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Sometime during the fourth night, the train comes to a halt. We are awakened by the awful clatter of sliding doors being thrown open and cold air rushing into the wagon.

“ ‘Raus! Alles ’raus!”

Rough voices. A figure clad in a striped uniform. Standing in the open doorway, illuminated from behind by an eerie diffused light, the figure looks like a creature from another planet.

“Schnell! ’Raus! Alles ’raus!”

Two or three other such figures leap into the wagon and begin shoving the drowsy men, women, and children out into the cold night. A huge sign catches my eye: AUSCHWITZ.
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Dedicated to the children in Israel who, unsung and unacclaimed, risk their lives every day just by traveling to school on the roads of Judea, Samaria, and Gaza, for the sake of a secure peace in Israel—the only guarantee that a Holocaust will never happen again.
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FOREWORD


On April 30, 1995, I took an El-Al flight from Tel Aviv to Munich. From the terminal I took the S-Bahn to Tutzing, and from there I was driven to Seeshaupt, a small Bavarian resort. This was not an easy journey to take, and I took it after some weeks of deliberation. I was going back to Germany—fifty years later.

It was in Seeshaupt on this very day fifty years ago that the American army had liberated me, along with my brother and my mother and thousands of other skeletal prisoners. Some leading citizens of Seeshaupt had decided to commemorate the event. They formed a committee and dispatched letters of invitation to possible survivors all over the world. One such letter reached me in my New York home, and here I was, making a detour, on a Tel Aviv–New York flight, to Seeshaupt.

The former mayor’s son, then a nine-year-old boy, remembered how the victorious Allies had led his father and his family and all other members of the local elite to the Seeshaupt train station, where they witnessed a most horrifying picture of human suffering. The sight of thousands of disfigured corpses and maimed, dying skeletons left an indelible mark on his awareness.

Now he is a doctor in Seeshaupt, and when his patients, members of the post-war generation, refused to believe his account of what he saw, he decided to bring back survivors of that ghastly liberation as living proof that the unbelievable did happen.

The sky was overcast and a light drizzle veiled my view as my host, Dr. Peter Westebbe, one of the local organizers of the commemoration, drove me through the streets of Seeshaupt to the dedication ceremony.

Eighteen survivors had arrived for the ceremony from all over the world. Some were from the United States, some from South America, some from Israel, and one from Greece. The townspeople were there—about three hundred, mostly young. The present mayor of the town officiated at the dedication of a monument to those who had died and those who had survived to be liberated here—over two thousand five hundred, according to records. Young children from the local school planted trees, danced and sang, and the pastor of the local church blessed the monument. The local audience was visibly moved.

We, the eighteen survivors who had returned to Seeshaupt, men and women in their sixties and seventies, briefly reminisced about that liberation day fifty years ago, and as we looked into each other’s eyes, we saw that the years had not faded the pain of memories. The pain was intact. And so was the sense of overwhelming burden.

A celebration followed the dedication ceremony. Several hundred guests filled the local beer hall, where tables were set up for a festive meal and musical entertainment by the local band.

Quietly I slipped out of the hall, and slowly made my way to the train station. Late Sunday afternoon stillness enveloped the small town. I walked along the tracks to the colorless, deserted, memorable platform. No trains. No passengers anywhere. Total emptiness. Only an incessant, light drizzle.

But for me the platform was full. It was brimming with a disarray of sights, hundreds upon hundreds, a bleeding carpet of dead and dying. I saw Greco, the fifteen-year-old Greek boy with enormous, feverish eyes, begging for water. I saw Lilli, the sixteen-year-old brunette with her leg blown off, sitting in a pool of blood. I heard Martha, blinded in both eyes, calling to her mother. And Beth, and Irene… ageless faces, skeletal limbs filled the gray, translucent mist.

“There are no more trains today.” I turned around, startled. The woman with the unmistakably Bavarian accent had a pleasant, nondescript face. “There are no more trains today from this station.”

“Thank you. I’m not waiting for a train.”

She waited, wondering; then, with a hint of suspicion lingering in her manner, she reluctantly walked on.

But the moment was gone. The half-century-old visions were no longer retrievable onto the screen of my present reality. A cold, opaque haze enveloped the tracks; the platform and the grim two-story station house were empty.

I walked back to the beer hall, where the celebration was winding down. “What message do you have for us?” one of the committee members asked me. “What lessons?”

I pondered the question. I was fourteen when the war ended, and believed that the evil of the Holocaust was defeated along with the forces that brought it about. Six years later a new life began for me in the New World. A new life, free of threat. A new world, full of hope.

In America I grew from traumatized teen to grandmotherhood. And as the world grew more and more advanced technologically, it seemed to grow more and more tolerant of terror and human suffering.

My fears have returned. And yet my hope, my dream, of a world free of human cruelty and violence has not vanished.

My hope is that learning about past evils will help us to avoid them in the future. My hope is that learning what horrors can result from prejudice and intolerance, we can cultivate a commitment to fight prejudice and intolerance.

It is for this reason that I wrote my recollections of the horror. Only one who was there can truly tell the tale. And I was there.

For you, the third generation, the Holocaust has slipped into the realm of history, or legend. Or, into the realm of sensational subjects on the silver screen. Reading my personal account I believe you will feel—you will know—that the Holocaust was neither a legend nor Hollywood fiction but a lesson for the future. A lesson to help future generations prevent the causes of the twentieth-century catastrophe from being transmitted into the twenty-first.

My stories are of gas chambers, shootings, electrified fences, torture, scorching sun, mental abuse, and constant threat of death.

But they are also stories of faith, hope, triumph, and love. They are stories of perseverance, loyalty, courage in the face of overwhelming odds, and of never giving up.

My story is my message: Never give up.






THE CITY OF MY DREAMS


SOMORJA, SUMMER 1943–MARCH 1944

I dream of enrolling in the prep school in Budapest, the capital city. Budapest is a big, beautiful metropolis with wide streets and tall buildings and yellow streetcars whizzing around corners. All the streets of Budapest are paved. In our town we have only one paved street, the main street. And it is not wide. We have neither tall buildings, nor streetcars, only horse-drawn carts and two automobiles. One of them belongs to my friend’s father.

Ours is a small farming town at the edge of the Carpathian foothills. The lovely hills loom in a blue haze toward the west. To the south, the Danube, the cool, rapid river, pulsates with the promise of life. How I love to swim in its clear blue, surging ripples, and lie in the shade of the little forest hugging its banks.

We children splash all summer in the Danube. Families picnic in the grass, the local soccer team has its practice field nearby, and the swimming team trains for its annual meet. Even the army camp empties its sweaty contents once a day, hundreds of recruits, into the cool, cleansing waters of the Danube.

When the sun moves beyond the hills and the little forest casts a long shadow over the pasture, herds of cattle and sheep arrive at the Danube. The shepherds drive first the sheep, then the horses and cows into the water, cursing ever louder, and drive us children out. The mosquitoes arrive, too, with the dusk, and it is time to go home.

The walk through the open pasture is pleasant and cool, but the town is hot and dusty when we reach home. The sheep arrive before us and it is they who churn up the dust. But soon the dust settles, and so does the night. A dark, velvety blanket of silence wraps the town snugly against the intrusion of the outside world. The stars, one by one, light up the dirt roads and the single paved street of the town. By nine o’clock all is quiet. Here and there one hears the bark of a restless dog. Soon the dog, too, will be asleep.

Then the orchestra of insects begins its overture, its harmony disrupted by the discordant croaking of a frog, an inhabitant of a small swamp just beyond the last houses of our street.

I love to lie and daydream for hours after dusk. Life is an exciting mystery, a sweet secret enchantment. In my daydreams I am a celebrated poet, beautiful, elegant, and very talented. My poems open the world’s heart to me, and I loll in the world’s embrace.

I yearn for my mother’s embrace. When, on Sabbath mornings, my friend Bonnie and I join our mothers in the synagogue, Mrs. Adler takes Bonnie in her arms and calls her meine Schönheit, my beauty, in German. Mrs. Adler always says German endearments to Bonnie. Mommy only greets me with a hello and a smile, no hug and no words of endearment.

“That’s all nonsense,” Mommy would respond to my complaint. “Do you want me to call you meine Schönheit? Bonnie’s mother makes a fool of herself. Why, everyone can see how plain looking her daughter is!”

What does it matter whether Bonnie is pretty? I care only that Bonnie’s mother thinks she is beautiful. And what about the hug?

“I don’t believe in cuddling,” Mommy explains with a smile. “Life is tough, and cuddling makes you soft. How will you face life’s difficulties if I keep cuddling you? You’re too sensitive as it is. If I would take you in my lap, you’d never want to get off…. You’d become as soft as butter, unable to stand up to life’s challenges.”

Mommy’s explanations are unconvincing. I believe she does not hug me because she does not think I am huggable. I believe she does not call me beautiful because she does not think I am pretty. I am too tall and ungainly. My arms and legs are too long, and I keep upsetting things. When I carry a tray of drinks, Mommy shouts at me not to walk so clumsily. That’s the reason why everything spills. “Look at Eva. She’s a year younger than you, yet how deftly she carries a tray.” Or “I was in your friend Julie’s house yesterday. You should see how skillfully she helped her mother serve!” Or “See your brother Bubi? He’s a boy, and see how much more he helps out, and how much better he is around the kitchen?”

This I know is the secret of my mother’s disapproval: my brother. He is the favorite. He is good. He never answers back, my mother says. And never asks “Why do I have to?” whenever she tells him to do this or that. Why can’t I be like him?

Why can’t I look like him? My brother is good looking, and I am not. I am far from being pretty. He has curly hair, and I don’t. My hair is straight. There is not even an inclination of a wave. “What a shame!” I hear my mother say to a neighbor. “Who needs such good looks in a boy? I mixed these two up. My son should’ve been the girl. And my daughter, her looks would be fine for a boy.”

And there is another thing. My brother Bubi looks like my mother’s four brothers. Mommy refers to them as “my-beautiful-brothers.” The three words as one. Bubi talks like them, he walks like them, and he acts like them. And he is brilliant like they are.

I am like my father’s family. They are okay, but they are less dazzling. They are made of much plainer fabric.

Bubi has ability, and I only have ambition. You see, I get good grades because I like to study, but my brother gets good grades without ever opening a book. Mommy is very proud of him. Daddy praises me for my ambition. He says ambition is sometimes more important than ability. You can sometimes accomplish more with ambition than ability.

I wonder: Does the fact that I have ambition mean that I have no natural ability? Or talent? How will I ever become a celebrated poet without talent? Can I get there by ambition alone?

“Look, Elli,” Mommy explains, “you have a pretty smile, and when you smile, your face becomes quite pretty. Whenever you meet people, say hello with a smile. And people will take you for a pretty girl.”

I listen, and smile whenever I can.

The summer passes and my brother Bubi leaves for Budapest. He is a student at the Jewish Teachers’ Seminary there, and how I hope and pray that my dream of joining him next year will come true.

Dark, rainy days of autumn freeze into glistening white winter. The gloom of the Hungarian occupation, the slow drag of the war, and increasing food shortages thicken the winter chill. Hitler’s shrill radio broadcasts, especially one of his oft-repeated promises, “We will play football with Jewish heads,” strike panic in my heart. Daddy reassures me. “Don’t worry, little Elli. It’s only a manner of speaking. Don’t take it literally, God forbid.” Sharp lines of pain etch his square, handsome face as he lets his hand rest on my shoulder. “Don’t even think about these things, Ellike. Just forget you ever heard them.”

But I cannot put the vision out of my mind. Bloody heads rolling on the local soccer field become a recurring nightmare.

As the winter wears on, my father’s erect posture begins to stoop somewhat. His silences become longer and the shadows under his cheekbones deeper. Ever since the Hungarian occupation three years ago, when our business was confiscated, Daddy has become more and more distant. His famous wit has become caustic; his laughter, a rare treat. He seems to derive pleasure only from study, and the endless winter evenings find him poring over huge folios of the Talmud.

On my birthday, February 28, the snow starts to melt. Spring is in the air. Daddy has cheered up a little and it makes my heart sing with joy. I have turned thirteen and it promises to be a wonderful spring. I got a new coat with shoulder pads that make me look less thin and more mature. I look at least fifteen in that wonderful navy coat with high shoulders. Even Jancsi Novák, the heartthrob, smiled at me, and said, “Oh. Hello.”

Many other wonderful things are happening this spring. I passed the examinations with high marks and Daddy gave his consent. Without wasting a moment, I wrote for application forms to the Jewish Preparatory School in Budapest. I also wrote a long letter to Bubi.

How marvelous it is to see my dreams come into sharper focus with every passing day! How marvelous it is to contemplate living in Budapest, meeting Bubi after school! Going places with him! My brother knows everything about Budapest.

That night my daydreams are not laced with painful longing. They are anticipatory and real, and I fall asleep in a glow of happy excitement.

There is a sharp knock on the window near my bed. In the next room my parents are stirring.

“They are here again,” my father says in hushed tones. “I wonder what they want this time?”

“Please be polite to them,” Mommy whispers. “It’s always better to be courteous, even if they are rude. Please. We must avoid trouble.”

I can hear Daddy unbolt the storefront door. Now there is pounding at the rear entrance of the house.

I hear Daddy quickly rebolt the door and hurry to the back of the house. I hear Mother’s footsteps following him.

The illuminated clock says 2:30 A.M.

They always come unexpectedly in the middle of the night, the Hungarian military police. They always come pounding on windows and doors, five or six of them. High-heeled boots, guns perched on shoulders, tall cock feathers tucked in black helmets. They are the dread of the Jews in the occupied territories. They stage raids, razzias, in the middle of the night, looking for concealed weapons. They would turn the house upside down, rudely poke furniture with bayonets, and order Daddy around as if he were a criminal.

“You Jews harbor enemy aliens! You collaborate with the enemy. You want to sell out Hungary to the enemy.”

They would take whatever they liked—packets of coffee, tea, chocolate. They would open closets and drawers, and slip a watch, a fountain pen, a bracelet, or a silk scarf into their cases.

I was never allowed to get out of bed. Mommy would order me to stay all covered up and pretend to be asleep. But I would always peek and see them menacing my father in rude tones, see my father biting his lips. My father is a tall man, but they would be taller in their feathered helmets. My father is slim and they are sturdy.

They would usually find some violation. Once they officially “confiscated” my mother’s winter coat, saying it was made of English wool—enemy fabric. Another time they took a box of tea, claiming it was Russian tea—enemy import. Once they carted away cartons of soap and cases of cotton thread. It was French soap, American cotton. A severe charge: consorting with the enemy in secret. A summons for the violation was left on the dining room table, and my father had to appear at the police station the next morning, politely answer an endless row of absurd questions, and sign a “confession” to the crimes he committed—concealing English wool, French soap, American cotton, Russian tea under Hungarian labels. The fine was steep. Sometimes they detained my father for days. We lived in agony: Are they torturing him? Will they release him alive?

There are voices in the kitchen. Why are they staying in the kitchen so long? Against my mother’s orders I tiptoe to the kitchen door and peer through the curtains. There, right in the middle of the kitchen stands my brother, face flushed, talking excitedly to my parents. No one else is in the kitchen. Where are the police?

“Bubi!” My surprise and joy knows no bounds. I rush into the kitchen, barefoot, hugging him. “Bubi!”

“Shsh. Let’s keep still.” My father is pale. “Let’s all sit down. Now Bubi, tell us, slowly, quietly, what happened.”

The Germans invaded Budapest! On his way to school this morning Bubi saw German tanks roll down Andrassy Ut. He saw a huge flag with a swastika on the Parliament building. He saw a long column of armored vehicles with Nazi flags move through Budapest’s central thoroughfare.

He immediately took a streetcar to the railway station, bought a ticket, and got on the next train heading for home. He had been traveling since the morning.

My father puts his hand on Bubi’s shoulder. “Son, there must have been some mistake. How could the Germans have invaded Budapest and the whole country know nothing about it? Not a word on the radio. Not a word in the newspapers. How can it be?”

Mommy’s voice is tense. “We will see in the morning. The morning papers will surely headline the news. Then we’ll know what to do. Let’s go to bed quietly.”

In the morning there is no news of the invasion.

“Bubi, I didn’t tell anyone you came home last night. By now I’m sure it was a false alarm. I’m absolutely sure. I don’t blame you for being frightened. I don’t blame you for coming home. These are frightening times,” Father says softly.

Bubi’s eyes catch a strange flame. He says nothing.

“But there’s no reason for you to stay home and miss your classes. I think it’s best for you to go right back. There’s an express for Budapest at 1 P.M.”

“But, Dad, I saw them—the tanks, the flags with swastikas. Everywhere. And the crowds, I heard them shout, ‘Heil Hider!’ ”

“It must’ve been a demonstration. Some kind of Nazi rally…. If you leave on the 1-P.M. express, you can be on time for classes tomorrow morning. You shall have missed only one day of classes.”

Bubi averts his eyes. Father is to be obeyed. Mother concurs and packs a food parcel for my brother.

I kiss my brother good-bye, and a savage stab of pain slashes my insides.

We do not walk him to the station, so as not to arouse suspicion. People would ask questions. And we have no answers.

Bubi leaves for Budapest on the 1-P.M. express.

At 1:20 Mr. Kardos, the lawyer down the block whose son also studies in Budapest, comes running to our house. He received a telegram from his son: THE GERMANS INVADED BUDAPEST! He wants to know if we heard anything from Bubi.

Father turns white. “At this moment my son is on his way back to Budapest.”

“What? He was here? And you knew? You knew and didn’t say anything?”

“I did not believe him. No one had heard anything. There was nothing in the papers. On the radio. What shall we do now?”

“I’m going to Budapest at once. To bring home my son.”

For the first time in my life I see my mother cry. She is a strong woman, always cheerful and full of hope. But today she walks about with eyes brimming and red.

My father’s face is ashen, and his hands tremble as he lights one cigarette after another.

I want to scream and scream.

The next morning headlines roar: WE ARE LIBERATED! HITLER’S GLORIOUS ARMY IS IN BUDAPEST!

All day long the radio blares “Deutschland über alles,” and the country is agog with the news. Two days late. Two days late.

News reaches us of Jews having been arrested in Budapest on the streets, on streetcars, at their workplaces, at railroad stations, and herded into freight trains. And the trains are chained shut. Where were they shipped? No one knows.

Father stops pacing the floor. “I cannot stand it any longer. There’s a train at 8 P.M. I’m going to Budapest to bring Bubi home.”

“It’s too late. They’ll arrest you, too. You won’t be able to help him. Stay here with us. God will be with us, and save him.”

Mother’s voice has a strange tremor. I hug her and she begins to cry openly. Father’s tall, erect frame crumbles like a dry biscuit. God, if only Bubi were here!

During the night Bubi arrives from Budapest.

Mr. Kardos does not return. Neither does his son, Gyuri. They are shipped off in freight trains. They become our first casualties of the Holocaust, together with all the boys and girls of our town who studied in Budapest. They were all taken away from the beautiful Hungarian capital, in trains chained shut, to an unknown destination.

Budapest, the city of my dreams, has become the anteroom of Auschwitz.






“HEY, JEW GIRL, JEW GIRL…”

SOMORJA, MARCH 25, 1944

Almost inaudibly, Mrs. Kertész added, “Good-bye, class. Good-bye, children. You can all go home now.”

Mrs. Kertész, our homeroom teacher, had just made the shocking announcement: “Class, the Royal Hungarian Ministry of Education… to safeguard our best interests… has terminated instruction in all the nation’s schools. Effective immediately.” Her voice broke. She swallowed hard. “Our school is closed, as of now.”

It is Saturday, March 25th, 1944. Six days have passed since the Germans invaded Budapest. What about graduation, only three months away? What about our report cards?

But Mrs. Kertész leaves the classroom before we have a chance to ask questions. She leaves without a word of reference to the German occupation. Without indication of what is to happen next.

We sit in stunned silence, staring at each other. And then slowly, ever so slowly, my classmates stand up one by one and file out of the classroom.

I, too, rise to my feet and look around. The worn, wood benches bolted to the dark, oil-stained floor. The whitewashed walls with their threadbare maps and faded pictures. It is all so familiar, so reassuring. Even the dark green crucifix above the door spells security.

For nearly four years I have struggled, sweated, and sometimes triumphed within these walls. In front of this blackboard. For nearly four years I have breathed the smell of the oiled floor mingled with chalk dust, apprehension, and excitement.

Will I ever again sit behind this narrow desk furrowed by a thousand pencil marks? Will I ever again share secrets and moments of hilarity with my classmates?

Perhaps the schools will reopen soon. Perhaps the country will settle down under German occupation and everything will be just as before. I just know that soon everything will be just as before. Lessons will resume and our class will be together again. And we will graduate as planned. I’m quite certain of that.

I decide to leave by the main entrance. The boys use the main entrance. Maybe Jancsi Novák will be leaving just now, too. I want to see him for the last time.

As I turn into the hallway leading to the main entrance, an arm reaches out and blocks my way. I look up, astonished. It is not Novák. A stocky, pimply-faced boy with dark, slicked-back hair stands in my way, grinning. He raises his arm in the Nazi salute and says: “Heil Hitler!” A group of boys lining both sides of the stairs echo, “Heil Hitler!” Grinning.

I pass through them as I go down the stairs, holding my head high, looking straight ahead. They begin to chant, louder and louder, “Heil Hitler! Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil!”

I run down the stairs. The stocky boy shouts, “Down with the Jews! Down with the Jews!” And the others echo, louder and louder, “Down with the Jews! Down with the Jews!”

I fly down the stairs and out to the street. I run and run. Other sounds reach me. I recognize these sounds. My schoolmates are singing the vulgar army marching song: “Hej, zsidó lány, zsidó lány…” Hey, Jew girl, Jew girl… I am far down the block now and I still hear them singing the repulsive popular tune.

The sounds follow me home. Mocking, taunting, devastating. Sounds that penetrate. Sounds that bruise. Sounds that can kill. As I run, one of my braids comes undone. Tears choke my throat. Sweat runs down my back. My temples throb.

No one is home. It is Sabbath morning and my parents are still at the synagogue. I fish the house key from under the mat and slam the great heavy oak door behind me. I run to my room and bury my face in my pillow. My stomach trembles with every convulsive sob.

I weep and weep. I weep for my classroom, which is no longer my classroom. For the school that will never be my school again. I weep for my life, which will never be the same.






THE TALE OF THE YELLOW BICYCLE


SOMORJA, MARCH 27, 1944

The dreaded moment has come: There is no escape. We are in the hands of the SS. The process of our “liquidation” has begun.

We are lost and helpless. Like lifeless matter we are carried along on a powerful conveyor belt toward an unknown fate. The smooth operation of the process is strangely reassuring.

It is easiest to give up. The struggle is over. Perhaps it is God’s will. No, not perhaps. Surely it is God’s will.



On a Monday morning in March, all Jews are ordered to appear at the town hall to be registered. We have to line up to be counted, and we are supplied with tags. Like children leaving for summer camp. Or pets leaving the pet shop.

We are ordered to deliver all our valuables—jewelry, radios, and vehicles.

I have to part with my new Schwinn bicycle.

My bike is my only real possession. It had been a birthday present from my parents. For years I had hoped and prayed for a bike, and my new Schwinn is more wonderful than anything I had imagined. More grand.

It is bright yellow, with red-and-yellow webbing on the back wheel. It has a dark-yellow leather seat and the shiny chrome handlebars are tucked into handles that match the seat. It is beautiful.

At first I think I will not be able to give up my bicycle. How can they tell me to take it to the town hall and just leave it there, my most precious possession? Without a sound of protest. Without even demanding an explanation. I thought such things could not happen.

My father’s face was frozen into a mask of defiance when he brought the news to us on Sunday afternoon. I began to scream. I was not going to do it! Let them kill me, I was not going to let them take my new bike! I had not even ridden it yet. I had been waiting for spring to try it out. Spring was just beginning. The snow had just begun to melt, and as soon as the mud cleared I was going to take my brand new shiny Schwinn on the street. I could not part from it now!

In my panic and rage I felt helpless, exposed. Violated.

Father spoke to me in a low tone, almost a whisper. His voice was choked with anger and pain. “As soon as this is over, all this madness, I will buy you another Schwinn. Never mind this one, Elli. Never mind. You will have the most beautiful bike money can buy. A full-size bike. Bigger than this one and even more beautiful.”

“I don’t want another bike. I have not even tried this one out. What right do they have to take it from me? You gave it to me. It was my birthday present. It’s mine. How can they just take it?”

Daddy’s soft hands on my cheeks soothed my sobbing. He repeated, over and over, “Never mind, Ellike. Never mind.”

On Monday morning, as I walk, tall and erect, with my Schwinn, between my father and my brother, each leading his own bicycle, I feel no more rage or panic. Only pain, and humiliation. But when I see my bright, shiny bike lined up against the wall among the many battered, lackluster old bicycles, I feel the ground slip under me.

In a daze I follow Daddy and my brother to the courtyard of the town hall. Jewelry, silverware, radios, and cameras are piled high on long tables. Mommy waits in line to place some of her best silver cutlery and her antique silver candelabra on top of the pile. I do not look at her face. But I see the other faces as they turn from the table after depositing their precious objects. Degradation and shame flickers in every eye.



That night Father takes me down into the cellar. In the far corner of the dank, dark underground room the flashlight reveals a rough spot on the earthen floor.

“Look, Elli. Here on this spot I buried our most precious pieces of jewelry, about twenty-five centimeters deep. Mommy and Bubi also know the spot. Each one of us should know where the jewels are buried. We don’t know which one of us will return. Will you remember?”

I refuse to look. “I don’t want to know! I don’t want to remember!”

Daddy put his arm about my shoulders. “Elli… Ellike…” he repeats softly. Then, slowly, with weighty footsteps, he leads me up the stairs.

In the kitchen Mommy turns from the stove and asks Daddy in a matter-of-fact tone, “Have you showed her?”

With a silent nod Daddy intends to forestall any further discussion on the subject. But I burst out crying. “Why should Daddy show me the spot? Why? Why should I know about the jewels? Why? Tell me, why? Tell me! I don’t want to know the spot! I don’t want to be the one to survive! I don’t want to survive alone! Alone, I don’t want to live. Oh, God, I don’t want to live if you don’t! I don’t want to know about anything! I don’t want to know!”

Dead silence follows my outburst. My sobs are the only sounds in the kitchen. In utter misery I go to my room. I pull the blanket over my head to muffle my convulsive screams.

Oh, God. Why? Why? Why?
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