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Dedicated to the United States of America and to the young women and men who do their share to defend this most mighty bulwark of freedom and democracy.


I have received literally hundreds of inquiries from young readers about my life in America. Their intelligent questions, eager curiosity and touching concern served as inspiration for this third sequel of my life story. I wish to express my heartfelt gratitude for the wonderful gift their letters have given me.


Simultaneously, I wish to thank VP Brenda Bowen at Simon & Schuster, my editor Alyssa Eisner, and my former editor Jessica Schulte for their brilliant, enthusiastic guidance and encouragement. 





Chapter One



NEW YORK HARBOR!, 1951


The day breaks as the SS General Stuart rapidly slices through the mist toward New York Harbor. With baited breath I watch the coastline approach. A moist wind slaps my hair against my cheeks, and my fingers feel numb from the intensity of my grip on the rail, testing reality. Is this a dream, or am I really standing on the upper deck of the ship drawing nearer and nearer to America? Today is Sabbath, just like when we set sail eight days ago. We started our journey on the holy day of Sabbath and we are completing it on Sabbath. God, is this a divine message . . . an omen?


The waters near the shore are calm, and I feel wonderful. The seasickness is gone. The turbulent ocean with its infinite majesty is behind us, spanning the abyss between our past and our future. Between homelessness in Europe and the promise of a home in America.


America, will you be my home? Will you embrace me as a daughter yearning to belong, an equal among equals, or will I forever remain a stranger, as on the other side of the ocean? Will you grant me my fervent desire of going to school once again? Will you grant me my secret ambition to become a teacher?


Am I dreaming too wild a dream?


Elli, my little sister . . . always impetuous . . . always dreaming . . . with your head always in the clouds. It’s my brother’s voice; I can hear it as if he were standing next to me. My brother Bubi! Oh, I can’t wait to see him! How soon will I see him?


The pier is not too far now, and I can see a statuesque image gradually precipitate out of the fog. The Statue of Liberty! There is no mistake about it: As the boat moves along the pier, she emerges out of the haze in her full glory. How beautiful she is! I can see her clearly now. I can see her right hand holding the famous torch . . . the torch of liberty.


“Look, Mommy. There. There, on the horizon. Can you see it? The Statue of Liberty! Oh, Mommy! Did you think we’d live to see this sight?”


“Yes,” Mother says softly, and there is a catch in her voice. “I can see it. . . . It’s so hard to believe. And yet it is true. Thank God for having reached this moment.”


I put my arms about her. “Oh, Mommy. I can’t believe we’ve made it!”


Others have seen the statue too, and a cheer rises among the ranks of refugees storming the rails. Several men whip off their caps and someone begins to sing, and the cheer turns into many different songs, many different anthems—a basket of melodies rising into the mist.


“The American anthem,” I shout. “Who can sing the American anthem?”


But no one hears me. No one knows the new anthem of our new homeland: The refugees keep singing the anthems of their hearts in different languages, a cacophony of tongues. The deck is full now . . . men, women, and little children . . . singing, faces red from the wind and wet with tears. It is one song—the song of the refugees coming home.


“Oh, Mommy. I can’t believe we’ve made it!”


“Not yet. We haven’t made it yet.” Gently she frees herself from my embrace. “Elli, let’s go and gather our things,” she says cheerfully. “Let’s hurry. We shouldn’t be among the last to step ashore.”


I nod. “Let’s hurry and be among the first!”


We go below to pack our things, and as we maneuver our luggage toward the upper deck, Mother is caught up in a human tide sweeping her toward the gangway.


“Mom, wait! I can’t go yet. I can’t leave without saying good-bye to Captain McGregor and Steward McDonald.” Pushing against the current, Mother and I manage to reach the staterooms. But the officers are nowhere to be seen. As we drag our luggage toward the mess deck, I hear a familiar voice in the crowd.


“There you are! Look at you! All recovered.” The captain’s eyes sparkle with playful good humor. “All peachy pink and ready to go!”


“Yes, I’m fine now. The seasickness was gone as soon as we slowed down for landing.”


“I know, I know. It’s the nature of the beast. Where are you heading?”


“We have family in Brooklyn.”


“Brooklyn? Do you have a passport? You have to cross a bridge to get to Brooklyn, and for that you need a special passport. Brooklyn is foreign territory.”


“Oh, no! We have no passports at all. Our status is ‘stateless.’ None of the refugees have passports!” Tension tightens my stomach.


The captain’s eyes now have a dark, wicked glow. “Then you cannot get to Brooklyn. You’ll have to stay right here!”


Seeing my panic, he locks me in a bear hug. “Oh, I was only kidding. May God be with you wherever you go, Miss Friedman. Thanks for your help. You did a hell of a job. I’ll miss you on my next crossing.”


What does kidding mean? I hope it means he was not serious about Brooklyn being a foreign land.


As Captain McGregor holds me in his arms, I remember our first meeting.


Was it only a week ago Thursday that the exciting news rippled through the ranks of the refugees in the Bremerhaven transit camp that our boat had arrived and we would be boarding on Saturday morning? But Saturday is Sabbath, when it is forbidden by Jewish law to board a ship! Mommy and I were faced with the agonizing problem until early Friday morning when I proposed a solution: I would volunteer to work as an interpreter on the ship and request permission for the two of us to board on Friday instead of Saturday. Although delighted with the idea, Mommy was dubious. But the captain miraculously accepted my offer and bade us to board immediately together with the crew.


And now here we are, ready to step ashore in America, the land of freedom. Far behind us is the bloodsoaked soil of Europe, the graveyard of all I had loved—my family, my friends, my childhood.


It has been a long journey. When did it begin? Did it begin when young American soldiers liberated me, a fourteen-year-old skeleton, from the German prison train, offering us, walking corpses, the gift of life . . . of hope?


Or did it begin before the war, when Papa clutched in his hands the Czechoslovak passport that promised to transform his dreams of America into reality? But as the shadows of war loomed ever larger, America was beckoning from an ever-receding horizon, until Hitler’s march into Prague sent the U.S. Embassy packing, delivering a final, fatal blow to our hopes. And so instead of America, my father’s journey ended in a mass grave in Bergen-Belsen.


The three of us, my mother, my brother, and I, dazed survivors of the empire of death, continued the journey. My brother left for America four years ago on a student visa, while Mother and I wandered through Europe, moving from one refugee camp to another in the American Zone of Germany, getting ever closer to the American dream. Until that memorable Friday more than a week ago when in the port of Bremen a small ship bobbing on the waves came into view, the name SS General Stuart clearly visible on the bow.


Belowdecks, no sooner did Mom and I arrange our bedclothes under the pillows and tuck our luggage neatly under the bunk than a trimly uniformed marine officer appeared and bade me to follow him up the companionway to the captain’s office.


Captain McGregor greeted me jovially and pointed to a desk in the corner with an old gray Olympic typewriter among stacks of paper.


“Here, Miss Friedman, is your office, complete with typewriter,” he said crisply. “First we have to compose special lists according to nationalities. Here is the passenger list. Nationality is listed next to each name. Please sort the names by nationality groups and type up a separate list for each. We also need a list of children below the age of fifteen—for the children’s dining room. You’ll find ages listed next to names. Your skills as interpreter will be needed to sort out those who require a meatless diet. Those passengers will eat in the meatless dining room. We’ll compile that list after the passengers board early tomorrow morning. That list can be typed up then and immediately posted with the kitchen crew.”


“I can sort out those who require a meatless diet,” I remarked carefully. “But I can’t type up the list tomorrow morning. It’s part of what I mentioned this morning about Sabbath observance. I’m not allowed to type on the Sabbath.”


“I understand. No problem. One of the stewards will do the typing. Can you get the information from the passengers and dictate it? Is that okay?”


I nodded and settled down at the ancient typewriter. Conscious of the limited time at my disposal, I plunged into work. At noon the captain stopped at my desk.


“Young lady, I’m sorry to interrupt your work, but it’s lunchtime. I’m here to invite you and your mother to join me and the rest of the crew at my table for lunch.”


“Oh. Thank you, Captain,” I replied awkwardly. “I wish we could join you. But my mother and I, we eat kosher food only.”


“Whadd’ya know!” he exclaimed. “Our first couple of meatless customers! No problem. I’ll tell the cook. He’ll take care of you.”


The jolly company, cold salad, cottage cheese, and canned corn made for a delightful lunch. And something else: dessert. A frozen, dark brown brick painstakingly sliced into squares by the cook. “What is it?” The crew was greatly amused to discover that I had never seen or tasted chocolate ice cream. One by one they generously piled their portions of the frozen delicacy on my plate. Only later did I find out that they all hated this chocolate ice cream, and were delighted to find easy prey!


As the afternoon wore on, a gentle tap on my shoulder startled me. It was Mother.


“Elli, it’s sunset. Time for Sabbath. You must stop typing.”


“Okay, Mom,” I reassured her. “I will join you below deck as soon as I’ve delivered the lists to the captain.”


When I arrived belowdecks I found that Mother had fashioned a small table out of a footstool and arranged the two candles she brought along, using bottle caps for candleholders. Her face took on a special glow as she lit the candles, and then, covering her eyes with her hands, she recited the Hebrew blessing over the flickering lights. Our dark little corner below deck was transformed into a circle of radiance.


The sound of hurried footsteps broke the spell. Taken aback at the sight of the candles, the first steward mumbled an embarrassed apology. “Sorry, Miss, but you’re needed above to meet the kitchen crew and explain to them about kosher.”


Captain McGregor introduced me to a large group of marines I recognized from lunch. To my surprise they listened avidly to my talk on the rules of kashruth and asked penetrating questions, and the hour was quite late by the time First Steward McDonald broke up the discussion. As the marines dispersed with cheers and catcalls, Captain McGregor chuckled. “Hey, young lady, you were quite a hit!”


It was past midnight when I finally joined Mother in the bunk and dropped into bed exhausted yet exhilarated from my remarkable experience in the ship’s kitchen. Mother listened quietly to my story about the marines’ reaction to my talk, then remarked wryly, “I would have never imagined that a lecture on kosher food would make such an exhilarating topic.”


At dawn Steward McDonald appeared at my bunk. “Miss Friedman, our customers are boarding. We need an interpreter to issue directives.”


“I’ll be with you in a minute,” I mumbled hoarsely and climbed off my bed. Thank God I was too tired the night before to get undressed. In less than a minute I was ready to follow the first steward.


“As you know, we are accommodating them by ethnic groups. Hopefully this will make for a more successful passage.” He whispered as we climbed the metal stairs, confiding, “Our last passage with refugees was dismal.”


Masses of refugees ascended the gangplank. From the lists I’d put together I knew that they spoke Slovenian, Czech, Ukrainian, Yiddish, German, Hungarian, Polish, Romanian, and Italian. Hungarian, German, and Yiddish were easy. And my knowledge of Slovak helped me to communicate also in Slovenian, Czech, Ukrainian, and Polish—all Slavic languages. But I could speak neither Romanian nor Italian. What was I going to do?


“Do you have a pad and a red pencil?” I asked Steward McDonald.


Steward McDonald produced a red pencil and took my dictation in large block letters: CHI PARLA ITALIANO? “What does it mean?”


“I hope it means ‘Who speaks Italian?’ Italian would help us also with Romanian.”


I raised the pad above the crowd, and almost instantly a voice called out, “lo parlo Italiano.”


The voice belonged to a young Serb from Zagreb, who besides Italian and his native tongue also knew German, spanning a linguistic proficiency in the three main language families—Germanic, Slavic, and Romance—a perfect combination for communicating with the refugees.


The young man from Zagreb, his name was Stanko Vranich, seemed to have phenomenal organizational ability, and with his help the boarding proceeded smoothly. Stanko’s support boosted my sense of competence, and the two of us had all the refugees settled in their respective quarters in less than three hours.


“I should hire you on a permanent basis,” the captain chuckled. “We could do with such orderly boarding on every passage.”


“Meet my senior partner.” I introduced the slim young man whose narrow auburn mustache partially concealed a harelip. “This is Mr. Vranich. I couldn’t have done it without him.” As the officers saluted him, Stanko courteously bowed his head.


The rest of the morning kept me busy dashing up and down between the hold, the staterooms, the kitchen, and the mess deck, conveying requests for extra blankets, cots, buckets, food items. It was almost noon as I was climbing up the companionway to the upper deck right behind Captain McGregor, when suddenly an incomprehensible surge of nausea sent the contents of my stomach up my throat. Luckily there was a bucket of sand nearby and I managed to direct the charge into it, and continued up the stairs without the captain noticing. Wow! It must have been the canned fish I had for dinner. Or that mountain of chocolate ice cream! Thank goodness the captain didn’t seem to notice!


But once we were up deck Captain McGregor burst into uproarious laughter.


“God almighty, you’ve got it bad! Poor devil, right at the start.”


“What do you mean? What have I got?”


“A bad case of what’s called seasickness”


“Seasickness? What are you talking about?”


“You’re green to the gills. That’s what I’m talking about!”


The next moment another excruciating wave of nausea hurled my stomach to the roof of my mouth, and what was left of its contents shot out like a salvo of bullets. In panic and shame I doubled over another bucket of sand at the side of the rail. God, I wanted to die that instant.


“I apologize. This has never . . . never happened to me before,” I managed to sputter.


“You’ve never been seasick before.” The captain’s chuckle was no longer mocking. He placed a comforting hand on my shoulder and whispered an astounding confession: “I’ve been at sea for fifteen years, and I get seasick on every passage. Just haven’t started yet. Too early.”


“How can one be seasick before sailing? While the ship is at anchor in the harbor?”


Now the captain was rocking with laughter. “At anchor? We’ve been sailing for over an hour!”


It could not be. I’d asked Mommy to come and tell me when we were sailing. She’d promised to warn me in time.


I slid my hand into my pocket to touch my little parcel, my last gift to Germany. It was there. A piece of paper wrapped about a small rock and tied with a yellow ribbon the color of the Judenstern, the canary yellow Jewish star I was forced to wear . . . in readiness. My private message to Germany—to its gas chambers, its mass graves, its fields of grass above mutilated corpses, its forests concealing the shrieks of the tormented. For the moment of departure . . . my gesture of farewell.


I ran to the railing. The rock wrapped in my special message was waiting in my pocket, ready for my sacred ritual. The coastline was barely visible in the distance. Rough waves churned at the stern of the ship as it rapidly moved away from Germany. I raised my hand high, ready to fling its contents. It was of no use. The coastline was beyond range. I dropped the missive into my pocket.


For years I had planned this gesture of last farewell in the name of all who are buried in this accursed soil and who, unlike me, were unable to leave it. Why was I deprived of my good-bye to Germany?


I ran belowdecks. “Mommy, why didn’t you warn me in time?” I cried with bitter disappointment. “You promised you would call me the minute the ship sailed!”


“I’m sorry, my daughter,” Mother said apologetically. “I was taking a rest. You know Shabbat afternoon I always doze off. And when I awoke, it was too late. There was no point in disturbing you. You were so busy. . . .”


I remembered another lost farewell, another bitter confrontation with Mommy, and I felt my heart break all over again. It’s early spring. . . . I am standing in my nightgown, barefoot in the chill of the dark dawn . . . hear the beating of the horses’ hooves, the carriages clattering in the distance. The last carriage is dimly visible, and through a haze of rising dust I can see Papa’s silhouette among several other men in the departing carriage. . . . Powerless in the face of my savage grief, I shriek, “Mommy, how could you do this to me? How could you rob me of my good-bye? Why didn’t you wake me as you promised?”


Years had passed since then, but the shriek of pain remained trapped in my soul.


The ship was heading for the open sea, and the coastline had disappeared. Captain McGregor was no longer on deck. I went below to look for him either in the stateroom or in his office. Perhaps he had some chore for me. I had to keep busy. I had been told that’s the best antidote for seasickness. It’s also the best antidote for heartache.


Now the captain shakes hands with Mother. “God bless you too, ma’am. You’ve got a great lass here.” Then he turns to me with a wink. “Translate it for me, will you?”


Two young marines offer to help with our luggage, and we follow them down the gangway.


Unexpectedly we find ourselves surrounded by the carnival atmosphere of a cavernous enclosure. Colorful flags and banners with bold lettering—NYANA, HIAS, NIMBUS, AMERICO-ITALIA—are brandished by representatives of sponsor groups; whistles and catcalls, sobs and cheerful shrieks of recognition fill the air. More and more arrivals surge forward, scrambling with zealous obedience toward the banners matching the tags in their buttonholes. Loud emotional farewells, frantic waving of hands, tearful promises of contact—the last throes of friendships and romances forged during the ocean crossing.


In a daze I push ahead, making way for Mother toward a group gathered about the banner of our sponsor, HIAS.


“What’s the meaning of HIAS?” a voice calls from behind, and I respond before turning my head and checking who has asked the question.


“It’s an acronym for Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society.”


All at once I recognize my Yugoslav hero, Stanko Vranich. He is sporting a large tag with the letters NYANA.


“Ah, it’s you! You are with NYANA? And what does NYANA stand for?”


“New York Association for New Americans. Can you see the sign in the far corner on the right? I’m on my way there.” I crane my neck, but in the sea of people I cannot find it. “I just came by to say good-bye, Miss Friedman. I wanted to wish you good luck.”


The firmness of Stanko’s handshake comes as a surprise. It is out of character for the soft-spoken translator.


“Thank you, Mr. Vranich.” I smile in return. “I hope you will achieve your goals.” During the last two days of our journey, Stanko and I discovered that we shared many ambitions, dreams. “I hope all your dreams will materialize.”


“And yours!” A cloud sails across Stanko’s smiling face and, with regret in his tone, he declares, “Had I applied for HIAS sponsorship in time, we would now be going off together. But I found out about HIAS too late, after I had been accepted by NYANA.”


HIAS? Stanko is Jewish? Why didn’t he say anything? Stanko now drops his luggage and extends both hands, holding my right hand in a solid grip. “But I didn’t know you then, Miss Friedman. I hope you will find happiness in America.”


“Much luck to you, too,” I say with sincerity. Stanko bows his head and, gripping his luggage, darts in the direction of the NYANA banner. A second later he turns back and shouts above the din. “I’ll contact HIAS to inquire about you. You don’t mind?” I shake my head. No, I don’t mind. As a matter of fact, I hope he’ll do that. I hope I’ll see Stanko again.


Mother and I crowd about the counter of an enthusiastic HIAS representative registering names and vital statistics, and a stream of shipboard acquaintances pass by for last-minute handshakes, last-minute good wishes.


All at once, in the colorful kaleidoscope of faces I spot a smile and my heart gives a jolt. Now the face disappears in the crowd, but the smile lingers before my eyes. . . . I could not have imagined that smile. It was there a moment ago.


“Mommy, I saw Bubi! I’m sure he’s here somewhere in the crowd.”


“Bubi? What are you talking about? Elli, stop fantasizing. You know it’s impossible for your brother to be here. Today is Sabbath. How could he get here? In New York distances are great. It’s not possible to make the trip to the pier on foot. I told you not to expect him, not to drive yourself crazy. Please relax; be patient. You’ll see him tonight after the Sabbath will be over. Or tomorrow.”


The glimpse of my brother’s face in the crowd has obliterated everything else. Suddenly everything is a blur, the crowd, the HIAS representative, the stream of leavetakers. Only my brother’s smile remains in sharp focus. It was there. I know it. I must reach it.


Despite Mother’s indignant dismissal of what I have seen, I begin pushing and shoving and making my way through the crowd . . . in the direction of the smile. I can see him clearly now! Tall, handsome . . . different. Like an American, in a gray overcoat and a wide-brimmed hat.


“Bubi! Bubi!”


In our embrace four years of separation dissolve into thin air. Four years of waiting, struggle, anguish, are over. Thank you, my dear God.


“Elli! Is it really you? I can barely recognize you. You’ve grown . . . changed. . . .Where’s Mommy?”


“There. The lady in the dark blue overcoat. Can you see her now? Come, let me take you to her. She won’t believe her eyes.”


I clutch Bubi’s hand and drag him through the crowd to the spot where Mother is standing with her back to us. When Bubi stands before her, Mother’s eyes and mouth open wide in astonishment.


“Here he is, Mommy . . .”


“Bubi?!”


Mother clutches us both to her body, her arms encircling us, holding us tighter and tighter, and the three of us begin to sway in a dance of rebirth. Like a cluster of grapes dangling from a vine branch on a patch of brandnew soil.





Chapter Two



MY FIRST DAY IN AMERICA


“Oh, Papa . . . Papa!” I shriek, and throw my arms about the shy stranger whose face now materializes in the crowd. He has high cheekbones . . . a square jaw . . . hazel eyes. He is tall and lean, and his shoulders are wide. “Papa!” I cannot control my sobs. How I miss those high cheekbones . . . that square jaw . . . those hazel eyes. How I miss those wide, athletic shoulders. Oh, Papa . . . I still cannot believe that you will not emerge from the hazy dawn into which you disappeared without a good-bye. I can’t believe that you’re gone forever. For me your return will forever remain a possible dream.


My outburst stuns everyone present, especially the tall, lean man with hazel eyes, Papa’s brother, who awkwardly tolerates my embrace, and then with an embarrassed cough moves behind the stately woman next to him. This must be Aunt Lilly, my uncle’s wife. She looks different from in the photographs included in those curious blue envelopes that came from America. A woman of great vivacity, now her smile fades and her eyes brim with tears.


My shocking display injects into our first meeting the very thing we were determined to avoid, at least for now . . . to leave unmentioned the unmentionable. Aunt Lilly takes the first step at damage control. She wipes her tears and extends both arms in an expansive welcome.


“Laura! Elli! Welcome to America.”


For Mother this is a reunion with my uncle and aunt after an absence of more than twenty years, years before Uncle Abish left Europe for America with his wife and young son. The two women—Mother, tall, slim, and slightly stooped, and Aunt Lilly, rather short and slightly plump—hold each other at arm’s length, assess each other, measure the telltale signs of the years that passed, then fall into each other’s arms.


“Thank God you’ve arrived. We’ve been waiting and waiting,” Aunt Lilly shouts above the din.


“How did you get here on the Sabbath?” Mother asks in surprise.


“On foot. Our apartment is within walking distance. I hope you’re not too tired to make the walk. I believe it’s worth the effort, Laurie, Ellike. A good Sabbath meal awaits you at our house,” Aunt Lilly’s eyes twinkle happily.


A Sabbath meal! The words reach me through a haze of fatigue, excitement, years of distance. An invitation to a Sabbath meal—how long has it been? How long has it been since we experienced anything as festive, as heartwarmingly mundane? As welcoming?


“What about our luggage?” Mother asks.


“Perhaps the HIAS people will let you store your things at their place here until the end of the Sabbath. Your cousin Tommy can drive here after the Sabbath is over and collect them.”


The HIAS representatives kindly consent to store our luggage, and Mother and I follow our hosts out of the dank air of the reception hall into brilliant sunshine.


A stroll through the streets of New York! I feel as if I were walking on a cloud. The plainness of the Lower East Side does not mar the radiance of the moment: The walk from the pier to my aunt and uncle’s flat on Avenue D remains one of the most exciting, one of the most memorable, occasions of my life.


But I’m curious. Where is grand, lavishly rich America I’ve heard so much about? Where are the wide boulevards, the big flashy cars, the skyscrapers, the Americans dressed in brash colors and styles I have seen in the movies?


“This section of the city is not representative of America. Or New York, for that matter,” Bubi explains. “Don’t worry, Leanyka. You’ll see skyscrapers and wide boulevards and flashily dressed people,” he promises. “In time you’ll see everything, experience everything,’ he adds in the somewhat patronizing, somewhat mocking tone I remember so well. It’s a thrill to be called Leanyka, little girl, once again. After so many years.


“This is a very big city, a metropolis. It takes time and patience. Are you still impatient, still a bit impetuous?”


Mommy walks ahead with Aunt Lilly and Uncle Abish. My inexcusable explosion at the pier opened a breach in the dam and the questions, the burning, apprehensive questions, begin to filter through. Bubi and I walk behind them and overhear the dreaded, inevitable exchange. The three of them walk with their backs hunched, Mommy bracing herself for the questions, and they, the American relatives, bracing themselves for the answers.


Uncle Abish and Aunt Lilly have been totally cut off from their families in Europe since the outbreak of the war in 1939. And when the war was over and contacts were reestablished worldwide, they discovered that for them there was no family to contact. All members of Aunt Lilly’s family perished. For Uncle Abish, whose mother, brother, sister, brother-in-law, and their five children were put to death, we—the dead brother’s widow and two children—are his only family now. For them we are the live witnesses, cinders saved from the fire, to tell the story.
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