





[image: Cover: The Wounded Line, A Guide to Writing Poems of Trauma by Jehanne Dubrow]








 WRITING FROM TRAUMA SERIES


Jehanne Dubrow, Series Editor


The Writing from Trauma Series publishes accessible books that provide new and experienced writers with practical strategies for representing and exploring trauma—both historically rooted traumas as well as personal traumas—in print and nonprint media. Each book includes writing prompts, a series of best practices for writing about trauma, and suggestions for further reading and research. Appropriate for general readers, use in the classroom, and use in professional non-academic settings, these books offer specific guidance for a variety of genres and media.











[image: ]









© 2025 by Jehanne Dubrow


All rights reserved. Published 2025


Printed in the United States of America


ISBN 978-0-8263-6864-5 (paper)


ISBN 978-0-8263-6865-2 (ePub)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2025006810


Founded in 1889, the University of New Mexico sits on the traditional homelands of the Pueblo of Sandia. The original peoples of New Mexico—Pueblo, Navajo, and Apache—since time immemorial have deep connections to the land and have made significant contributions to the broader community statewide. We honor the land itself and those who remain stewards of this land throughout the generations and also acknowledge our committed relationship to Indigenous peoples. We gratefully recognize our history.


Cover and interior design by Felicia Cedillos


Composed in Alegreya













INTRODUCTION





Real Wounds


There are two essential stories from my childhood.


The first came from my mother’s mother, my Oma. It was the mid-1930s in Stuttgart. It was Passover. Everyone in the family ate the fish and then sickened with food poisoning. My great-grandfather was violently ill, but the hospital refused to treat him. He was a Jew, after all. And so he died. A few days after his burial, while the family was still sitting shiva on low chairs, their sleeves torn at the seams in mourning, the SS knocked on the front door. Where was my great-grandfather, they wanted to know. My great-grandmother, a redhead renowned for her fury, nodded. “I’ll take you to him,” she said. She led the men to the cemetery and pointed to a fresh mound of dirt. “There he is. You can have him.” Not long after that, my Oma decided it was time to leave Germany. Somehow, she persuaded all her siblings and her mother to go. They couldn’t secure visas to the United States, but there were relatives who had lived in Honduras for many generations. They made a new home in San Pedro Sula. My mother, born after the war, was fed a broth of Spanish, German, and Yiddish swirling together in a single bowl.


As for the family members who stayed in Stuttgart—they did not survive.


The second story belonged to my mother. She was nineteen. One night, the handyman of the building where she lived broke into her apartment. He held her at knifepoint. “Tell me a story,” he said. “Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you.” My mother saved herself by doing as he asked. She kept recounting pieces of herself. She offered to cook him a meal. Eventually she escaped, striking the man with a heavy handbag and then runningrunningrunning from his furious hands.


My Oma’s story taught me that history is violent and intrusive. It pounds on your door. It pushes you across continents. It forces you to learn new languages.


My mother’s story taught me that history isn’t the sole figure capable of assault. We are often most at risk in the intimate spaces where we should feel safest—the rooms where we sleep, the rooms where we stack our books on tables, the rooms where we boil a pot of water.


I’ve written about these tales. Over and over, I’ve written about and around and toward these stories. They are my essence. If you were to reduce me, the way a cup of balsamic vinegar is heated until it thickens into syrup, you would find these two stories are what’s left of me after I cool. There is a sweetness to the narrative of women who have survived. Somehow, they survived. But there is an acrid taste as well.


Yes, there were other stories from my childhood. My father’s tales were marked by silence, puncture, elision. At most, he gave me reluctant scraps. Something about a relative who served on the Judenrat—one of the Jewish councils that often cooperated with the Nazis—believing compliance could save his life. The man was eventually murdered, of course.


Something about starved in the ghettos. Something about killed in the camps. Something about shot in the forests.


Something, too, about my father’s parents, who came to the United States through Cuba. Something about assimilation. Something about the chocolate and apricot jam of a Sacher torte. Something about the tendrilled smell of black coffee.


My father’s version of narrative taught me that the shape, the weight of each story, depends on its teller. Stories can be plump and dense as the raisins in a bowl of fruit compote, or they can be little more than the shadow of powdered sugar sifted over the surface of a cake.


And then there were the narratives I experienced firsthand. The daughter of two career Foreign Service Officers, I was born in Italy and grew up in Yugoslavia, Zaire, Poland, Belgium, Austria, and the United States. I had my first passport picture taken while I was still an infant, swaddled and staring up great-eyed at the camera from my crib. By the time I was three, I had already been evacuated from one country. My mother and I were given only three days to leave Zaire on the last US military plane out of the capital, the two of us sitting on boxes of classified documents for the whole flight. I spoke and forgot several languages. I lived in partitioned nations. I lived in dictatorships. I lived in places where genocide was recent history or else imminent.


Long after all these stories came to define me, I was introduced to the challenges of writing trauma. This was in graduate school in a class called “The Ethics of Representation and the Literature of the Holocaust.” The course taught me literature that explores trauma can do many things. First, it can—through a thoughtful, attentive handling of form—put the reader inside the experience of trauma. But it can also narrate an experience and make arguments about the nature of trauma itself. In Paul Celan’s anguished poems, in the essays of Primo Levi, in Art Spiegelman’s graphic narrative Maus, I found models I could emulate to write about my own family’s encounters with trauma: ways of telling a story that mimicked how pain warps narrative, argumentative structures, and formal approaches.


During my time in graduate school, I married a man who was a career military officer. It was the early years of the second Persian Gulf War, and I was terrified of my husband’s work. Although he was in the Navy, and therefore less likely to see direct combat, I dreaded the possibility (quite common in those days) that he would be transferred to serve in-country, perhaps in Iraq or later Afghanistan. As a way of handling my fears, I began to study the tradition of war literature. If I could understand Achilles’s rage or Odysseus’s grief or Aeneas’s commitment to duty, I thought, then maybe I could make sense of why my husband had chosen to become part of the machinery of war.


The poems I wrote—and continue to write—about my military marriage came out of studying ancient and contemporary war literature. Just as I did when trying to learn how to represent the Shoah, I needed literary paradigms as I began to find my voice in the discourse of war. I learned from Homer’s Penelope, from Ovid, from Stephen Crane, from the muddy trenches of Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon, from Bruce Weigel, from Yusef Komunyakaa, and from the poets of later, more recent wars.
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A decade later, now a professor, I realized that almost all my graduate students seemed to be working on trauma narratives. I’m not sure if this is because young poets feel pressure—either implicitly or explicitly—to write about trauma or if this is simply an indication of our cultural moment, that trauma dominates our current conversations, shaping how we interpret the past, other people and ourselves, the bodies we inhabit.


Whatever the reason for this increased interest, I saw that students struggled to find support in the creative writing workshop for handling what are known as issues of representation. It’s not that they needed someone to tell them what is and isn’t trauma. No. That’s not a professor’s job (and it’s certainly not the task of this book). Rather, they needed scholarly and literary exemplars. But most creative writing faculty lacked expertise in relevant fields and were often unable to provide students with appropriate resources and tools.


I began to consider how I might offer guidance in this kind of work. So much of my thinking about how to represent trauma has been shaped by the interdisciplinary considerations of Holocaust and Genocide Studies, which blends literary theory, historiography, psychotherapy, and other fields of research. And I wondered how I might bring this training into my pedagogy.
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Scholars often frame the Shoah as a “crisis of representation,” one that pushes up against the limits of what an artist can and cannot (or, perhaps, should and should not) transform into beauty. This crisis includes the following problems:


⚫The problem of representing the past


⚫The distorting effects of pain on representation


⚫The impact of pain—that is, trauma—on the continuum of the past and the present


⚫The strain of annihilation/atrocity on pre-Auschwitz (pretraumatic) methods of representation


⚫The challenge of representing both genocide and the erasure of genocide


These concerns are modeled on those raised by scholar Joshua Hirsch in his book Afterimage: Film, Trauma, and the Holocaust. Although Hirsch is speaking about the successes and failures of movies such as Night and Fog, The Pawnbroker, and Schindler’s List, such considerations can be applied to poems that explore the Shoah as well as other forms of trauma.


For instance, any past trauma may feel elusive and resist our attempts to represent it through art. When the pain is no longer ongoing and is now firmly over, the poet must create a bridge between the present and the long ago. A vanished past inevitably places a strain on our current ability to communicate.


But how do we reach back to a time before trauma? This leap requires the poet to develop fluency in a dialect that no longer exists. To recover who a speaker was prior to the pain, the poet must search for a form of utterance that evokes what has been extinguished. The poet is tasked with expressing an extincted self.


Conversely, as Gregory Orr explains in Poetry As Survival, “What certain poets of trauma intuit is that their old self cannot survive the suffering it has experienced without succumbing. Thus necessity permits and compels imagination to create a new self, a self strong enough or different enough to move through and beyond the trauma and its aftermath.” And, to return to Hirsch’s point, all pain can warp or distort memory. Trauma often causes this kind of rupture, dividing the soul into before and after. As Holocaust survivor Rosa Lublin observes in Cynthia Ozick’s novella Rosa, “Before is a dream. After is a joke. Only during stays.” The during of trauma remains, while the link between past and present is severed. Anyone who has experienced such hurt can understand Rosa’s assertion, how the new self is divided from the one that existed pretrauma, how that traumatized self becomes postlapsarian.


Even the final two points that Hirsch outlines can be applied to horrors beyond the Shoah. After great trauma, old methods of storytelling and old ways of handling the figurative may no longer seem appropriate. In fact, poetry itself may feel altogether inadequate, even as the poet wants nothing more than to find a language that expresses the dreadful cry—the scream—of the traumatized psyche. And, finally, it’s not simply genocide that leads to acts of erasure. Many forms of trauma are challenging to represent in themselves and are often followed by silence or by outright attempts to expunge the evidence of pain.


There are also ethical considerations that the poet faces (or, for that matter, the novelist, the painter, the photographer, the composer) when it comes to transforming trauma into art. Any poet who examines profound pain on the page might want to ask how subject matter should shape form. The poet might consider who “owns” the trauma. Are there only certainly people who can speak about it? And how should a poet describe the wound itself? Are there parts of the trauma that should not or cannot be represented?


Philosopher Theodor Adorno warns against the “absolute reification” and the “self-satisfied contemplation” of the cultural critic attempting to form scholarly judgements after the Shoah; a scholar may too easily forget the horror that shadows every piece of art we make post-1945. Poets should also worry about the dangers of reification and their own self-satisfied contemplation; writing a poem can be a pleasurable and immersive experience. “To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric,” Adorno cautions. And yet we do continue to write. We enjoy searching for the most affecting image. We thrill as the meter clicks deliciously into place. When we work on a draft of a new poem that engages with trauma, it is easy to disregard that our lines originate in real wounds.


I would suggest that, even when a poet’s subject matter is not genocide but rather some other personal or political crisis, these same concerns might still have value as a part of the creative process. Whether a poet is writing about an ongoing war, an encounter with gun violence, or an experience with sexual assault, to name a few examples, the writer is likelier to produce powerful, nuanced art by asking: What are the best formal strategies to use in recounting this narrative? What research is necessary? What has been written about this subject before? And what is the poet’s role in representing this event?


Many years ago, when I was a PhD student, I held a research fellowship at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. At the end of my stay in Washington, DC, I was required to give a presentation to the other scholars and fellows. I wondered how I could explain the process of writing poems that represent the Shoah to a roomful of historians, sociologists, philosophers, psychologists, and theologians. My work was so different from theirs. We all handled texts. We all spent hours researching in the stacks. But beyond that? I wasn’t sure if I knew how to communicate what poets do.


As part of my presentation, I introduced my colleagues to a list of characteristics that we might look for in a well-crafted and ethical poem that addresses genocide:


⚫The poem enacts the urgent, formal relationship between the story and the storytelling.


⚫The poem exhibits knowledge of so-called canonical texts within its field.


⚫The poem consciously uses and often reinterprets the tropes that populate this literature.


⚫The poem engages in intertextuality, interdisciplinarity, or hybridity.


⚫The poem demonstrates self-reflective thinking about its own processes, its position in relation to the trauma, and the ethical challenges of representing atrocity.


I keep this list in mind whenever I write a poem of trauma. I look for these strategies when I read verse that engages with pain, and the poems included in this book reflect these best practices as well.


One of the greatest difficulties poets encounter when first attempting to write about trauma is the certainty that the pathos of the subject matter alone is enough to create a powerful work of art. They may believe that a personal connection to the topic guarantees they will write authentic, moving poems. As a result, people often rely on the horror of the narrative to do the intellectual and emotional work of the text. This can lead to poetry that, at best, engages in cliché, repeating what other poems have already said more compellingly, or, at worse, becomes kitsch. Or, as the great Polish poet Czesław Miłosz says in an essay: “The reality of the war years is a great subject, but a great subject is not enough and it even makes inadequacies in workmanship all the more visible.”


Therefore, when writing poems of trauma, it’s wise to study the voices that have come before you. Read primary sources. Read theory and scholarship. You can do this no matter the trauma, whether you’re attempting to explore an intimate, bodily grief such as sexual assault or you’re writing about a large-scale, ancestral trauma like the US government’s forced relocations of Native Americans.


In other words, we must do our homework. If we wish to avoid platitudes and triteness, we must understand where our poems fit in the conversation.
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For more than twenty years, I have lectured, written, read, and thought about how poets and writers represent atrocity. I’ve always believed that the examples offered by Holocaust and genocide studies as well as war studies—fields that are interdisciplinary and intertextual—might be useful to poets writing about other forms of trauma. These include historically rooted traumas such as military conflict, enslavement, gender violence, occupation, colonization, and forced migration as well as smaller-scale, more private traumas: the deaths, losses, and abuses that so many poets consider in their work.


There are other disciplines and literary traditions through which we can learn to write effectively about trauma. My scholarly models don’t have to be yours. Moreover, the strategies explored in this book are not intended to be prescriptive. These are the techniques I have found particularly useful in my own writing of trauma. Perhaps you will discover additional methods of representation that serve your poems.


The texts I have selected for analysis reflect my training, but they are only meant as a starting point. I believe that each of us should research the literatures and conversations of the specific trauma we hope to represent, whether that pain is historically rooted or is connected to medicine, geography and climate, gender and sexuality, or some other subject matter. We can build a personal canon of texts that inspire us aesthetically and ethically. We can read across genre and discipline. We can ask ourselves the difficult, discomfiting questions.
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And, finally, about trauma itself.


The word has its roots in physical experience. Trauma was initially understood as a real wound located on a real body. It was only at the end of the 1800s that the word’s meaning enlarged and became as much an agony of the spirit as of the physical self. The fifth edition of the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders explains that trauma goes beyond ordinary stresses and losses and is the result of “actual or threatened death, serious injury, or sexual violence.” The DSM-5, as it’s known, doesn’t classify stressful events—such as terminal illness—as trauma. That said, The Wounded Line includes poems that explore topics like cancer and recurrent pregnancy loss. I’m not advocating for what’s known as concept creep, which is defined as “the progressive expansion of concepts of harm.” Nonetheless, I believe it’s important to acknowledge that, for many readers, these kinds of shattering events may feel like traumas, regardless of therapeutic diagnosis.


Trauma studies blends the work of clinicians, historians, literary critics, and sociologists in an attempt to offer both a theory of and treatment for trauma. Much of literary trauma studies is grounded in Freudian theory as well as in the early work of Holocaust and genocide studies. This includes scholarship by Dominick LaCapra, Dori Laub, Shoshana Felman, Geoffrey Hartman, and Cathy Caruth, who explains in her landmark book, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History, that “trauma is more than a pathology, or the simple illness of a wounded psyche: it is always the story of a wound that cries out, that addresses us in an attempt to tell us of a reality or truth that is not otherwise available.” Caruth understands trauma as a delayed phenomenon that expresses itself belatedly and, as a result, strains the limits of representation. She argues that we must view trauma both in terms of “what is known” as well as “what remains unknown in our very actions and our language.”


More recent approaches in literary trauma theory suggest alternatives to this classic model. In an overview of the history of the field, Michelle Balaev explains that contemporary methodologies “acknowledge both the neurobiological and social contexts of the experience, response, and narratives, as well as the possibilities that language can convey the variable meanings of trauma.”


Many of the techniques I recommend in The Wounded Line come out of the classic model of literary trauma theory; these methods lead to verse that conveys both the known and what Caruth calls “the not-knowing at the heart of catastrophic experience.” Other chapters offer strategies that allow for trauma as a knowable, representable experience.


Why blend approaches? Because poets are magpies. In writing this book, I wanted to collect as many formal, narrative, and rhetorical models as possible. When I’m stuck in the middle of a draft and am trying to find the next word, the next line, my concern is seldom with theory (unless theory itself is the poem’s subject). Instead I’m focused on practical and immediate challenges: Do I need a metaphor here? Which part of this story matters the most? What is my argument?


Throughout this book I contend that in writing poems of trauma we should never forget the word’s etymology. Our poetry must find a way back to the tangible and physical. Our language should be informed by the senses, senses that may be heightened by trauma, senses muffled or dampened by pain. Whatever trauma has done to the link between mind and body, that connection—or severance—should be obvious in the poem.


Clinical psychologist Peter Levine writes in In an Unspoken Voice: How the Body Releases Trauma and Restores Goodness about the experience of being hit by a car. As he is being rushed to the hospital in the screeching panic of the ambulance, Levine begins listening to the urgent messages that his body is sending to his mind. “I consciously direct myself to go inward,” he explains. “I begin to take stock of my body sensations.” Within a few minutes his blood pressures drops. His heart rate slows. “Thank god,” he tells the paramedic, “I won’t be getting PTSD.” It’s a remarkable assertion. But by engaging in a series of self-protective responses, Levine succeeds in resetting his nervous system and brings himself back into the immediacy of breathing, the heat of his skin, the air moving through his lungs.


In her novel Thistlefoot, GennaRose Nethercott creates a narrative that combines ancestral trauma—the nineteenth- and twentieth-century pogroms of the Russian Empire—with Slavic folklore. Near the end of the book, she writes,




Children were born and raised among the stories, and their children, and theirs, until the stories were forgotten. The ghosts, forgotten, too. Now, a boy whose great-grandfather ate fistfuls of grass to survive drives his rusted-out Chevy in circles between the high school parking lot and the rotary, just to hear the engine purr. A girl whose grandmother was forced into soldiers’ beds—a comfort, they called her—stays out at a party until three a.m., plays spin the bottle for hours. These, small celebrations. The joys of forgetting. Of running the gas tank to empty just because you can. Of wearing red lipstick and curling your hair, kissing someone, and then walking away whenever you choose. Generation by generation, we forget. Only the body remembers. The body, and the ghosts. Flickers of flame.





Only the body remembers. It recalls the smell of woodsmoke, the velvet touch of a beloved’s skin, a sharp crack like a gunshot in the distance.


Ultimately, whether the trauma is rooted in a large, national history or is grounded in a small, personal story, the act of writing a poem is difficult and demands intellectual rigor. Not long ago I gave a presentation about the practical strategies explored in this book. From the back of the room, a scholar raised his hand, the gesture sharp and furious. I had angered him. “Doesn’t it flatten history to use the same techniques as one might employ in a poem about personal trauma?”


I shrugged. “No matter the scale of the trauma,” I explained, “the process of representation remains much the same.” The poet is always charged with creating a persuasive, three-dimensional speaker, a real body on the page. And the poem’s task is to convince a reader that it is truthful, that it possesses some knowledge or insight, that it sees and hears and tastes and touches and smells the injured world.


Writing from the senses is a way of moving toward the cold, shadowed place of trauma. And perhaps, through a language of the body, through the crafting of wounded lines, we can also restore the speakers in our poems, can heal them—however briefly—of their own echoing pains.















CHAPTER 1

Lists and Catalogs







What story can be found in the list, the catalog, the record, the register, the roll?


Many poems about trauma aren’t really about the trauma itself. Instead, their primary purpose is to represent the traumatized mind—the fracturing of thought, how the intellect tries to piece the broken world back together. As psychiatrist Judith Herman explains in her book Trauma and Recovery:




Traumatic events call into question basic human relationships. They breach the attachments of family, friendship, love and community. They shatter the construction of the self that is formed and sustained in relation to others. They undermine the belief systems that give meaning to human experience. They violate the victim’s faith in a natural or divine order and cast the victim into a state of existential crisis.





Sometimes, in response to trauma, the mind organizes. It tries to keep itself within strict boundaries. It looks for forms of containment. In a list poem—a poem that is structured as a catalog of objects, people, places, things—the act of ordering becomes a way to assert control. In his A Primer for Poets and Readers of Poetry, Gregory Orr explains, “Poetry is compelling in a crisis not just because it is concise and immediate, but also because it is superbly designed to handle both aspects of experience: the reality of disorder and the self’s need for some kind of order.”


And it’s true that lists do neaten up the world, our lives numbered or sequestered into bullet points. But they are also documents that resist linearity. When we write a shopping list, we scribble down whatever item first occurs to us. Our minds skid through the aisles of the grocery store, darting first toward the produce and then the frozen foods. Tomatoes. Milk. Dishwasher soap. And that’s the contradiction of a list poem. The text arranges difficulty into tidy lines while the form remains nonetheless a collection of disparities.


Elizabeth Rosner’s lyric essay “The Alphabet of Inadequate Language” serves as the opening to her memoir, Survivor Café. As the title indicates, the piece is an abecedarian, a text arranged in alphabetical order. Rosner’s use of the alphabet as an organizing principle suggests that this is a primer, an educational tool. The essay offers a comprehensive vocabulary of twentieth-century atrocities, all while reminding us that language is insufficient. The text reaches and reaches again for terminology, but the reader knows even the most capacious lexicon cannot encompass the trauma:




The Alphabet of Inadequate Language


A is for Auschwitz, where more than a million were gassed and then burned into ash. The word that could speak for everything that follows.


A is for ARBEIT MACHT FREI, the words on the gates of Auschwitz. WORK MAKES YOU FREE. Except that the phrase is untranslatable. Like so much else.


A is for Atrocity. A is for Armenian Genocide, words that are illegal to say aloud in Turkey.


A is for Atom bomb.


B is for Buchenwald, where my father and my uncle were imprisoned, yet did not die.


B is for Bergen-Belsen, where Anne Frank did die. B is for Belzec, where half a million were murdered. B is for Babi Yar, the ravine and largest-known mass grave.


B is for Birkenau, the “sister” to Auschwitz.


C is for Concentration Camp. C is for Crematoria.


C is for Collaboration. C is for Communism. C is for Churchill.


C is for Cambodia.


C is for Children. One and a half million murdered children. Also the Hidden Children, and the Child Survivors.


D is for Dictator.


D is for Dachau.


D is for Death Camp.


D is for Death’s Head Insignia.


D is for Deutschland.


D is for Denial.


E is for Eichmann. E is for Extermination. E is for Einsatzgruppen, mobile killing squads. E is for Ethnic Cleansing. E is for Euphemism.


F is for Final Solution. F is for Fuhrer. F is for Fatherland. F is for Forgetting, which both is and is not the opposite of Remembering.


G is for Gestapo. G is for Gas Chamber. G is for Goering. G is for Germany. G is for Ghetto. G is for Genocide.


H is for Holocaust.


H is for Hitler.


H is for Himmler.


H is for Hoss.


H is for Homosexual.


H is for Hutu.


H is for Hiroshima.


I is for Identity Card. I is for Immigrant. I is for Ideology. I is for I Don’t Know How to Go On like This but I Cannot Stop Because the Words Keep Coming.


J is for Jew. J is for Jude. J is for Jehovah’s Witnesses. J is for JEDEM DAS SEINE, words on the gate of Buchenwald. TO EACH HIS DUE.


K is for Kristallnacht. K is for Khmer Rouge and for Killing Fields. K is for Konzentrationslager.


L is for Lager. L is for Lynching. L is for Liquidation. As in, the liquidation of the Warsaw Ghetto and the Lodz Ghetto and the Vilna Ghetto, where my mother and her parents were forced to live before they escaped to a hiding place in the Polish countryside.


M is for Mengele.


M is for Mauthausen.


M is for Maidanek.


M is for Murder, Memory, Massacre, Motherland.


N is for Nuclear Bomb and Neutron Bomb. N is for Nagasaki. N is for Neighbors, the ones who hid Jews and the ones who denounced Jews or denounced other neighbors for hiding Jews. N is for Nuremberg. The place of the trials. The place of a nearly impossible quest for justice. N is for Nazi.


O is for Oven. O is for Other.


P is for Pogrom. P is for Prisoner. P is for Parade. P is for Ponary, the forest near Vilna, where 100,000 Jews were executed. P is for Poland, once home to more than 2 million Jews. P is for Perished.


Q is for Quarantine.


Q is for Questions That Have No Answer.


R is for Reich. R is for Roma, whose numberless dead have never fully been mourned. R is for Rwanda. R is for Romania, the birthplace of my father’s father and the citizenship that saved my father’s life. R is for Relocation. R is for Refugee. R is for Roosevelt.


S is for SS, for Stormtrooper. S is for Shoah. S is for Sachsenhausen and for Sobibor. S is for Stalin and for Synagogue and for Soap. S is for Sola, the ash-filled river at the edges of Auschwitz. S is for Sonderkommando, the special detail of prisoners forced to work in the gas chambers and crematoria. S is for Selektion. S is for Stolpersteine and for Secrets. S is for Silence.


T is for Treblinka.


T is for Theresienstadt.


T is for Tattoo.


T is for Twins, whom Mengele chose for special experiments.


T is for the Thousand-Year Reich, for Terror, Trauma, Tenacity.


T is for Tutsi.


U is for Uprising. U is for Underground. U is for Über Alles. U is for U-boat. U is for Undesirable. U is for Understatement.
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