomierz. My mother’s parents and grandparents were probably on that train.


Within a day or two, the Nazis had emptied the Sandomierz ghetto, shipping off a thousand citizens to a labor camp in Skarzysko-Kamienna. The rest were killed in the death camps of Treblinka and Belzec, where much of my mother’s family must have perished.


My mother rarely spoke of her two sisters other than to mention that one was a gifted artist. She expressed sorrow and longing for them instead through the expression in her eyes. She never told us their names, but on the back of a photo of her older sister is the name “Rosia,” who in the photo is young, fair haired, and beautiful. She, as I later learned, was the gifted sister, who worked for the Polish Resistance after the Nazi invasion. Since the photo is dated 1944, it is clear that Rosia made it almost to the end of the war before being captured and executed by the Germans.


[image: Images]


My mother’s older sister, Rosia, working for underground resistance, 1944


My grandparents tried to save my mother’s younger, fifteen-year-old sister by giving money and jewels to a non-Jewish friend who promised to take her to a convent in England to wait out the conflict. The friend gladly accepted the money and valuables, but then turned the girl over to the Nazis, who slaughtered her. In this and similar ways, the Nazis picked off the Seijbert and Markus family one by one.


My father too was born into a family of wealth and prestige. Mieczyslaw Frydland, who everyone called Mietek, was born on February 8, 1911, and lived in a mansion on one of the most prominent streets in Warsaw with his sister, Genia, his younger brother, Josef, and his parents, Malka and Szymon. They also enjoyed a magnificent summer villa outside Warsaw, where they would host elaborate parties for family and friends, complete with exquisite dinners, a live orchestra, and dancing. The Fryd-land family manufactured felt for international clients who used it in pianos, furniture, ammunition, and other products.


My father was educated in private schools and university at a time when most Jews in Poland were not allowed an education beyond elementary school. As a young man, he traveled extensively and effortlessly throughout Europe, and because of his elite education and privileged lifestyle, developed an expansive knowledge of classical music, languages, poetry, and art. He was handsome and proud of his appearance, journeying all over Europe to find the perfect wardrobe: London to buy suits, Paris to buy shirts, and Rome to buy Borsalino hats. People were instinctively drawn to Mietek, a natural-born charmer, and he maintained long-lasting friendships and relationships with his peers and colleagues in the Warsaw business community. He was sensitive and caring, and treated family, friends, and servants generously. Eventually he married his first wife, Junia, and they had a little girl.


After his father died of cancer in the early 1930s, Mietek stepped in as chairman of the board for the family business, although he was considered by some to be too young to assume such an important position. Genia too worked for the company, but Josef, also well educated, preferred a playboy lifestyle—enjoying the privileges afforded him but never helping out.
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My father, Mietek


By the early twentieth century, Warsaw had the largest Jewish population of any city in Europe. In September 1939, about a third of the city’s population, more than 350,000, was Jewish—only New York City had more Jews. But in 1940, under the pretext of combating a typhus epidemic, the Nazis, using Jewish labor, began erecting walls around the ghetto. The walls were more than ten feet high, topped with barbed wire, and closely guarded.


On October 12, 1940, German Governor General Hans Frank issued the order to create the Warsaw Ghetto, and within a month had sealed it off from the rest of the city. Their project completed, the Germans forced 115,000 non-Jewish Poles to resettle outside the Jewish district, and corralled more than one hundred thousand Jews from other areas into the ghetto settlement. The ghetto population rapidly burgeoned to 450,000 people in an area of about 1.3 square miles. As the situation worsened, ghetto residents began collapsing from hunger and disease, or were transported to forced labor camps, where they perished. People lay dead in the streets.


Unable to imagine a situation in which their wealth and prestige would not save them, my father’s family was about to learn a bitter truth. Like so many others, they underestimated the depth and breadth of the Nazis’ hatred, much less their boundless capacity for savage cruelty. The Frydlands’ wealth, rather than protecting them, made them glaring targets for brutality when the occupying Germans overtook Warsaw.


Their large, lavishly furnished home was an ideal spot for Nazi headquarters, since it was on the same street as the telegraph and communications buildings. The family business was likewise seized for military purposes, and all its assets were confiscated. Mietek, his wife and child, his mother, sister, in-laws, and servants were forced to leave their home and live together in the Warsaw Ghetto, and when the Nazis descended, randomly shooting on the ghetto one day in 1940, among those killed were most of the Frydlands, along with their servants.


My father and his brother-in-law had left the ghetto earlier that day to check their mail. It was an odd twist of fate that, on a day of no special significance, they left and made their way to the train station that served as a clearinghouse for information. The train stations were always jammed with people trying to get news—about loved ones, about the Allies’ progress. Rushing back to the ghetto in time for the German-imposed curfew for Jews, Mietek and his brother-in-law encountered a man they knew, running toward them, sobbing. He told them of the attack on the ghetto, the murdering of women and children, executed in cold blood. Thunderstruck, they started toward the ghetto, but the man grabbed their arms to stop them. There was no reason to return, he warned them. They must try to save themselves. “If you die,” he said, “the Nazis win.”


My father lost his wife, his little girl, his mother, sister, and his entire way of life in one afternoon. He had no one and nothing left. He had nowhere to go.
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Bronia in Siberia with unknown people and Polish uniformed soldiers, Photo by Mietek





Chapter 3



THE UNSPEAKABLE COLD
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By mere circumstance, my mother was away in Kraków while the Nazis were executing her family during their siege of Sandomierz. Bronia had married a man named Nathan, and with a toddler son in tow, they were attending medical school at the University of Kraków. Although Jews weren’t normally allowed to enroll in medical school in Poland, good connections or enough money for a bribe could still secure placement.


As the Nazis gained power, they started rounding up Jews in Kraków, requiring them to have physical exams, and the doctor who examined my mother was one of her professors. Taking pity on her, and because she was blonde and blue-eyed, he listed her on the examination form as Irish-Catholic, an act that may have been a token of kindness, or perhaps it was a personal rebellion against Nazi prejudice. In either case he saved my mother’s life, enabling her to escape with Nathan and their little boy to Ukraine and then Russia in an attempt to elude the Germans. They stopped running when they reached Siberia.


“One day I was being fitted for a new outfit by my seam-stress,” my mother recalled, “and the next day I was naked.”


Between 1939 and 1941, nearly three hundred thousand Polish Jews—almost 10 percent of the Polish Jewish population—fled German-occupied Poland and crossed into the Soviet Union. Determined to get as far from the Nazis as possible, these Polish Jews sometimes walked for weeks and months. The more fortunate took slow, crowded, grime-coated trains that spewed black smoke along the Trans-Siberian Railway, connecting Moscow to the Russian Far East and the Sea of Japan. Whatever their means of travel, refugees in search of shelter haphazardly dispersed throughout Siberia and other Soviet-controlled regions. The Soviets, gearing up to fight their own war against the Germans, were rankled by this influx of desperate refugees.


Although Soviet authorities deported tens of thousands of Jews to Siberia and other remote areas, it appears my mother and Nathan went there on their own accord. Siberia was just one of a number of horrendous options available to them, and despite impossibly harsh conditions, those who escaped to USSR made up the largest group of European Jews to survive the Nazis.


The escape to Siberia was fraught with tragedy for Nathan and my mother. Their two-year-old boy starved to death on the arctic tundra. My sister Sarah was born in 1943 in a Siberian camp. After Sarah, my mother gave birth to another girl, who, for reasons she never fully explained, was taken from her by soldiers. The baby was never seen again. My mother refused to describe the circumstances that led to the kidnapping of this infant, and to this day the possible scenarios haunt me. As I mentioned earlier, my role in our family was to replace both my father’s infant daughter and my mother’s two children—my three half siblings. I was never told any of their names.


Soon after their son died, Nathan, for reasons unknown, deserted my pregnant mother and Sarah. He left without a word, and my mother didn’t know where he went or if he was alive or dead. His disappearance was so sudden, she could only guess what might have happened to him, and since they were in hiding, she had to scavenge without his help for even the most meager of meals. In retrospect, she suspected he may have joined a military band, labor force, or some organized group as a way to eat, particularly since he had a heart condition that further weakened him. She thought the starvation and cold had been too much for him to bear in hiding with his family.


Left alone with Sarah, my mother struggled to stay alive, eating frozen potato roots or anything she could find. Lactating women would feed as many babies as they could, so my mother determinedly nursed other children in the camp. She wrapped rags around Sarah’s feet to keep her warm, and then used those same rags, when needed, to muffle Sarah’s cries when Soviet soldiers were nearby. Interestingly, throughout her entire life, Sarah harbored a vague and haunting recollection of forced silence, fear, and darkness. Later, she became intrigued by the concept of compassion for the dying.


My mother never expressed any bitterness toward Nathan. In fact, she loved him so much that in later years she shrugged off his behavior, saying, “Men don’t do well without food.”
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