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To all those who perished but live in our hearts, a memorial 
 To all those who found the strength to rise from the ashes and build a new life, a tribute
 To my family, for making life worth living





one



IT IS FEBRUARY 2, 1950.


“Look, Laibele! Look! The Statue of Liberty!” My voice quivering, my heart singing with joy, I press my little boy’s face closer to the porthole of the swaying ship. The long, hard journey, the stormy sea are suddenly forgotten as the shores of freedom reach out to us.


Laibele’s eyes glow with excitement as they dance from my face to the tall statue with the torch in her hand. “Is this really America, Mommy? Really?”


I hug him close. The radiant voice of my three-year-old son fills me with bliss. “Yes, Laibele. It really is America. Finally we are here.”


My husband, cradling in his arms our seven-month-old son, Avromele, gazes lovingly at us. “Yes, my son, we are finally here.” His voice chokes.


I reach out to him, press my face close to his. I feel his warm lips on mine. Tears glide silently from his eyes and mix with mine. “We are free, darling, we are free,” I whisper. “We have a home at last. There is a place for us here. A place for our children.”


The happy, excited voices of the refugees surrounding us fade away. My head suddenly fills with sounds of other voices: frightened, dazed, angry voices. My mind wanders back to the barbed-wire cage of the Nazi concentration camp in Germany.


Again it is May 5, 1945. The rising sun slowly chases the shadows of the night, throwing a grayish light on the long rows of rag-clad girls with shaved heads. Our shriveled bodies shiver in the mountain air. Another day of slave labor is beginning. Shovels in hand, we wait for orders to march and dig trenches for the German soldiers.


Around us are the majestic snowcapped mountains of Germany and pretty, picturesque houses. Strange, bony creatures, we clank our wood and canvas shoes against the pebbled roads as we pass the peaceful homes. The cursing of the angry guards, the swishing sound of whips cut through the silence. I wonder if our daily march—the shouts of the guards, the sight of our agonized faces—ever disturbs the people inside those charming homes. What do they think? What do they feel? Do they close their eyes, close their ears, drink their morning coffee, eat their fresh bread, and make believe we are not real?


I, too, sometimes wonder if we are real. Is all this really happening, or is it a horrible nightmare—the barbed wire, the guards, the whips, the slave labor. It must be a nightmare. Soon I will awake at home in my warm bed, Mama bending over me, chasing the nightmare away, saying, You are safe, you are safe.


“Are you in another world again?” someone whispers in my ear. “You are marching like a zombie. Something is going on. This road is not the same one we took before.”


The fearful words startle me back into painful reality. There is no home. There is no mother, no family. I am all alone here. The nightmare is my daily existence.


The guards curse, swing their clubs over us as they ride along on their bicycles, chasing the marching columns forward. “Faster! Faster, you lazy cows! Do you think you are going for a mountain stroll?”


We drag our wooden shoes, the rough canvas ripping the raw skin of our feet. We run as fast as our worn bodies will move.


Long stretches of woods appear in the distance. Why the woods? My heart beats fast. Maybe they need no more ditches, maybe they have found something new for us to do today. Sometimes they make us carry stones from one place to another and back again. It does not have to make sense to us. We are the slaves. We must follow their orders or be punished. Are they on the run? Are the allies coming close? We hear rumors, whispers.


The end of the war does not mean the end of Germany; it means the end of you! The words repeated so often by the Nazi guards ring menacingly in my ears. You have nothing to wait for, only the end. Cold sweat covers my body like a wet blanket.


I think of two days ago. I am knee-deep in mud, digging ditches. Anger, outrage, bitterness fill me. Suddenly I plunge the shovel deep into the mud and stop in silent protest.


The guard above the ditch stares at me. “Are you mad?” His eyes meet mine as he lowers his rifle butt on my head. “You are mad. You are mad.”


I hear the girls scream in horror as I slip into the mud. “You are crazy, Riva. What did you think you were doing?” One girl wipes my face with her wet, muddy coat. “We are all alone here, Riva, forgotten by the world, at the mercy of murderers. All alone. All alone.”


I swallow my tears and dig again. The sound of bombs in the distance brings hope; it brings fear. I clench my teeth. The bombs do not mean liberation. The day before we die, all of you will die. Remember, you Jewish swine.


My arms ache. Sweat is pouring over my dirty face as I lift the heavy clay-filled shovel. But then I hear Mama’s voice. As long as there is life, there is hope. I see her outstretched arms reaching to embrace me. Hope. Hope. Hope.


“Riva, do you know what date this is?” Karola, the friend who has been with me through all the horror and pain, from the ghetto through the death camp, Auschwitz, and now in the labor camp, Grafenort, asks sadly.


I stare at her, bewildered. “What difference does the date make? For us each day is the same. Yesterday, today, tomorrow, they do not change. One is as horrifying as the other.”


“Riva, it is May third. It is your birthday.” A sad smile covers her weary face. “Your birthday, and you are digging ditches.” She sighs. “Maybe next year . . . if we survive . . .”


    “We must survive, Karola.” I raise my voice. “We must hope.” I repeat Mama’s words eagerly. “As long as there is life, there is hope.”


“Work, Jew!” The guard pokes me with his rifle butt. A sarcastic, ruthless grin covers his face. “This is your last birthday, Jew. Next year you will be dead. Next year you all will be dead.”


That was two days ago. I still see his cynical grin before me, I still hear his taunting voice. Next year you all will be dead.


Frightened whispers buzz all around me. The same horrid thoughts, the same agony fills our minds. The same panic grips our hearts.


The woods are getting closer. My heart beats violently. If we should die here, will anyone remember us? Will anyone survive to bear witness?


I press my notebook, my silent friend, close to me. How many times did the girls in the concentration camp risk their lives to protect these pieces of paper on which I wrote my poems secretly? How many times did they steal paper bags from the garbage in the factory for me, risking punishment if caught? My anger, my sorrow, my hope I poured out on these scraps of paper and shared with the other girls. I hid them all day deep in the sack of straw, my bed, dug them out after a day of hard labor, of carrying buckets of wet clay out of a dark tunnel. My poems, my friends, they helped me hold on to life. Will they be the witnesses of our struggle to live and hope surrounded by horror and death? Will they survive?


I hear girls praying. I join them silently.


The woods spread before us, dark and forbidding, as if warning us not to enter. The first group of girls is already at the edge of the woods. A German guard on a motorcycle speeds by. “Halt! Halt! The Russians are not far behind us!” His agitated outcry rings loud and clear. “Halt! Halt!” The marching columns stop. The guards stop for a moment, then, crazed by the news, take off.


Bewildered, we remain standing on the road. The white houses around us glisten in the morning sun. We are frozen with fear.


“Stand still, girls,” someone pleads. “This may be a trick. They may be waiting for us to run, then they will shoot.”


We stare at one another, petrified. No one moves.


“Girls, it is not a trick,” a girl shouts suddenly, her voice pitched high. “Girls, death was waiting for us in the woods.” She sobs, hysterical. “I heard the guards argue. They had orders to kill us. ‘We must follow orders!’ one said. Then another said, ‘Forget about the Jews! Run, save your life!’ I heard them. Girls! Girls! We are free! Free!”


Dazed, stunned, we cannot move. The air is heavy with the deadly silence. Suddenly cries break the fear-laden stillness. “They were going to do what they said they would! They were going to murder us! They were going to murder us!”


Tears flow slowly over my sunken cheeks. Mama was right. As long as there is life, there is hope.


I turn my eyes away from the dark, menacing woods. I am still alive. I am free. But where do I go? To whom do I go? In back of me are the woods that were to be my grave. In front of me, roads that lead back to the cage. Where do I go?


“Where do we go?” Others echo my thoughts.


“Let’s knock at the doors of those pretty, quiet homes.”


“Maybe they will help now, with no guards here.”


“Maybe, maybe now they will help.”


The white, cozy-looking homes stare silently at us. Frightened, we walk slowly toward them. We knock. Softly at first, then harder and harder. We are pounding with our bony fists against the wooden doors. No one answers.


“There are people inside. I heard them.”


“They are hiding from us. There is no one here to help us, to give us shelter, food.”


“All the doors are closed to us.”


Slowly we drag our frail bodies back, back to the barbed-wire cage of the concentration camp that held us prisoner. The gates stand wide open. No guards are at the watchtower. No guards at the gates. We are dazed, lost. There is no other place for us to go. We are all alone, far from home. Is there a home left? How do we get there? We have no transportation. Should we wait for the Russian liberators? Are we safe? So many questions.


Then we hear shouts and screams coming from a barrack. Some girls drag out a German guard. He was hiding under a bed of straw. “Please, girls, please. Please do not hand me over to the Russians. They will kill me.” He falls to his knees, crying, pleading. “I only followed orders, I only followed orders. Please, please, save me, please. I am not guilty. I only followed orders.”


The shouting, the screaming suddenly stop. We stare at one another. Without his rifle, without his whip he is a pathetic, miserable creature. We are his victims. We are his jury. We are his judges. His life is in our hands now.


“Girls, let God be his judge.” A voice void of emotion cuts through the silence.


“Let God be his judge,” one of the girls repeats slowly. She turns, walks away. Others follow. The guard slowly gets up, moves fearfully past us, then runs through the open gate to his freedom. I watch him disappear.


Numb, weak, we lie again on the sacks of straw. The gates are open, but no one leaves. If our liberators come we will be here, waiting for them.


May 7, 1945. He enters the gates of the cage like a prince in a fairy tale, a Russian officer on a white horse. A small group of tired, muddy soldiers follows slowly. We run toward them. They stare at us as if seeing ghosts rising from the grave. The officer, a middle-aged man, dazed, slowly gets off his horse.


Bony hands reach out to touch him. Is he real?


He stares at us. His voice quivers. He speaks Yiddish. “Are there Jews here?”


“Yes! Yes! We are Jews! We are still alive!”


Tears flow freely over his weatherbeaten face. “You are the first Jews we have found still alive.” His voice breaks. “We liberated several concentration camps and found only ashes, dead bodies. I am a Jew. I had given up hope of finding any of my people alive. You are the first . . . the first. . . .”


We are all sobbing. “What happened to our families? Did they—”


He shakes his head sadly. “So many . . . so many . . . so many murdered . . . Thank God I have found some of my people alive.” He covers his face with his hands, and a wretched, woeful cry rips through the air.





two



OUR LIBERATORS REST for a few hours, then continue forward to capture the German army on the run. Before they leave they speak of horrors they have seen—of the death and desolation the Nazis have inflicted.


“So many death camps.”


“Piles upon piles of dead bodies.”


“Mountains of hair, eyeglasses, shoes. Many, many shoes of men, women, children.”


“We will never forget the sight, the stench of burned bodies.”


“How can we forget? . . . How can we forget? . . .”


Their voices lower to a painful whisper. We cry. They cry. We ask questions. Endless questions. We fear the answers.


“Will we find anyone in our families—alive or dead?”


“How do we search for survivors?”


“How do we get away from here?”


“Where do we go?”


They listen, heads bowed. Their hearts go out to us. They give us food, speak softly, gently.


“Dear girls. Poor girls. You must hold on to hope.”


“It will take time to heal your wounds.”


“It will take time to search for family, for survivors.”


“You must rebuild.”


“You must live.”


“We must move on. Other Russian soldiers will soon come. They will help you.”


“It is sad to leave you here in this horrible place, but you are safe.”


I do not feel safe. The barbed wire surrounding us, the guard posts, even empty, still fill me with panic. The gates are open, but it is the same cage. The horrors we saw, the pain, the degradation we endured are still around us. How can I feel safe here?


I turn to my friend. “Karola, lets not stay here any longer. We are free. We cannot wait here for Russian help. It may be months before they take us back to Poland. There is no transportation now. But we are free to go.” The agitated words race off my lips. “Karola, maybe someone is still alive. Maybe they are searching for us in Poland, in Lodz. Maybe we will find family.” I catch my breath. “It is a very long journey from Germany to Poland on foot, but I have an idea. We will join the Russian slave laborers on their way home to Russia.”


She stares at me as if I have lost my mind. “Riva, what are you talking about? Why should we want to go to Russia? We are from Lodz, Poland, remember?”


“Karola, I am not crazy. Listen.” I take her hands in mine. “My sisters, Mala and Chana, and my brother Yankl are somewhere in Russia. They escaped to Russia when the Nazis conquered Poland in 1939. I do not know where to search for them in Russia, it is such a huge country. . . .” I swallow hard. “But we’ll search for them. They must be alive. We’ll find them. We will find them and together we will all search for the others in my family, in your family.”


Karola studies my flushed face. “Riva, maybe . . . maybe they all survived.” Her voice is high-pitched, her dark eyes flash with hope as she presses my hand tightly. “Maybe they all survived, my brother Berl, your brothers Motele and Moishele. We survived. They were all young.” Her voice breaks. “Last time we saw them was August 27, 1944. We were herded from the cattle cars into the death camp, Auschwitz. They went to one side, we to the other.” A painful moan tears from her lips. “We survived, why not they?” She trembles. “I will come with you, Riva. I cannot remain here any longer. You are my only friend, my family. We will go together by way of Russia to Poland.”


I gaze around me. Haggard, emaciated girls sit or lie on sacks of straw. “Girls.” My voice quivers. “Girls, Karola and I are leaving. Who wants to leave with us?”


Frightened, bewildered, they stare at me. Voices echo throughout the barrack.


“I am too numb to move.”


“I am too weak to move.”


“I want to wait for transportation.”


“I will not move until the Russian army comes.”


“We have no one to help us on the outside.”


“I am afraid of what we will find outside.”


I raise my voice above the others. “Girls, we are free. Remember, we are free to walk out of here now. I will not remain any longer.”


    Hela, tall, all bones, a kerchief tied around her shaved head, walks toward me. She is in her thirties, one of the very few that old. She often acts like a mother toward us. She folds her bony arms, her eyes fixed on me. “My sister Bela and I will come with you.” Her eyes move slowly, gently, over her sister’s terrified face. “It will be all right, Bela.” Her voice is soft. She turns her gaze toward me again. “I heard you speak to Karola of Russia. We, too, have family that fled the Nazis from Lodz to Russia.” Her voice trails off. “Such a large family. Someone, someone must have survived.”


Bela nods in silent agreement.


The four of us walk toward the gate. My heart pounds like a drum, faster and faster. We approach the gate. The pounding within me becomes stronger. We move forward slowly, cautiously. Suddenly I run through the open gate. I am free! I am free! I am free!


The roads are deserted. The Germans are hiding from the Russians. Like hunted prey afraid of a trap, I look around carefully.


With guarded steps we move forward in the gutter. Suddenly Hela stops. Her eyes glow with an angry fire. “Why do we still walk in the gutter like animals? We are human beings again. We are free to walk on the sidewalk. No more walking in the gutter.” She marches quickly onto the sidewalk. Our eyes searching for hidden danger, we follow her.


Jews are forbidden on the sidewalk! Off the sidewalk, Jews! echoes in my head. It was 1939 when I heard those shouts as I was kicked off the sidewalk by a German soldier. I was still a child. I still had a family. I still had a home. That was a lifetime ago, many lifetimes ago.


Now I am alone. No family. No home. Now I walk on a sidewalk in a German town where there is not a German in sight. No one to kick me with his heavy boot. No one to hit me with his rifle butt. I walk on a sidewalk in Germany, free. But I feel no joy, no sense of victory.


What road should we take? Where do we turn? Should we knock at a door, ask for food, shelter? Will they let us in? Will they help us? I read the same questions in the eyes of my friends.


“We have no choice, girls.” Hela looks from one to the other. “We must knock at their doors.”


She walks slowly toward a cozy-looking house. Flowerpots line the window. We follow her with slow, faltering steps, then stop. I feel like an intruder.


Hela knocks softly at the white door. No answer. She knocks again, harder. No answer. She puts her ear to the door. “I hear voices inside,” Hela says. She knocks again and again. “Please open up. We want only food. Please, help us.”


Not a sound is heard from the house. We sit, weary, hungry, lost, on the front steps. “I know I heard whispering inside,” Hela says bitterly. There is a sudden change in her voice. “Well, now they, too, know fear.”


We try another house. No answer. “We must find shelter from the cold. It gets very cold at night in the mountains.” Bela huddles closer to her sister.


Hela puts her arm around her. “We will be all right, my dear sister. We will be all right.”


Night is approaching. We move from house to house, knock, call, plead. “We mean you no harm. We are only girls, Jewish girls freed from the concentration camp. We want only shelter for the night. Please, help us.” But the inhabitants in the warm homes remain silent.


One of the houses has a small barn. Slowly we push the door. It opens with a groan. We jump back, startled. Hela pokes her head carefully through the door. “It looks empty,” she whispers. “I see only hay on the ground.”


We walk in with hesitant steps, our eyes searching, searching. Assured that we are alone in the barn, each of us falls wearily into the soft hay on the ground. “We have a roof over our heads.” Karola sighs. “A barn, but still it is a roof over our heads.”
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I LIE CURLED up in the hay. Thoughts race through my mind, making me shiver. What if we are going in the wrong direction to find the camp of the Russian slave laborers? What if they will not allow us to go home with them? We are not Russians. Sometimes we passed them on our way to work. They cursed the Germans, threw us words of encouragement, even food. It felt good to hear their warm greetings. But will they accept us as traveling companions? If I get to Russia, will I find my sisters and brother there? Russia is so big. Where do I begin to search for them? I have no address. I have not heard from them since 1940.


I remember their last letter, which arrived in the ghetto of Lodz. They were on the way to meet Uncle David, my father’s brother who left Poland before I was born. He settled near the Russian city of Kharkov. I remember seeing pictures of him, his wife, and child. Mala wrote: “It is hard to travel from place to place. We need permission. Now the papers we have waited so long for are here, finally. We are eager to be reunited with our uncle. We won’t be alone here anymore.”


But then Germany attacked Russia. Kharkov was one of the first cities hit. Did they survive the attack?


I think of my father’s family in Russia, in Argentina. They all left Poland. They saw no future there. My family remained. Mama would not part with her parents, brothers, sister. Families should stay together. Mama’s words ring in my ears.


My head spins. I press my eyes tightly together. We tried so hard to stay together. . . . What will I tell Mala, Chana, Yankl when I find them? We tried. We tried to stay together, but . . .


Where is Mama? I bite my lips. On September 10, 1942, the Nazis surrounded the ghetto and took her from us. Did she survive? Did she have the strength to go on living, torn from her children? Did she hold on to hope? As long as there is life, there is hope. Her words stayed with me each time I wanted to give up. Did she give up?


What do I tell Mala, Chana, and Yankl about our younger brothers, Motele, Laibele, Moishele? Tears glide over my face and disappear into the soft hay around me. I see Laibele’s pale, gentle face before me. He held on to life as long as he could. He died in my arms on April 23, 1943. He was only thirteen years old. My body swollen from malnutrition, my legs useless from the loss of calcium, I watched in horror as the burial squad placed the body of my dear little brother on a wagon piled high with the other dead and rushed them off to the cemetery for burial. But at least I know that in the Jewish cemetery in Lodz he has a grave. . . .


Where are the others? Did Motele and Moishele survive Auschwitz? I survived. They were always the stronger ones, always worried about my health, my strength. I faced death many times, yet survived. Where are they? I hear Motele’s voice again, pleading with our friend as we sit crammed together in the dark, hot, smelly cattle car. Please, take care of my sister. She always had us to watch over her. Please, she is not very strong. They may separate us. Please, look after her.


I hear the shout of the Nazi guards as the cattle cars are opened. Welcome to Auschwitz, Jews! Men to the right! Women to the left! Fast! Fast! I hear my horrified scream. Motele! Moishele! Do not leave me alone!


“Motele, Moishele, do not leave me alone,” I whisper, bringing the hay closer to my shivering body. I must still hope. . . . I survived. . . .


When I find them, I must tell my sisters and brother of the letters I wrote to them, knowing very well there was no mail going out of the ghetto. Still, I wrote. I wanted them to know of our struggle, our hopes, our daily fight for life, for dignity. When they came back, I reasoned, they would read the letters. And if we should not survive, the letters would bear witness to our spiritual resistance. I carried those letters to Auschwitz with poems I had written. They remained there with all our other possessions. Maybe they are mingled together with the ashes of those who perished in Auschwitz.


What if I don’t find anyone?


The sound of voices from outside the barn startles us. We huddle together, listen, afraid to move. “They speak Russian.” Karola jumps up. “Our liberators are here.” We run to the barn door, open it quickly, and step back. We are face-to-face with several Russian soldiers pointing their rifles at us. They stare wildly at our horrified faces. Our sunken cheeks, ashen faces, short crop of hair, and bony skeletons wrapped in rags tell where we came from. They lower their rifles.


“Jewish girls?”


“What are you doing here?”


“Why are you hiding in a barn?”


“You could have been shot by us.”


“Poor girls, you are shivering.”


“Do you have blankets?”


“Do you have food?”


They all speak at once. Their voices are filled with compassion, with outrage.


“Why aren’t you in one of the warm homes?” one shouts, pointing his rifle at the homes around us.
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