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For my mother and father. All stories begin with theirs.
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CHAPTER
1


MANYA CHECKED THE NUMBER on the slip of paper and looked again at the house. Twenty-four Sienkiewicz Street. The building appeared intact but scarred, like so many others in this section of Warsaw. Twisted wrought-iron spokes dangled dangerously from a balcony on the second floor and a wedged wooden beam supported a side wall with a large, ominous crack down its middle. Scorch marks from the fires that had swept the city during the last months of fighting blackened the surrounding buildings. It was October, 1946, almost two years since the Germans had left, yet much of Poland still lay in ruins.


Manya scanned the streets for any sign that she was being followed. She searched the faces of the few people strolling by, trying to decide if they belonged in this quiet, residential neighborhood. She looked for a head disappearing behind a newspaper, a shadow moving in a doorway.


She heard quick footsteps and swung around. A woman with a parcel clasped to her side rushed toward her. Manya stood paralyzed, her vision blurred by fear. The woman passed and disappeared around the corner. Manya took a deep breath, pretending to read the piece of paper she clutched in her hand while she waited for her body to stop shaking. A thin web of moisture broke out above her lip.


There was still time to go back. She could act confused, then walk to another house. She could knock on the door and say she was looking for an old classmate. She could even stop at a nearby bookstore and buy a text she needed for her next university lecture. She plotted the moves, watching herself go through the motions as though performing for an invisible audience. A passing car startled her. She took in the street, empty, indifferent, and knew it was too late to turn back.


Mounting the steps of the house, she lifted the brass knocker. She tapped once, paused, then tapped three more times as she had been instructed. The lace curtain at the window moved and she heard a soft scuffle. When the door opened, a female face, half hidden in shadow, peered out at her. “Amchu,” Manya whispered, using the Hebrew word for “our people.” The door swung open and a slender woman, about thirty years old, stood before her. She wore a simple skirt and sweater, both of gray wool. Short, curly black hair framed a tired face, one that was rather plain except for the eyes, almond-shaped and thick-lashed. A Jewish face, Manya thought, until she saw the crucifix that hung from the woman’s neck. She froze.


The woman put her fingers to her lips and beckoned her to enter. Manya followed, cautiously, and stopped for a moment inside the dim corridor while the woman slipped the crucifix inside her sweater and smiled.


She followed the woman down a hallway to a small parlor. The room was bare except for a desk, a few chairs and some maps and papers strewn on the floor. A window looked out onto a dusty courtyard. Scraps of Polish drifted down from other parts of the house, and then something that sounded like Czech. Surely, this was the headquarters of the Brichah, the Jewish underground, yet Manya’s heart pounded as if she were being led to the Gestapo.


“I’m Tzili,” the woman said and walked quickly to her desk. “Doctor Miskowski told me to expect you. How do you know him?”


“He was my family’s physician before the war.”


“And now?”


“And now what?”


“Is he still your family’s physician?”


“My family is dead.”


“The camps?” Tzili asked, leafing through her papers.


“My parents, yes.”


Tzili looked up, waiting to hear more.


“My husband died six months ago.”


“I know. The Doctor said you both worked for the Communists and he was killed by them shortly after the takeover.”


“No, it wasn’t an official killing,” Manya said quickly. “There was a man in Joseph’s group who hated him, hated Jews. He was jealous . . . some of the Jewish comrades got important jobs, he resented it . . . he became crazy . . .” She stopped, confused by her sudden outburst. She was still defending the Party, trying to convince this stranger that Joseph’s death was not a conspiracy, but an aberration, the work of one man acting alone. Why, when she was through with all that, did it still matter?


“You want to leave then,” Tzili said.


“Yes.”


“Good.” Tzili returned to her papers. “Europe is no place for Jews. We’ll get you to the Allied Zone and then to Palestine.” She smiled briefly. “You came at a good time. We have a group leaving today. The borders are getting tight and we’re trying to move as many people as possible.” Tzili looked up. “Your face is white. Shall I go on?”


“Yes, go on,” Manya replied. “I need to hear this.” She reached for a nearby chair and sat down, holding on to the seat with both hands. There seemed not to be enough air to breathe. When she touched her damp forehead, she felt her hand shake. Tzili sat down next to her, her brown eyes momentarily filled with concern.


“Dr. Miskowski said you were very brave during the war.”


“I’m not so brave now.”


“You’ll have to be. A long-time Party member. Someone who was with the Polish Underground. A teacher at the university, right? If you get caught, they’ll be tougher on you than on an ordinary Jew.” Tzili touched Manya’s arm. “We have a good success rate. Hundreds of Jews are smuggled out every day. We’ve bribed the border guards and the worst thing the Americans will do is keep you in a shoddy DP camp before sending you on to a better one. They’re not sending Jews back to the East anymore.”


Manya gazed past Tzili to the window behind her. Outside a solitary elm rustled gently, breaking the sunlight into tiny gold fragments. Something urgent rose up within her and she wanted to talk. During the last six months she had moved like a stranger through the city she loved, speaking to no one, not even her friends, as though preparing herself for this inevitable separation. Now she wanted to free herself of the wordless weight she carried. “Leaving is not that easy.”


“I would think it’s staying that’s hard. The Doctor told me someone tried to shoot you.”


“Nationalists from the anti-Communist underground. They shot at me through my dining room window.”


“Of course,” Tzili said. “They hate you more than they hate the Russians. A Jew and a Communist. Not a winning combination in Poland.”


“There’s nothing for me any place I go,” Manya said, unable to stop the words. “It was all lies, everything I grew up believing.”


“Of course,” Tzili said again.


“We were going to change the world, Joseph and I. That’s what kept us going throughout the war. I thought when it ended, once the Soviets came, everything we had worked for would happen. Equality, justice, all those big words would start to mean something. But it didn’t happen.” She remembered the faces of the men who came to tell her Joseph was dead, and the look of relief that passed between them when they turned to leave. They had worked with her in the underground, those two, and now, when they were all free, Joseph had become expendable, one less Jew among their ranks. They never would have said so out loud, maybe not even let themselves think it, but she had seen it in their eyes. So what had the Communists changed?


“And now there’s fear everywhere, spying,” she continued. “People disappear every day for no reason — devoted people. Last week at headquarters I overheard a comrade ask for permission to go to Lvov to look for his missing father. My supervisor told him, ‘Stalin is your father now,’ and refused to give him a travel pass.” She paused to swallow the tears that filled her throat. “It was going to be a new world for everyone.” Tzili’s face darkened, but Manya went on. “I’m not ashamed of it,” she said, her voice rising. “I won’t let people like you make me ashamed. You have your Palestine, I had my beliefs. You think I was naive, and you’re right. I’m no longer naive. So where does that leave me?”


“You want me to tell you that everything will be all right? Well, I don’t know if it will. It’s not all right with me. We’re all in mourning, we all have the same nightmares. I choose to put aside the dead thoughts because I want to live, but I struggle every day,” Tzili replied.


“But I don’t want to go to Palestine.”


Tzili stood up abruptly and walked to the desk. “Where do you think you can live? America? Argentina? Do you know why the Americans aren’t sending back Jews from the Allied Zone anymore? Because they want to force England to let us into Palestine. And can you guess why? Because they’re great humanitarians? No. Because they don’t want us coming to America. Argentina? Haven’t you heard about the warm welcome we get there? Any place you go, you’ll be a Jew. You may as well be one in Palestine.”


No, she couldn’t go there. She wouldn’t fit in. She was not a Jew, not really. Her parents had abandoned their religion when they moved to Warsaw to join the Party after their marriage in 1918. Palestine was not her fight. Nothing was now. “I don’t know where I want to go. I just can’t stay here.”


Tzili slapped the papers down on the desk. “Enough! We have a group leaving today. Once you’re out of Poland, you can decide.”


A dark-haired young man suddenly leaned in the door. “Samuel finished the passports,” he said. “We have fifteen.”


“What’s the route?” Tzili asked, all business.


“Danzig, Stettin. The trucks will meet us at the usual place in Berlin.”


“How long before the train to Danzig?”


“Two hours. I’ll tell Megged to get the group ready,” he said and disappeared down the hallway.


Manya sat in her chair, alert, while the house suddenly came to life. She heard the man’s footsteps bound up the stairs to the floor above and other steps rush to meet him.


Tzili began to move around the room, gathering papers from the floor and opening files. “Go home and pack a small bag,” she said without looking up. “Take warm clothes. Germany is cold in October. And don’t bring anything personal — and no photographs. You’ll be searched by customs at all the checkpoints. Your passport will say you’re Greek. Don’t speak Polish. If the officials find anything, you’ll be sent back.” She got up and riffled through a folder, in a hurry now. “There’s room for fifteen in this group, but each of us travels as if we’re alone. If you’re detained, no one will help you.”


Manya stood up. “I can’t leave in two hours,” she said, filling with panic. “My things, my apartment. I’ve lived here all my life. No, I’ll wait for the next group.”


Tzili stopped for a moment. “Two hours is enough time to leave a cemetery.”


A silence fell. Manya looked around the room for something to anchor her panic and found nothing. What was there, after all, to keep her in this country? Everyone she loved was dead — Joseph, her parents, her grandmother. She felt something stir and looked at her hands. There was still a pale circle on the finger where her wedding ring had been. Tzili was right. Two hours was enough.





CHAPTER
2


SHE SAT UP abruptly and rubbed her eyes. How long had she slept? No seam of light came through the truck’s canvas flap. It was still night. A bolt of terror rammed her. It was taking too long to cross into the Allied Zone. They were going back to Poland and would all end up in prison. Heart pounding, Manya lay back in her narrow spot on the crowded floor. The man cradled next to her coughed and shifted position, scraping her cheek with the cuff of his heavy wool coat. The other refugees lay motionless, locked together in the blackness, unable to speak, barely able to move.


She closed her eyes and willed herself to relax, breathing slowly until her body grew calm. The pungent smell of sweat and old leather floated up and then the warmth of bodies, their heat rising through the grimy coats and blankets. From one corner, she heard someone’s rasping breath, regular, even. From another, a soft moan rose above the sound of the wheels. And then stifled sobs. Night was the most difficult for her, for all the refugees. Trapped by the darkness, they travelled through space with nothing to ground them but their fear.


During the war Manya had discovered a way to calm herself whenever she felt the first wave of panic. She would lie in bed and listen for her neighbors — always strangers, since she moved to different parts of the city when she thought someone was becoming suspicious of her identity. It soothed her to think that others, so close, might be leading normal, ordinary lives and she tried to visualize their beds, soft and yielding, the smoothness of the enfolding blankets, their bodies moving over cool sheets. In a few moments she felt she had joined them. Calmed, she would fall asleep. Now, she closed her eyes and let her mind search for a comforting presence. An image presented itself: a man in the far corner drifting off to sleep and she beside him, her head cradled in his arm. Manya settled back and dozed.


The man next to her coughed again and jerked his blanket up to his mouth. She had noticed blood stains on it yesterday, when the truck stopped to let the refugees take a stretch. Each time he coughed she saw him glance nervously at Megged, their Brichah leader, who sat in the center of the floor. At the last train stop in Stettin, just before they had piled onto the truck that would take them through the Russian Zone of Germany into the American sector, Megged gathered them together for last-minute instructions. “Absolutely no sound,” he said, repeating the sentences in Hebrew, Yiddish and Polish. “From now on we go through dangerous checkpoints. This truck is supposed to be carrying UN supplies to Landsberg in the US Zone. If we’re caught now, we all get sent back to end up in a Russian jail.” He glared at them while Tzili repeated his instructions in Hungarian. “Samuel will be sitting with you in the back. There is to be no sound. If anyone loses control, he has been instructed to knock them out. We can’t risk the operation.” Both of them delivered their speeches simply. There had been no words of encouragement, no reassurances, no apologies. None were needed.


The guides had told the refugees it would take two to three days to reach Berlin from Warsaw. There, a truck would be waiting and within one day they would be in Landsberg. But the trip had turned into two nights of silent terror, straining everyone’s nerves, especially those of the people in charge of the mission. Something unexpected had happened. The truck had stopped every few hours and she’d heard fragments of conversations, sometimes in Hebrew, sometimes in Russian. The last time Megged had shouted angrily in English that he was a UN worker, and Manya knew they had been detained at a Soviet security post. After that, the truck sped along briefly, then screeched to a halt and she’d heard the scramble of feet on the road. New voices had barked exchanges in Hebrew. Then they had turned around and headed back in the opposite direction.


The truck came to a halt again. Manya sat up and rubbed her aching shoulder. “A short stretch,” Megged whispered and the floor of the truck came alive. The man next to her tried to stand up, but began to cough as he staggered to his feet. Manya took his arm and helped him, then pulled him aside to let the people behind them jump down. He was too weak to walk and while the others took their silent march down the road, she stood with him and chewed the black bread and cheese Tzili handed them. He did not eat, this ashen faced, middle-aged man, but he did drink some of the water she urged on him. He sipped obediently, but he was beyond caring, unaware of the food or even her presence most of the time. She knew too, that none of the refugees would speak, even if allowed to. They were cut off from each other by terror and too many years of suffering. And what was there to say? Manya thought as she watched the disheveled group slowly moving through the autumn dusk. They were all going to the same place for the same reason and the answer to every question was there in the worn, desperate faces. Perhaps this was where the little they shared would end, in a remote village in Germany, moving further and further away from the dead past that bound them.


They had stopped in the middle of farm country. A small house and barn surrounded by fields of ripe corn stood in the distance. There had been no aerial bombardment here, and there were no signs of the terrible war that had been fought in this country. Manya had lived through the destruction of Warsaw by the Germans, endless nights of bombing and fire, and each day she had emerged from the shelter to find another piece of her city reduced to rubble. During that last year when she worked at the University, she had grown accustomed to moving through the broken, rubble-strewn streets until the chaos of the landscape became commonplace, normal. The serenity of this untouched countryside soothed and anguished her at the same time.


She walked toward the group, a faint outline in the failing light. For a moment, she heard the soft rustle of hay being spread in a nearby farm. She stopped. Her senses quickened and she could feel animals, cows probably, steaming in their wooden stalls as they settled their lumbering bodies. She could smell fertilizer, human and animal, mingle with the yielding earth. She was caught off guard by this tranquility and for a moment forgot her fear. She let herself listen to the earth, alive and brooding.


“Back in the trucks!” Megged said. “We’re behind schedule.” The refugees began to pile in. Manya grabbed a rope suspended from the canvas covering and hoisted herself up. She settled down again next to the coughing man. Then the wheels screeched forward and she sank into the familiar darkness.


The truck stopped abruptly. Heavy footsteps came towards them and they heard a scraping sound. The canvas flap whipped open and voices shouted to come out. Beams of light poured over the refugees. They bolted up, blinded and confused, clutching their blankets and small bags. Then they pushed toward the canvas opening where outstretched arms waited to lift them down. Once on the ground, soldiers motioned for them to keep moving. Soldiers were everywhere, their faces blurred by the searing lights. One came into focus and Manya made out an American uniform. They had made it.


The man she had helped suddenly appeared. “Where are we?” he whispered hoarsely. “Are they Americans?”


“Yes,” she said breathlessly, filling with relief. “And see? These are UN people.” She looked around at the barracklike buildings barely visible under the dim street lamps. “We must be in Landsberg.”


“Oh, my God” the man cried and fell to his knees. Once more, Manya helped him to his feet and holding on to his arm led him past the line of soldiers into the building.


Inside the barracks, the refugees huddled together in silent, waiting groups. A long table at one end of the room held a large urn and plates piled high with doughnuts. Manya ran her fingers through her hair, disentangling bits of straw, then smoothed down her coat collar. She watched a young soldier fill metal cups with steaming coffee and pass them to the refugees. Something in his impassive face riveted her, and she watched closely. This was just a job for him, she thought, one he had done every night for months, and he had grown used to seeing misery. He handed her a cup, but she just stood there, some of her old boldness returning, and waited for him to acknowledge her. When he glanced up, she was startled by his impersonal gaze. He made her feel invisible, reduced, as if all she had been and all she had lived through had left no mark. She had never considered herself beautiful, but she knew that her hazel eyes were appealing and her hair, even disheveled as it was now, fell in soft brown waves. In the soldier’s eyes, she was not a young woman; she was just another refugee with no identity except her Jewishness. She grabbed the extended cup and pulled it sharply toward her, but the soldier moved on without noticing.


The man from the truck still held onto her. He gulped down his coffee while he scanned the room with nervous eyes. “I’ve lost my glasses,” he said. A few minutes later a uniformed woman carrying a clipboard approached them. She was middle-aged and robust, and had an air of authority about her. The badge clipped to her lapel read, “Eleanor Weiss, UNRRA Staff.”


“Your name and country of origin,” she asked Manya in broken Polish, her pencil poised.


“Manya Gerson. Warsaw, Poland.”


“Date of birth?”


“June 20,1919.”


“So that makes you twenty-seven,” the woman muttered, jotting down the information. “Living family members?”


“None.”


The woman looked up briefly, appraising her. “Were you an inmate of a German concentration or labor camp?”


“No,” she replied, enunciating the words clearly. “I had forged identity papers and I lived as a Pole in different parts of Warsaw during the war. I worked in a paint factory.”


“How did you manage that?”


“The underground got me working papers.”


“Any distant relatives who might be looking for you?”


“No.”


Miss Weiss turned toward the man, but before she could speak he blurted out, “My name is Isaac Flamb and I was born in Vilna, Lithuania.” He spoke quickly and began to cough. “My wife might still be alive,” he said, still holding onto Manya for support. “We were both in Theresiendstadt when the camp was liberated.” Miss Weiss tried to interrupt him, but he rushed on, his hands shaking with excitement, coffee splashing down the front of his coat. “I went back to Vilna right away, but I couldn’t find her. Please, do you have a Hinda Flamb on your list? Hinda Flamb. Please, write it down. She is a small woman, only so high, forty years old . . .” He turned to Manya. “I know she survived, they didn’t take her on the march because she was too sick.”


“You can go to the Tracing Bureau in the morning and they’ll help you,” Miss Weiss said and patted his arm. “Just let me finish this and everyone will be able to rest.” She lifted her clipboard and continued. “Date of birth?”


“March 14,1900.”


“Any other relatives who may be looking for you?”


The man looked at the floor. “I don’t know. We have such a large family, maybe. There are the Rothmans and the Danzigers on my mother’s side. Write that down! Rothmans, Danzigers. Do you have them on the list?” He straightened up, trying to see the clipboard.


“Yes, yes, it will all be taken care of tomorrow,” Manya said, firmly.


Miss Weiss gave her a grateful smile, moved on to the next person and repeated the same question over and over. Toward the end of the line she stopped in front of a tall, pale man wearing steel-rimmed glasses. He spoke in a quiet, but distinct voice that caught Manya’s attention. He had an accent and when she heard him identify himself as “Emmanuel Kozak,” she guessed he was Czech. He looked as tired as the others, but he leaned in solicitously as he spoke to Miss Weiss, giving the interview the air of an easy exchange rather than an interrogation. Something in the rhythm and intonation of his speech reminded her of Joseph, who had always commanded authority without needing to raise his voice.


An hour later, they were all led to an adjoining room filled with cots. A few of the refugees lay down immediately, but most remained seated on the edge of their beds, as tense and alert as if they might be summoned to return to Warsaw.


An hour later Miss Weiss returned, positioned herself in the middle of the room, and lifted her hand for attention. “This displaced persons’ camp is administered by UNRRA, the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Agency, and the US Military Government,” she announced in English while a partner translated into Polish and Hungarian. “In the morning you will be processed at the camp’s military headquarters before you can be officially admitted. Then you will be issued a ration card and assigned a place to live and the JDC, the American Joint Distribution Committee, will give you supplies and a monthly stipend for as long as you are here.” Manya saw her stop to take in the weary faces dutifully turned toward her. She looked sympathetic but tired, as if she had witnessed this scene too often and it was losing its drama. Something about her reminded Manya of the Soviet woman who had taken over the university in the early months after the German defeat. Miss Weiss looked official, humorless, sensible. She looked like someone who expected people to behave. Manya realized this was the first American woman she had ever met, and yet she seemed all too familiar.


Miss Weiss strode quickly to the barracks door. “It will be daylight soon. Sleep if you can.” She hesitated as if she had forgotten something and turned back to look at the group. “Everything will be all right,” she said, addressing the doubt in their faces. Then she turned off the overhead lights and left.


Manya lay back on her cot with her arms beneath her head and stared into the anonymous darkness. Sighs filled the room and then some muffled sobs as though the refugees were still afraid to cry out loud. “It’s good to cry,” she remembered her grandmother saying when the village children made fun of Manya because she didn’t understand their Yiddish. “Tears clear the eyes,” she had said smoothing Manya’s hair from her wet cheeks, “and then you can see better.”


The room fell quiet. Somewhere a door slammed and the murmur of voices dissolved into the night. She slept.





CHAPTER
3


MANYA HAD BEEN WAITING for several hours before the soldier called her name. She missed it at first, unused to the American’s strange pronunciation, and when he repeated it louder, as if all the refugees in the small room were deaf or stupid, she jumped. She straightened her creased skirt, looked around the crowded anteroom of Landsberg’s Military Headquarters and stood up.


The GI held open the door to the adjoining room and she saw an officer seated at a desk. He was middle-aged with gray hair cut close around an equally gray face. He was trying to smooth out the make-shift identity papers that she had given to Miss Weiss the night before. He was not having much success.


“I’m told you speak English.”


“Yes, a bit,”


“Where did you learn it?”


“At university. I was good at languages and I hoped one day to . . .”


He cut her off. “Why did you leave Poland?”


“Because the Poles were still killing the Jews. They killed my husband. I thought everyone knew about the pogroms.”


“That’s what all the Jewish refugees say. But you went to work for the Soviets right after they occupied Poland. That means you had privileges, money. A year later you leave. Why?”


She closed her eyes for a moment to let her fatigue settle itself. She would have to tell it all again, how the first year of the Soviet regime had changed nothing, how she could no longer live among the Poles with their ancient hatreds. It made no difference to her neighbors that she was Comrade Manya instead of Mrs. Gerson. They hated her just the same — even more.


She looked at the officer’s impassive face. She knew he had heard too many of these stories and was weary of them. He was looking for Communist spies infiltrating the American Zone. That’s all the officials were interested in — something exciting to break the monotony of their jobs. He could easily send her back to sit in a Russian jail forever.


“I left Poland because I was afraid for my life,” she said. “Before the war, the Poles hated me because I was Jewish, and then they hated me because I was a Communist. Now they hate me for being both.”


The officer leaned back in his chair and took her in for a long moment. She saw him run his eyes down her body. When he saw her color, he barked at her.


“Where’s your family?”


She paused to contain her anger. “Where do you think?” she muttered between her teeth.


He leaned towards her. “All I did was ask you a simple question and you spit back an answer as if we were personally responsible for killing your family. Who do you think you are, streaming into this zone, getting fed and clothed, charity cases all of you. If you want a ration card and papers, just answer my questions.”


“I’m told my parents were in Belzec.”


“Where’s that?”


“An extermination camp in central Poland. They all died there. I survived the war with false identity papers.”


“How do I know you’re not a Pole who collaborated with the Nazis? Or maybe you’re working for the Soviets. You have no official papers. The Brichah people take out anyone who says they’re Jewish. If you want to stay, prove you’re a Jew.”


For a moment she wanted to laugh. After years of hiding her Jewishness from the Nazis, she now had to prove she was a Jew. But she had nothing, no number on her arm, no Yiddish expressions, no prayers she could recite. Her family had been assimilated, more comfortable reading Polish translations of Karl Marx than Sholom Aleichem. They had not been Jews or Poles, and their only devotion had been to the Communist Party line.


“Why should I prove I am Jewish? Jews can be spies too,” she said. Suddenly, she felt everything slipping away. She knew what she had to do. She opened her hands slowly, as if to offer him a gift. Their eyes locked in a silent exchange. “But I am nothing now,” she said softly. “You tell me what I am.”


A soldier brought in a sandwich of chipped beef and a bottle of wine and placed a long-stemmed glass on the edge of the desk near her. Manya watched him slowly fill the goblet to the top with a beautiful burgundy liquid. The officer was standing at the window with his back to her.


“Dismiss the others,” he said. “Reschedule for tomorrow.”


Manya ate and drank in silence. During the war, even when she was numb with terror, she was able to eat, as if her body knew better than she what it needed. She bit into the crusty white bread and savored the moist layers of warm beef. It had been a long time since she had tasted meat. And the wine helped. The officer must have known it would and she was grateful to him for that.


He turned to face her. “There’s a hotel in town,” he said. “I’ll bring the clearance papers.”


His words were jagged, without warmth, without any acknowledgment of her as a human being. She could feel him watching her, but she didn’t hurry. When she was finished she slowly wiped her mouth on the cloth napkin, then toyed with the wine glass while she considered her next move.


He walked toward her and stood next to her chair with his hand on the desk. She could feel his impatience.


“May I have another glass of wine?” she asked.


He hesitated a moment, then picked up the bottle.


“Just a little bit,” she said touching the glass and keeping her eyes averted. “Won’t you have some too?” Her voice sounded strange, even and strong, with just the right hint of flirtatiousness. She swallowed hard. Where did this come from?


“No,” he said. “I don’t drink.”


She sipped the wine, then got up. No, she wouldn’t let them send her back. “Shall we go?” she said. She walked toward him and the officer took her by the elbow. But she shook him off, straightened herself and headed toward the door alone.


The covered jeep sped over the Karolinen Bridge, which connected the Landsberg DP camp to Landsberg itself, a medieval town surrounded by the Lech river. Manya leaned back in the seat and watched the streets go by. The officer sat with his head turned toward the window, his dry, freckled hands resting on his knees. The skin on the back of his neck was wrinkled and red where his hair had been clipped. “It’ll be over quickly,” she thought, surprised at the steadiness of her own hands as she smoothed back her hair from her face.


By the time they arrived at the small, neat hotel discreetly tucked on a side street off the main plaza, she had grown accustomed to the quiet. The driver opened the jeep door for them and they walked into the lobby. The walls were covered in old wallpaper of barely discernible hunting scenes and a ragged Persian-style rug lay in the center of an otherwise empty room. A young German woman at the front desk stood up abruptly when they came through the door and, without saying a word, handed the officer a large brass key. Manya followed him up a flight of stairs and into a room that seemed to be all bed. He put his arms around her awkwardly and closed his eyes, ready to kiss her mouth. She turned her head away and he ended up kissing her on the cheek instead. There was something intrinsically affectionate about the kiss, even if unintended, and for a moment tears sprang into her eyes. But the officer pulled her onto the bed without comment and made no further attempt to disguise the nature of their exchange. He was hungry to get inside her and be done with it. She heard a tearing sound and looked away while he slipped on a condom. Throughout the brief, tortured transaction, she lay still, afraid that if she moved or spoke, she would hit him and ruin her last chance for shelter. She tried to control her racing thoughts, to conjure up another time or place, but felt herself riveted to the man’s body, not just by his weight but by the medicinal smell of the army soap that permeated his clothes, his hair, the clumsy hands that groped at her breasts. Nothing about this act was familiar to her, not the rough skin rubbing against her, nor the quick hard thrusts that made her wince.


The American began to moan. Manya squeezed her eyes shut and tried not to think of Joseph. She had never been frivolous about sex and had slept with only one man, a fellow student, before her marriage. Now, she surprised herself. She could eat when she was afraid and she could let this contemptible American force himself on her. Her body seemed to have a will of its own that bypassed thought, fear and her hatred of the man who was moving on top of her. She wondered how many refugee women were willing to do this, how many he had used. Didn’t he get enough from the German women who were said to like the Americans so much?


The officer grunted once and rolled over. She pulled her dress down and sat up while he fumbled with his belt. Afterwards, he seemed too embarrassed to face her and slipped the stamped papers and taxi money onto the night table while she was in the bathroom. When she realized he was gone, she filled the tub and methodically scrubbed his antiseptic odor from her skin. Then she lay in the warm water, relieved. She felt no shame, only anger. And, suddenly, weariness. She closed her eyes and leaned back against the cool porcelain. When she looked again, the grayness had deepened in the small window above her.





CHAPTER
4


THE TAXI LEFT MANYA at the entrance to the DP camp. She stepped up to the two guards posted at the gate and handed them her papers. “Where is Number 4, please?” she asked in her best English.


The GIs leaned in to examine her pass. They looked so young with their fresh, smooth faces, like boys playing soldiers. “About five blocks that way,” the taller one said and pointed behind him.


“Blocks?” she asked.


“Streets,” he added and flashed the straight set of white teeth all Americans seemed to have.


Manya looked behind them at a cluster of official buildings. Most were dark. Further off, she could make out lines of barracks separated from each other by narrow walkways. “Thank you,” she said and walked through the gate.


Both soldiers stepped aside and touched their hats. “Any time,” they said. There was a cheerfulness in their tone that caught her attention. She looked back for a moment, and the tall one winked. Manya turned away quickly, startled by this forwardness, and hurried toward the barracks.


The street lights came on, casting an amber glow across the two-story brick buildings. Manya walked the deserted streets until she found Barracks Number Four. For a moment she stopped to look at the homemade banner hanging across the front. It read, “Weizmann House.” She opened the heavy door and entered. The building looked like a make-shift hospital ward crammed with army cots. Small windows, many of them broken, lined the walls, and bare bulbs dangled from the ceilings. This was her new home.


Some of the refugees had strung blankets and sheets around their beds to create a little privacy. At the far end of the room were the communal bathrooms and toilets, filthy from over-use. Thirty cots in one room. Thirty people living together in a space intended for ten. She walked over to an unmade bed and stood a moment to take in what she assumed would become her corner: a narrow cot and straw-filled sack for a mattress, a wooden footlocker, like a coffin, standing on its side and a metal crate with a single dirty glass on top of it. She sighed and sat down.


“Welcome,” someone behind her said in Yiddish. A thin woman, about sixty years old, materialized beside her. She wore a flowered dress several sizes too big and a tattered black shawl. Her short, gray hair was pinned to each side of her head. She looked like a school girl disguised as an old woman.


“Thank you,” Manya replied in Polish.


The woman’s eyes hardened. “This is an all-Jewish camp,” she said in heavily accented Polish. “Do you belong here? What are you?”


“I belong here,” Manya answered, “but I don’t know much Yiddish. We didn’t speak it at home. Only my grandmother.” This seemed to reassure the woman and she smiled, exposing broken brownish teeth.


“You will learn. You will have to, you know. People don’t like to hear too much Polish,” she said. She motioned toward the open room and looked about with pride. “Do you know what house you’re in? ‘Weizmann House.’ We named it. Isn’t it wonderful?”


Manya looked again at the dilapidated room filled with worn bedding and the pitiful accumulation of displaced lives. “Wonderful,” she said.


The woman paused, trying to decide what to make of Manya’s irony. Finally, she nodded. “I know it isn’t perfect. It isn’t Palestine, it isn’t my house in Feilda,” she said firmly. “But it isn’t Auschwitz.”


Auschwitz again, always Auschwitz. There had been so many ways of killing Jews, so many ways to die, so many camps just as monstrous, but this one had become the most prestigious, as if it were a renowned university. Her parents had died in a remote crematorium in central Poland. Belzec wasn’t the famous Auschwitz, but they had ended up the same way.


The woman spoke again. “My name is Rochel Mandelkern. I’m from a village near Lodz. You see, I can speak Polish. We had a notions store in town and many Polish customers. Yiddish we spoke at home. It was a nice home, I kept a kosher home and every shabbos . . .” She stopped. “Forgive me. I won’t tell you everything about me in five seconds. You just came. You need supplies and you have to eat.” She sat on the cot next to Manya’s. “It’s nice to have a pretty young face to look at. What is your name? Where are you from?”


“Manya Gerson. I’m from Warsaw.”


Rochel nodded as though she had known this all along. Then she reached out to clasp Manya’s cold hand in both of hers. “Let me finish praying and we’ll get you some things from the supply room. Then we’ll go to the dining hall. That’s why nobody’s here. It’s dinner time.”


Rochel quickly turned and picked up a torn prayer book, draped her shawl over her head, and began to sway. Manya averted her eyes as the strange, ancient murmuring filled the barracks. She fixed on one of the grimy windows nearby and watched the first dim stars appear in the east.


Manya pulled her thin coat across her body and stepped out into the cool dusk with Rochel. Small groups of refugees, mostly men, clustered at corners. They looked so much alike in their caps and brown trousers; they could have been in uniform. They were gaunt and unhealthy looking, although it was over a year since the liberation of the concentration camps. A few turned and gazed at her impassively, while others made their quick appraisal with suspicious eyes. The older woman pulled Manya past them without a glance.
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