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Chapter 1

We were sitting on the big lawn, making plans for the upcoming Hanukkah party, when she popped up from behind the rosebushes. She seemed unsure about whether she should come out of her hiding spot, but once she realized we were all looking at her she came out. Two long, black braids framed a frightened face with big brown eyes. She looked about our age, eleven or so, and she was clutching a tattered, purple teddy bear to her chest. She stood up straight, and though a fiery sort of bravery burned in her eyes, there was fear in them too. Her old dress, once white, was now gray from grime and wear.

As she stood there, we—the children of the kibbutz1—stared at her in wonder, puzzled by her disheveled dress and, given her age, the faded teddy bear in her hands. She looked at us, too afraid to come any closer, so we simply sat there, judging, aiming somewhat condescending looks at her appearance, which was both confusing and amusing at the same time.

She kept her frightened eyes fixed on us for another minute or two.

I wondered, Did she want us to invite her to join us? Or was she scared of us?

Then, in a flash, she ran for her life. We immediately abandoned our party preparations and began to chatter among ourselves. Who was she? Where had she come from? Would she stay? Her clothes were so weird; where were they from? Was she from over there? We’d heard, after all, that barely any children had made it from over there. Was she alone? Where were her parents? Did Leah, the caretaker,2 know about her? She was new. That much we knew for sure.
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We hated her instantly, but no one could say why. She was just different, and she didn’t belong. What kind of a girl wore a dress on the kibbutz, and a dress like that one, so narrow and worn-out? And who, at our age, still carried around a stuffed animal? Maybe that was why she seemed so different to us.

Our thoughts were cut short by Joel, who called us to the dining hall.

Even though we were a small kibbutz, at lunchtime our dining hall was bustling with children, families, toddlers, all speaking at once, creating a loud mix of laughter and heated discussions about daily news and kibbutz gossip. And since it was my turn to serve food to the kibbutz members, the new girl completely slipped my mind.

After lunch, the other members returned to their duties, and I stayed behind to clean up and clear the tables with Abigail, Yael, and Gili, the other girls on dining hall duty that day. Naturally, our conversation found its way back to the girl we had seen that morning.

“Did you see her?” Gili asked.

“See who?” Yael replied.

“The girl with the teddy bear.”

“Of course I did,” I said.

“So, what do you think about her?” Gili asked condescendingly.

“I think she wanted to sit with us,” Abigail said.

Then Gili added, “I bet she’s from over there.”

“Why do they keep sending them all here, to our kibbutz?” Yael asked resentfully.

“She’s probably all alone,” I pondered out loud.

Abigail asked mockingly, “So, Michal? Do you feel sorry for her?”

“No way,” I said, snapping out of my daydream. To emphasize this, I added, “As far as I’m concerned, she can go to hell!”

“You know, they say they’re different,” Gili added.

“What do you mean different?” I asked, as if trying to find the reason I felt so disgusted by her.

“Oh, please,” Yael said. “Can’t you tell? They’re so weird.”

She made a face as she said this, sending a wave of laughter through us.

“All of them?” asked Abigail.

“Yes,” Yael said knowingly. “They’re all the same. They’re cowards, and they’re weird, and they hold on to old things like some precious treasure. And they always hold back their tears like heroes.”

“Shh,” Gili whispered. “Leah’s coming over with her.”

We fell silent and turned back to our work. Leah opened the door. “Hello, girls,” she said kindly.

“Hello,” we answered in a chorus.

“Girls, this is Miriam. She’s new to the kibbutz, and she’s come to us from far away. Let’s make sure she’s happy here with us.”

An awkward chuckle rippled through our group.

Leah walked over to me. “Michal, dear, is there anything left to eat?” she asked.

“Yes,” I answered. “It’s all in the kitchen.”

Leah walked into the kitchen, leaving behind the frightened girl with the teddy bear in her arms. We all turned to stare at her.

Abigail whispered to me, “She doesn’t look that weird or different to me. Maybe she is a little bit …” Abigail was searching for the right word when Yael cut her off.

“Would you like to see a rabbit?” Yael teased, her eyes glancing back and forth between us and the skinny new girl, who was ready to retreat at any moment.

Without waiting for an answer, Yael walked up to her and asked, “Are you from over there?”

The girl said nothing.

“Are you from over there?” Yael repeated her question with force.

“She’s not answering,” Abigail said. “Leave her alone.”

“She’ll answer me,” Yael cried out, and pulled hard on Miriam’s braid.

Miriam gasped in pain, her eyes pleading. But she did not open her mouth.

“You see, I told you. They hold back their tears like heroes and act like they’re all perfect,” Yael said, proud of herself. She let go of the girl’s braid. Free of Yael’s grasp, she fled. Unsettled by Yael, we returned to our jobs in silence.

A few minutes later, Leah stepped out of the kitchen and asked, “Girls, where is she?”

“She left,” Yael said. An evil glint burned in our eyes.
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Chapter 2

That evening, Leah walked Miriam to our communal bedroom.3 There she was, the “weird girl,” still clutching her ever-present teddy bear.

Abigail, Gili, Yael, and I exchanged quick glances. We were scared that Miriam had told Leah about what had happened in the dining hall, and we braced ourselves for our punishment. But Leah didn’t say a word about it. Was it possible she’d decided to ignore it? Or maybe … maybe she knew nothing about it.

Leah spoke in her motherly tone and said, “Girls, I’d like you to meet Miriam. She came here all the way from Poland. Miriam is an orphan; she has no mother and no father—just a little brother, who is five years old.”
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Gili whispered to me, “You see? She is from over there!”

“Please make her feel welcome,” Leah continued.

“Oh, we will!” Yael muttered, and I smiled.

“She’s been through a terrible war. I know there might be times when you think she’s a bit odd.” Hearing this, Abigail giggled, trying to hide her smile behind my back. “But you must understand, children, that she’s just going through a difficult time. This is a new place, with a different language, and her memories are very painful.”

Leah proceeded to tell us about the horrific war that had just ended in Europe and the Nazi persecution of the Jews. We weren’t listening, as it seemed so far away. We’d heard these things before from immigrants, both legal and illegal.4 Nathan, who’d arrived just a few weeks ago, would tell all the children his story every chance he got. But, to be honest, we had yet to meet a girl from over there.

Leah finished her introduction and showed Miriam to her new bed. Our stares were so aggressive—so menacing—as we watched her that I’m sure she must’ve felt it.

Leah placed Miriam’s meager personal belongings, which were packed in a loose bundle, into a wooden cubby. Is that really all of her stuff?, I wondered. They exchanged a few words; Leah spoke, and Miriam nodded. When she was done, Leah stood up straight, looked at us, and said, “Miriam only knows a few words in Hebrew, and will need some help, so I would like to ask one of you …” Leah paused. It was as if she was measuring the room, seeking a pair of kind eyes, a glimpse of generosity, but she didn’t find it. All eyes were avoiding her, focused on an unseen mark on the floor. She continued, asking someone to please help Miriam. Her voice was assertive, yet I could now hear some disappointment in it, too.

Leah continued to look around, a frown on her face as she waited, but the room was deadly silent. No one wanted to volunteer.

Suddenly, Dan took a single step toward them, saying, “I’ll help her.”

His eyes were kind, his voice warm. I felt a pinch in my heart.

It was then that I noticed that Dan’s bed was right across from Miriam’s bed, and I felt my anger toward Miriam bubble up once again. Dan was my boyfriend. I was suddenly afraid she’d take my place with him, and at that moment I justified Yael’s cruel prank and even took pride in it.

I can’t remember the rest of that night. I was so anxious about the “new girl” that I paid no attention to anything else around me. I’m sure the other kids eventually got into their beds, and Leah turned out the lights, just like normal, but I honestly have no memory of it. I was so worried that I couldn’t sleep all night.

The next day, just as I expected, Miriam became the center of attention at the kibbutz; the grown-ups fretted over her, brought her gifts and candy, and peppered her with question after question, just in case she knew anything about the fate of their missing loved ones. In reality, Miriam knew very little. But the worst thing about that day was Dan, who never left her side and offered her his help at every moment.

I was consumed by hate. I won’t let her do this, I thought to myself. She will not take my place. I was already planning the cruelest prank I could possibly imagine: I would steal away her purple teddy bear, this strange friend of hers that she apparently loved with all her heart. Maybe she’d gotten it from her parents.

The day passed slowly. I tried to stay away from every-body—most of all from her. I found comfort in working out the smallest details of my plan—without saying a word about it to anyone else, of course.

That night, when we climbed into our beds, I waited for everyone else to fall asleep. Then, I approached her bed. Like me, she was still awake and seemed worried. As always, she was ready to run. Even in the darkness, I noticed the flicker of fear in her eyes as she saw me coming closer. The teddy bear was clutched tightly in her arms. I grabbed it with force. Not immediately understanding my malicious intentions, she stayed put. But soon, she figured out what I was up to and panicked. Tears shone in her eyes. She jumped off her bed and leapt toward her teddy bear to grab it back. So I pulled it toward me—and she pulled it toward her. A few seconds later, the faded cloth tore, and the bear’s insides—chunks of sponge and moldy rags—scattered at the foot of the bed. Seeing this, I defiantly tossed away the teddy bear’s leg, which I’d still had in my hand. With an evil smile on my lips, I walked back to my bed, my back straight and tall. “That should teach her a lesson,” I whispered to myself.
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I curled up in my blanket. In the night’s silence, I heard her muffled crying as she gathered up the pieces, making sure not to lose a single one, as if she were collecting a set of precious pearls. When she finally finished, she went back to bed. Her soft sobbing continued for a while longer, and suddenly it gave me the most awful feeling.
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