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			Myra joined our Ann Arbor Temple Beth Emeth Generations After community in its first year. She had the unrivaled ability to plumb the emotional depths of our group’s difficult legacy, bringing us her enormous heart and creative gifts.

			Myra was central to our endeavors as a writer, an editor, and a beloved friend. Her perspectives on her family, Jewish identity, and second-generation Holocaust experience had a profound effect on us, and are reflected throughout this anthology.

			Myra died after a valiant battle with cancer, in the midst of our writing this book. It is with great love that we dedicate our book to her.
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			Foreword

			 Irene Hasenberg Butter


			In 2004, I attended the first Temple Beth Emeth Holocaust Remembrance Day service, written and led by Generations After. The stories that these children of survivors shared about their parents’ experiences greatly moved me. As a Holocaust survivor who has spent years educating others and working toward peace and tolerance, I recognized the importance of their work.	

			When I came to the United States in 1945, the American relatives who took me in urged me to forget everything that had happened to my family—and to me—in the Holocaust. I was fifteen years old and they were adults, so I listened to them. For forty years I was quiet. I was not truly free until I started to tell what happened to me as a child.

			The need to address how the Holocaust impacted me and the world drove me to work toward the establishment of the Raoul Wallenberg Award at the University of Michigan, where I was a professor in the School of Public Health. Raoul Wallenberg, while serving as a Swedish diplomat in Hungary between July and December 1944, saved tens of thousands of Jews from the gas chamber by issuing them protective passports and sheltering them in buildings designated as Swedish territory. With the mission to increase awareness of Wallenberg’s heroic life-saving efforts in the Holocaust, each year the Raoul Wallenberg Award continues to recognize and bring to our community humanitarians and scholars working to combat the marginalization of peoples, to promote peace and reconciliation. Some of the past honorees include the Dalai Lama, Elie Wiesel, and Desmond Tutu.

			Once retired, I focused on visiting local schools to talk about how I survived during the war. The students were fascinated with my story. I saw their worlds open up in the way my experience resonated for them. Students confided to me that, after hearing my story and seeing how I was able to lead a successful life, they now felt they could overcome trauma in their own lives.

			In 2011, I joined the Generations After group in participating in services for our temple community. I described how my idyllic early childhood was quickly followed by the terror and hell of concentration camps, the tragic death of my father, and my separation from my mother and brother when I was sent to a displaced persons camp in North Africa. I contributed perspectives and stories about returning to Germany many years later, where I spoke to high school students, surprisingly in my native German tongue. I also spoke of visiting the Stumbling Stones in front of the home of my grandparents in Berlin. These plaques are installed on the sidewalks in front of Holocaust victims’ last known place of residence. Since most Holocaust victims do not have a grave, Stumbling Stones return names and places to victims who might otherwise have been forgotten. They serve as concrete individual memorials. I am very grateful to Gunter Demnig, the artist who created the  Stolpersteine project, for the work he is undertaking to preserve the history of the Jewish people who were murdered. These have special importance to me, as now my children and grandchildren have an actual place in Germany where they can connect with their ancestors.

			As some of the Generations After members began discussing the creation of an anthology based on our services, I encouraged them to focus on their own voices and their own second-generation experiences. I was fascinated by how well they had brought their parents’ stories to life, but was even more engaged when they shared how these experiences impacted them. Each of them had a unique perspective on the personal effects of this singular tragedy. Each had a vital story to tell. All of them were committed to preserving their stories and insights for future generations. I asked my two children, Noah and Ella, to share a little bit about their own experiences growing up with a mother who had survived the Holocaust. As a small preview of what you will find in this book, here is what they wrote.

			 Noah’s reflection:


			     I always knew that my mom was a Holocaust survivor. I do not remember not knowing this fact. It was not as if one day my mom sat down with me and explained what had happened to her family when she was an early teen, when they were arrested, taken away from their Amsterdam home, and sent to Westerbork concentration camp, later to be deported to Bergen-Belsen concentration camp.

			One of my earliest memories of thinking about the Holocaust was walking with my mom in downtown Ann Arbor. I can still remember a flash of what was happening: we were walking down the street, with pedestrians and cars flowing by us, and I believe we had just come out of a shop. I remember thinking that there was something not quite right about me, some defect that I had, and that perhaps it was because my mom got roughed up in the war. In other words, I was attributing something that I imagined happened to Mom, physically in the concentration camp, to my own, tainted condition.

    

			 Ella’s reflection:


			     From a very young age I knew that there was a story that needed to be told. One weekday night when I was about seven years old, in the second grade, I sat down with my mother on my bed and insisted that she tell me the whole story. Intuitively I had the sense that it was my duty and that I was given this responsibility. I think that hearing my mother’s story transformed my life. Although I couldn’t possibly understand, as such a young child, what it meant to be prisoners of Bergen-Belsen, to starve, and to be covered with lice, I listened attentively and made my mother’s experience part of my personal journey. There were always more questions to be asked, and when I was in junior high school and had to choose a topic for my speech, I knew it would be the persecution of the Jews during World War II. As part of my presentation, I asked my mother to describe life in the concentration camps. I believe this was the first time she told her story in front of a group of teenagers.

			When I was in my first year of law school at Tel Aviv University, I came upon an announcement about the first Holocaust survivors’ gathering, to be held in Israel. It was obvious that my mother and I should be there together. We were on the bus to Kibbutz Netzer Sereni, and I fell asleep. When I woke up, there were children on the bus handing out flowers. This brought tears to my mother’s eyes. Who would have imagined, in the midst of the Holocaust, that there would one day be children greeting survivors laden with flowers?

			The Holocaust has always been for me a sign of the evil we are capable of. When I say “we,” I mean that it’s not merely the Germans who were capable of such atrocities. We the human race are all responsible and must find ways to fight our dark side. I felt the urge to study law and to fight for human rights and justice. My whole life I have felt that it is our responsibility and duty to stand up against injustice, to see the pain our neighbors are feeling and to bear that with them. Having endured my own share of crises and difficulties, I know what suffering is like. Whenever we bear a family history of the Holocaust or any other form of persecution, it shapes us into the humans we are. I look at my mother and see how such suffering can be transformed into love and care for others. Becoming a compassionate human being is what I would say growing up with the Holocaust is all about.

    

			Remembrance is what shapes our lives and teaches us. And legacy has to be passed on to our children. This important book is compelling evidence that the legacy is being passed on. My children and the children in the Generations After community are our future, carrying our stories forward. It is both natural and essential that they lend their own inheritances to the tragedy of the Holocaust.

			Every individual can make a difference, and it is our human duty to speak out against oppression and persecution wherever it exists. As you listen to the voices of the Generations After community, you will see how each one approaches their parents’ history, seeking connection and a path toward restoring faith in humanity. In reading their stories, you will have the opportunity to deeply experience the notion that all people are our kin. And isn’t that what we all are aiming for?

			 

		


		
			Introduction

			 Rita Benn, Julie Goldstein Ellis, Joy Wolfe Ensor, and Ruth Wade


			It was a falling into. With a combination of sweetness and pluck, Martha Solent, the founding member of our Generations After group, suggested to our rabbi that we could enrich the liturgy for Holocaust Remembrance Day by inviting our own congregants to share their lived experiences of the Shoah and its aftermath. With his support, she approached friends and new acquaintances and invited them to join in this new group undertaking. Those who were hesitant were invited for coffee. A pair of cousins decided to join the group together. We all wanted to honor our parents, to give voice to the history many of them never could tell, and to find our own voices.

			When we began meeting in 2004, we experienced a shock of familiarity with each other beyond the coincidence of having settled in the same Michigan college town and the same Reform Jewish congregation. We had in common an implicit understanding of what it was like growing up with Holocaust survivor parents: to be the namesakes of the “lost souls” who’d perished; to confront our parents’ muteness, and sometimes anger, when we asked questions about their past; to bear the challenge of remembering when there was so much we didn’t know. With one another, we didn’t have to engage in emotional translation. Our stories became each other’s stories. 

			Some of us had never learned more than fragments about our parents’ past, while for others, there was more open and intentional sharing. Either way, our parents’ suffering seeped into our souls. We absorbed their sorrow and shame, spoken or unspoken; their anxieties and their courage; and, most importantly, their lessons of endurance and resilience. 

			To plan our services, we gathered in each other’s homes around abundant food, hugs, laughter, and sometimes tears. Our conversations moved organically from sharing what was happening in our own lives to telling our parents’ stories to identifying a connecting theme that gave the annual memorial observances their own unique emphases, such as suffering, resistance, forgiveness, and grace. We then wove together our individual recollections with prayer and music. These services helped many members of our congregation move from trying to grasp the incomprehensible number of six million Jews murdered in the Holocaust, to hearing the clear singular voice of the person standing in front of them bearing witness to its meaning for an individual family. Our stories became all of our stories.

			After ten years of confiding in each other within this community space, we decided to create an anthology that would preserve our parents’ experiences for future generations of our families and beyond. In the process, we began to talk more about our  own experiences of living in the shadow of the Holocaust while trying to lead “normal” lives. In one Generations After gathering, someone asked, “Who among us had parents who suffered from bouts of major depression?” Every hand went up. We realized that while we had been unflinching in describing the particulars of our parents’ losses, we had kept private the impact of their trauma on themselves and on us. As we began to share this with each other, we asked ourselves, could we delve more deeply? Yes, we all could. And we did.

			What did we learn? Our parents rebuilt their lives and raised a generation of successful children. Even so, there were ripple effects from growing up with this tragic family history. It was difficult to permit ourselves to disclose this impact—it felt self-indulgent and disloyal. After all that our parents had endured, how dare we portray them as in any way flawed? How could we even remotely think that we had problems worthy of mentioning? Our parents had stood in the freezing cold in their striped pajamas for hours on end, watching their friends and families die. How could our concerns and laments compare?

			Still, we felt compelled to openly acknowledge that the suffering of our parents had significant effects on our lives as children and adults. For many of us it was a struggle to write more about ourselves, to say out loud what we had kept buried inside for so many years. We often had to dig through multiple layers of repression to find and express our true feelings. Over time, through this intense reflection, we deepened our understanding of ourselves and further recognized the impact of intergenerational trauma on how we moved through the world and raised our own children. In the end, writing these very personal narratives brought about unexpected healing.

			The result is this book, a very different book than the one we first set out to write. Our parents, through grace, cleverness, and stubborn determination, managed to survive unimaginable horrors. These essays offer accounts of our families’ courage and post-traumatic growth, as well as of our own second-generation struggles and reckonings. We hope that it will inspire healing for others facing adversity in their own lives.

			Elie Wiesel, Holocaust survivor and Nobel laureate, said, “Whoever listens to a witness, becomes a witness.”1 Listening to each other’s family histories has felt like a sacred act. We feel blessed to have a community interested in truly hearing each other, and grateful for the opportunity to carry on our parents’ legacy while creating our own.

			In encountering these recollections, you too are bearing witness. We hope that our stories will become your stories, and that the lessons of the Holocaust—and its continuing and expanding impact—will never be forgotten.
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			 Screams in the Night


			Ruth Taubman, daughter of Lola Goldstein/Mueller Taubman
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		 Lola arriving in America, Port of New York, 1949

     

			For as long as I can remember, my mother’s screams of terror in the night were an ordinary occurrence. My siblings and I didn’t ask questions. Being awakened several times a week or more was our family reality. We simply went back to sleep and didn’t discuss it the next day. We certainly didn’t mention my mother’s night terrors to anyone outside of our family.

			That’s probably why I forgot to forewarn my friend Jesse when he came to our house for a visit one summer when I was sixteen. I’d been away at Interlochen, a fine arts camp, where Jesse and I had met the year before. He came to visit me at the end of camp, and then we made the trip together back to my family’s home in Birmingham, Michigan. Jesse was going to stay with us for a few days.

			In the middle of our first night at the house, my mother’s shrieks pierced the dark. As I swam to consciousness, it clicked that Jesse would not know what was happening. I ran to his room. There, I found him standing up out of bed, shaking in utter fear of what horrible unknown event might be occurring.

			I tried to tell him it was “nothing” and he should go back to sleep. That phrase, “it’s nothing,” sums up the disconnect between him, who could not imagine the origins of my mother’s terror, and me—the child of a Holocaust survivor, familiar with its source.

			• • •

			Only recently have I discovered that my fellow members of the “club” known as Generations After have had uncannily similar experiences. My second-generation contemporaries and I have a shared sensibility. It took a long time for me to recognize the unbridgeable chasm between those who are aware of the Holocaust from some impersonal context—whether as scholars of history, or middle school readers of Anne Frank—and those who have been the direct witnesses to, and participants in, the aftermath of the Holocaust. No amount of reading and research, or seeing  Schindler’s List at the local multiplex, will parallel our experiences. We have an intrinsic knowing that cannot be shared or passed along; we are the link to our parents’ ongoing, lifelong trauma. Even for our own descendants, the trauma eventually converts into what feels like little more than anecdotal stories. No teeth. No claws. No gut-wrenching screams out of nowhere, in the dead of night.

			• • •

			In the same way I tried (albeit unsuccessfully) to reassure my friend on that night long ago that everything was fine, I’m often assured by an owner with a dog lunging from a leash—or jumping on me as I come through the door to their home—that the animal is “friendly.” Whether it’s true or not, I’m always predisposed to be fearful, even if just walking near an approaching dog on a stroll. It’s a vestige of my mother being terrorized by the Nazis’ savage dogs, a direct physical transfer of her disturbance. I can still feel her grip tightening on my hand when she would see any dog—even from a block away—whether the dog was loudly barking in warning or quietly wagging its tail. That inadvertent communication of behavior has been impossible for me to unlearn. Whether I feign indifference or just slightly recoil, my innate, primal sense of danger is activated by any animal I encounter. However benign the situation, this deeply ingrained perpetuation of fear is a reflex; a reaction I never question or address.

			• • •

			By my mother’s last decade, she had already publicly shared her Holocaust experiences, speaking dozens of times in schools and in many interviews. Beyond this, though, she was driven by a desire not to be defined solely by that wretched chapter of her life. She wanted to write a memoir, in her own voice, and she wanted it to be about her entire life.

			And so, in her late eighties, in matter-of-fact sessions with a historian, my mother described her idyllic childhood in Svalava, a small town in the Carpathian Mountains that was originally part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire but was then part of Czechoslovakia. She diagrammed the floor plan of her house. She told of her jealousy of her three younger brothers’ freedom to play, while she, as the oldest child—and only girl—of the family had a litany of seemingly unending domestic responsibilities.

			My mother made sure I learned to do things. I was the only girl, so besides going to school, my mother taught me how to sew, how to knit, how to crochet, and how to mend. I had to prepare a dowry, embroidered sheets and pillowcases and tablecloths. My mother also taught me how to garden . . . how to can fruits and vegetables. We couldn’t go to the river to swim until we had done our jobs with the canning. We lived off that in the winter.1 

			During a frank discussion when I was a young teen, my mother surprised me by sharing that at my age, she dreaded becoming a woman in her community because she pictured her destiny as one of toil and drudgery. Her own mother worked constantly from dawn to night. I remember thinking how contemporary it seemed that she had such a nascent feminist attitude about her future.

			In writing her memoir, she recalled her modern orthodox parents’ deep emphasis on education. They sent her to the preeminent private Jewish high school in Europe, a co-ed Hebrew gymnasium in the larger nearby city of Munkács, highly unusual for girls at that time. She went on to describe the gradual curbing of her family’s freedoms as Hitler rose to power. Eventually her entire town’s Jewish population was rounded up and deported to two ghettos housed in former brick factories in Munkács.

			After four weeks in the ghetto, they were abruptly gathered in groups and transported on a harrowing three-day rail journey by cattle car. They were crushed together, the conditions horrible; one woman gave birth to a child, one woman went berserk, people screamed. My mother was wedged between her mother and her father. The poignant moment that stood out from that horrendous boxcar was her father turning to her and saying, “No matter what they do to you—they can take everything away from you—but the little education you’ve got, they can’t take away.”

			Their destination was Auschwitz. Upon their arrival, she recounted waiting in line as her family was selected by the infamous Josef Mengele for the gas chambers, while she was chosen to work—and to endure the unspeakable horrors that lay beyond the roaring chimneys that lit up the night, filling her nostrils with the stench of death.

			With the historian as her interlocutor, my mother related the extremes of grit that were required to survive. Laying bare her fierce determination to live, she detailed many razor’s-edge escapes from death. She also recounted her eventual liberation at the end of World War II, followed by years in displaced persons (DP) camps.

			Two generations of uncles, aunts, and cousins were American citizens, willing to sponsor her immigration to the United States. But the postwar intricacies of redrawn European borders, combined with constantly changing U.S. policy for the priority quota of refugees, left my mother unable to get a visa to come to America. She had unwittingly lost her eligibility for priority status for papers because she had briefly left Germany for Czechoslovakia; merely having crossed the border to her country of origin meant she was considered as having a “home.” She desperately wanted to reunite with her closest surviving relatives who had all successfully emigrated. Her uncanny talent for speaking many languages led to her working as a translator for a sympathetic American Army officer in the DP camp, helping register applicants for visas. The nature of the work allowed the officer access to make false papers on my mother’s behalf, using the name of another survivor close to her own height and age who had never applied for a visa. Because this fellow survivor was illegally smuggled into what was then Palestine (now Israel), she effectively “disappeared.” My mother assumed her identity, acquired a visa, and finally arrived in New York as Leah Mueller on March 1, 1949.

			Two years later, my mother moved to Detroit, where she met and fell in love with my father, Samuel Taubman. Together they built a home life that eventually included my sister, my brother, and me.

			When I was about ten, I began to understand how family names were passed along, and asked my mother why her last name was Mueller while her entire immediate and extended family name was Goldstein. In simple terms, she began to reveal how she had acquired Leah’s identity. As an adult, I came to learn the full story, realizing the risks she took to finally be safely in the United States. Forty years after that first conversation, we discovered her actual age through a distant relative’s genealogy search. My mother had so fully incorporated the facts of her naturalization papers into her own life that she never even revealed her true birth date to my father.
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					 Lola with her children (Richard, Ruth, and Alyssa) at Ruth’s first birthday, Southfield, Michigan, March, 1960



				

			The complexities of living under a false identity had its own reach of quiet terror beyond the safe harbor of my mother’s home and young family. I got the first inkling of this as a small child during a pleasure day trip to Windsor, Canada, just a forty-five-minute drive from our house. For the border crossing, my mother placed her naturalization papers in their red leatherette tri-fold case on the front seat of the car, nervously gripping the steering wheel as we approached the entrance of the tunnel to Canada manned by the Border Patrol officers. She delivered choked replies in her lilting, Hungarian-accented English to the officers’ standard questions about where each of us were born. She was virtually undone by this brief and seemingly mundane excursion and was visibly drained every subsequent time she had to cross a border. Throughout her life, though fully a U.S. citizen by her marriage to my father, there was never a time when she did not fear her initial illegal status being found out by “the authorities.” The cloud of her own imagining of being “sent back” cast a pall from which she never fully escaped.

			After a fifty-plus-year marriage, my mother survived the loss of her dear Sam. Soon after, she moved to Ann Arbor, where another whole chapter of her life began. She made dozens of friends in her retirement community. A few years after the move, an amalgamation of her interviews with the historian, together with photos, was self-published as her memoir,  My Story, by Lola Taubman.

			• • •

			As my mother’s book project came to fruition, my job was to edit the galley proofs. One day during this period, I was boarding a small plane in a tiny town in the mountains of Montana. The time had come to work on the chapters of her memoir where she described some of her most horrific experiences in the death camps.

			My flight departed during a winter storm, with the pilot warning us before takeoff that it was going to be a rough trip. This was a great understatement, considering the white-knuckle ride that followed. As the plane pitched, the wings torqued and rattled. People’s personal belongings began to fall from the overhead bins, which popped open in the tumult. I forged onward with my edits, gripping my red Sharpie as I persisted in correcting small grammatical errors and minor misspellings—a prosaic function, so clinical in comparison to the dreadful content on the page.

			My presence on that turbulent plane was a story in itself. I was returning from the onerous task of being interviewed for my child’s admission to a therapeutic boarding school, far from the comforts of our own home. Yet even this, one of the most challenging moments in my life, paled in contrast to what my mother had survived. How could I indulge in self-pity, no matter how dire the circumstances felt to me? As I once said during a meeting of our Generations After group, my worst day was a pimple compared to what my mother had experienced. To be stoic in the face of adversity—and avoid wallowing—were my instinctive responses, thanks to my bittersweet inheritance.

			A wise counselor once asked about an unrelated difficult situation, “Where are you in all of this?” In my own way, I have harnessed my mother’s ability to prevail, beyond all odds, to know on a deep level that I can’t be overwhelmed—and won’t be defeated. I have an unshakeable sense that I can prevail in any situation. After all, as my mother’s story proves, it is possible to overcome anything—and no amount of trouble can equal the monolith that is the Holocaust.

			The inescapable shadow of the Holocaust is one from which I won’t emerge. Yet that very same shadow has provided a resilience that I am always aware of, and for which I am perversely grateful.

			This attitude is not self-invented. It is another piece of the complex puzzle that made up my mother’s life view, which I was fortunate to inherit. As anyone who knew her will tell you, Lola was an upbeat optimist. She made a conscious decision to be positive. Her trademark response to difficulties, “It’s better to be happy than to be sad,” was a simple summation of what allowed her to go forward in her life. Its very simplicity belies an infinite darkness lingering just below the surface of the fierce determination that propelled her.

			I don’t recall exactly which kind of sound pierced that long-ago night when Jesse came to stay. Was it just my mother’s cries? Or was she yelling about something specific? Often, she would shout about a man with a gun. This man was so vividly present and real to her in her terror that once, in her sleep, she managed—with the superhuman strength that is only possible in the face of enormous fear—to push my father out of the bed they shared, despite his much larger frame. This episode reminded me that her torment was related, in part, to being the sole member of her immediate family to survive the Holocaust.

			My mother died in December 2015, as did her screams in the night. I’m thankful that she is not here to witness our current atmosphere of hatred, a common refrain among my second-generation cohort. Not a day goes by without my seeing a headline in the news, a comment on a social media feed, or the first line of an email that I scan before even getting out of bed with the word HOLOCAUST. When I read that word, or hear the latest contemporary dark story of antisemitism, I quake at the horrifying reverberation of events so similar to those that led to all my mother survived. The shot of adrenaline that jolted me awake—several nights a week, for years on end—surges again. It takes me back to those nights as a small girl. And I’m still shaking.
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			 The Attic Full of Photographs


			Julie Goldstein Ellis, daughter of Magda Blaufeld Goldstein and Louis Goldstein, cousin of Lola Goldstein/Mueller Taubman
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		 Blaufeld family and friends. Front row left to right: Magda, brother Béla, mother Gisella, Béla’s wife Juliska, Svalava, Czechoslovakia, 1937

     

			My mother had a blue number on her arm. A string of digits, six or seven of them, was tattooed on her left forearm. In front of the numbers was the letter A.

			It’s strange, but although I grew up seeing that number every day, I can’t tell you what the number was. I never memorized it, never said it out loud. I don’t remember ever reading it silently to myself. But I know the A was for Auschwitz.

			When I was young, I must have asked about it, but I don’t remember doing so. I don’t remember my mother saying anything about it at all, until much later in life. Only as a teenager did I start to learn about the dehumanizing horrors associated with that number.

			At some point as a child, I must have realized that my parents had a very troubled background that my older sister and I should not ask about. We wanted to protect them from any further sadness and pain, so we never made trouble ourselves. We were always good. I remember at about age eight cutting myself on a piece of broken glass and my sister admonishing me, “Don’t tell Mom.” She secretly gave me a Band-Aid to take care of it. I felt frustrated and sad that I couldn’t tell my mommy I got a cut. Only now do I recognize how this small episode in my life was emblematic of the thought processes and dilemmas of the second generation.

			When my son was very young, and we were visiting my parents in New York, he noticed the number on my mother’s arm. “Bobie Magda has a number,” he said. “Yes,” I said, “she does.” Here he was, an innocent, observant little boy and he had noticed. The secret. The thing we didn’t talk about.  I didn’t even attempt to explain why she had a number tattooed on her arm, and he didn’t ask why. He just accepted it as a fact, as I must have when I was little, too. My parents had always tried to shelter me and my sister from knowing about the horrors they lived through. In the same way, I did not want to burden my son with the knowledge of how awful human beings could be to one another.

			When I was growing up, there had always been a reticence in our home about World War II. No one wanted to talk about the subject to anyone else, let alone tune into their own feelings. Silence became a refuge, a safe place. When I was very young, I wasn’t always so silent. I was a gregarious girl in elementary school. I had lots of friends and was an outgoing student, eagerly raising my hand in class.

			That changed in the summer of 1967, after I finished the eighth grade. My family took a trip to Israel, where my parents were reunited with friends and family they hadn’t seen since just after World War II. These were people from their hometown in Hungary, people with whom they had survived the war. They were thrilled to see each other, singing songs and sharing stories of the good times when they were young.

			Just after the Six-Day War, this was an exhilarating time to visit Israel and to see Israeli Jews as victorious. But our tour included visits to Holocaust memorials and museums, where I saw my parents break down crying. There I learned more details about the Holocaust than I had ever wanted to know. In one museum our guide made a dramatic presentation of artifacts from concentration camps, including soap made from human fat and a lampshade made from human skin. Seeing these actual objects in addition to all the photographic displays of what took place in the camps was staggering. Then there was no turning back. There was no way to shake the memory of my father sobbing as he showed other people on the tour the name of his hometown engraved on the wall of remembrance. The wall listed hundreds and hundreds of towns whose Jews had been murdered.

			After that trip I became quieter, more introspective. I began to feel different from my classmates. I trained myself not to think very often about the image of my parents getting so upset at the Holocaust memorials, but it is something I will never forget. I can count on one hand the number of times I ever saw my father cry. That was one of them.

			• • •

			In the years following our trip to Israel, my parents still didn’t reveal much about their wartime experiences. Their nieces and nephews, who were also survivors, did not say much either. These were my cousins and their children, whom we saw regularly while we were all growing up in the New York area, not just on holidays, but on most weekends. All of us kids knew our parents had been in the war, but we didn’t know the details. In 1978, after the airing of the TV miniseries  Holocaust, starring a young Meryl Streep, the ice seemed to break. Although the series was criticized for trivializing certain aspects of the Holocaust, it raised awareness and educated the hundreds of millions of people who watched it worldwide. For me, it was mesmerizing as well as shocking. However inaccurately they were portrayed, the scenes in the concentration camps became all too real. One part showed family members led into a gas chamber, holding each other close. That image and the sound of the gas pellets dropping into the room has been stuck in my mind ever since. I didn’t watch the TV series with my parents when it aired, as I was married and no longer living with them, but everyone in our family watched it and talked about it. Our extended family started to tell their stories. And they bravely made recordings for Steven Spielberg’s Shoah Foundation.

			Anyone can go to the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington or to Yad Vashem in Israel, look up Magda and Louis Goldstein in the database, and watch the videos in which they bear witness to the atrocities of the Holocaust. I have found it too upsetting to watch their recordings at home. But in the years since my parents died, when I visited those museums, I sat and watched parts of their tapes. It was an eerie feeling to see my parents’ faces appear on the screen and hear their Hungarian accents, there in the museums. Odd that I never registered their accents in person when they were alive. I only notice them on video recordings. It is comforting to know that my parents live on in the museum archives, always ready to tell their story to me, to my family, to the world.

			• • •

			I am named for my aunt, Julia Sternbach Blaufeld. The family called her Juliska (YOOL-eesh-kah). She was married to my mother’s oldest brother Béla, who was an attorney. They had a son, Jóska, and a daughter, Zsuzsi. Even though I don’t know very much about her, I am certain Juliska would have been a wonderful aunt, always ready with a warm hug and a smile. I am lucky enough to have a couple photographs of Juliska and, indeed, she had a beautiful smile. She is outfitted in smartly tailored suits and dresses, her smooth dark hair neatly pulled back. One picture is from the day of her wedding to Uncle Béla. A radiant Juliska is wearing a long, flowing white dress. In the photos, she looks so happy and comfortable with her life, not knowing what would befall her and her family in Auschwitz.

			I have always considered it an honor and a privilege to carry on Juliska’s name. However, when I was about thirty, I told an acquaintance that I am named for my aunt who perished in the Holocaust. She remarked, “Oh what a terrible burden that is.” At the time I thought, how could she say that? How could she be so insensitive? But now when I think more deeply about it, I realize that in addition to being an honor, it is a heavy burden as well. By carrying Juliska’s name, am I obligated to make up for a lost life in whatever I do in my own life?

			During high school I was quiet, often feeling like an outsider, yet I was an excellent student. When I went away to the University of Michigan, I was finally able to get free from a very cliquey high school, to relax, to have fun. This was also the time in my life when I met my wonderful husband, Charlie. Still, I tried to please my parents by deciding to go to medical school, even though I knew deep down that I didn’t really want to. Perhaps I felt an obligation to pursue the highest professional degree that they never could. My father had wanted to be an attorney and had started to study law at Charles University in Prague in the late 1930s. After the Germans occupied Czechoslovakia, their antisemitic laws prevented Jews from studying in universities. I hated every minute of medical school and was desperately unhappy. I took a leave of absence a couple of times before finally deciding to drop out. It was one of the hardest decisions I’ve ever made, imagining how disappointed my parents would be. 

			After leaving medical school, I made an about-face from choosing goals that caused me stress and unhappiness. I became the manager of a gourmet kitchen shop and eventually was fortunate to be able to be a stay-at-home mom, both of which I loved doing. As it turned out, my parents were very forgiving and understanding. However, I frequently faced questions from others about how I could possibly give up the chance to be a doctor. Those questions aroused guilt feelings that plagued me for a long time. I eventually realized that it is much more important to be happy than to follow someone else’s version of success. I am proud to carry on my Aunt Juliska’s name, but I know I have to live my own life. Even as I approach the age of seventy, at times I feel like I am still learning how to do that.

			• • •

			My parents, Magda and Louis Goldstein, must have had a deep-rooted sense of hope when they decided to get married in 1942 in Svalava, a small town in the Carpathian Mountains. This had been part of Czechoslovakia, but was annexed by Hungary, an ally of Germany. Soon after my parents were married, my father, along with other young Jewish men, was forced to serve in a slave labor battalion attached to the Hungarian army and was sent to the Russian front. His unit was captured by the Russians and taken to a POW camp deep in Russia. My mother did not hear from him again until after the war ended. My mother’s brother Martzi was also taken away in a labor battalion, but he never returned after the war. He is thought to have perished on a frozen field somewhere in Russia.

			Although some of the Jews remaining in Hungary lived in relative safety for a while, life there got progressively worse. In 1944, German troops invaded Hungary. That spring my mother and the remaining Jews of Svalava were forced out of their homes and were eventually taken to Auschwitz. There, my mother’s entire immediate family was murdered.

			These are my mother’s words, taken from a short memoir of her life before and during the war, which she typed up in 1975 and gave to my sister Susan and me several years later. We aren’t sure why she decided to write it then, but we hope it gave her relief from what she had kept inside herself for so long. For us, it put together pieces of a puzzling past and gave us a more complete picture of her life: one that was achingly tragic but also full of courage and inspiration.

			     My Aunt Zali always told us that all would be well as long as we could sleep in our own beds. This became a wishful prayer and proved to be prophetic words. The fateful knock on the door came the day after Passover in 1944. I was hurried out of the house along with Aunt Zali, my brother Béla, his wife Juliska, and their children, four-year-old Jóska and two-year-old Zsuzsi. The few measly belongings that we were permitted to take along seemed to weigh a ton after a few minutes’ walk. Since it was right after Passover, we didn’t even have any bread to take along. The Hungarian police and army made sure we left all our valuables behind. The streets seemed to be deserted. Some soldiers were visible here and there. Only our dog ran after us, howling in bewilderment. He was captured by some soldiers.

			Where were we going? What was next? We were led into the local temple, where quite a few other families were congregated already. All the Goldsteins were there, among others. Fear was taking hold of us and the dreadful odyssey to the final tragedy had just begun. More Jewish families joined us during the night. Everybody was hoping for a miracle, that in the morning we would be set free.

			In the morning, we were herded into cattle cars and taken to the nearby city of Munkács. An abandoned brick factory was converted into a temporary ghetto. We stayed there four long weeks. Our nerves were shattered, our physical strength diminished, we were humiliated. One night, before trying to fall asleep in our corner of the shack, I heard my little nephew Jóska say, “Am I not going to sleep in my little bed ever again?” I tried very hard to stifle my sobs.

			After four weeks, the cattle cars appeared again. The cattle cars, the symbol of annihilation. After being shoved, pushed, and packed into the wagons, our journey continued for four days.

			In the evening of the fourth day, the train finally stopped and the doors opened. This was Auschwitz. Spotlights, noise, screaming, dogs barking . . . above all, German commands. Who were these creatures in striped pajamas, trying to organize people into groups? I tried to carry one of my brother’s children but was shoved away and forced to march in another direction. I soon found out that I would never see my immediate family again. I was part of the group chosen to work. With our clothes discarded and our heads shaven, we became mere numbers. Lost numbers at that. Did anybody in the world know where Auschwitz was, or that it even existed?

			For a few days, I was in absolute limbo. I had no sister or cousin or anybody to belong to. To be alone in a place like this could be disastrous. I could not find a safe place to sleep. One day, I mentioned this predicament to my husband Louis’s niece, Irene Goldstein, who promptly invited me to join her and her sisters. They did not have much room on their bunk bed, but we managed. In retrospect, to belong to a group and have mutual concerns became the major factor in survival. Irene’s good-hearted offer saved my life.

    

			My mother was twenty-four years old, Irene was twenty-two. If you have ever seen the photos of concentration camp barracks that show the horrifically crowded bunk beds, then you can imagine what it would mean to be embraced by and share comfort with someone under those conditions. A simple act of loving-kindness made the difference between life and death.

			     After a few days, fifty or sixty women from our group were formed into a work unit. Each day, we walked about two miles into another part of the camp, called Birkenau. Our work there consisted of separating and baling all the clothing discarded by the arriving throngs.

			After a while, we were moved closer to our work, to a bunkhouse in Birkenau. Most of our friends and Louis’s nieces were included in this group. It was comforting to know that we had a nucleus of people from our hometown around. In Birkenau, the matter of survival was eased somewhat for us. But one of the crematoria was practically next door.

			In the meantime, thousands and thousands of people went through the gates. Left or right, who shall live or who shall die . . . all according to the infamous Dr. Mengele.

			Weeks went by, and summer turned into fall. We managed to figure out the dates of the High Holidays. We had a little prayer service with my friend Leah singing some of the prayers. We even managed to fast on Yom Kippur.

    

			My mother somehow survived the horrors of Auschwitz. I once asked her if they had tried to rebel in any way. She told me that in Birkenau one of the girls, who had been working there for quite a while, showed them how to sabotage the clothing they were baling together to be sent to Germany. They reached into the bundles with scissors and cut up as much of the clothing as they could, without it being noticeable on the outside. I was proud of her for these moments of quiet subversiveness.

			In January 1945, the camp was evacuated ahead of the advancing Russian army. On foot and by train, the prisoners made their way to another concentration camp, Ravensbrück.

			     If there was a worse hellhole than Auschwitz, this was it. Unbelievably crowded conditions, sanitary facilities were almost nil. The constant harassment was unbearable. We were lucky if we got our bread ration and managed to eat it before it was stolen. The stench was suffocating. Luckily, we did not stay long here. The cattle cars, symbols of our journey, appeared again.

			Our next stop was Malchow, but not before a harrowing night in the railroad station at Magdeburg. That night this important railroad crossing was bombed for about four hours. And we were sitting there in the open cattle cars, literally exposed. The bombs lit up the night sky like a Christmas tree. I gazed into the sky, almost jubilant, that there were some people up there who were willing to put things right.

    

			Over the next several weeks, my mother, along with my father’s nieces and other women from Svalava, spent time in the Malchow camp and then endured forced marches, with little food. They slept in open fields. One morning, they realized the Nazi guards had disappeared during the night. The women eventually made their way to a refugee center in Grimma.

			My father, after surviving horrendous conditions in Russia, managed to join up with the Czech Legion and fought his way back to Prague in 1945. He maintained a vigil on the streets there, hoping to find my mother. Meanwhile, my mother was able to get on a Czech Red Cross bus headed from the refugee center to Prague, as she wrote:

			     As we came nearer and nearer to Prague, with everybody in a jubilant mood, I kept having a sinking feeling about our return. We knew that there might be nobody waiting for us at the other end. But we were finally liberated and I could not help but be elated in leaving so much tragedy behind.

			The first week in May we finally drove into Prague. The bus stopped at a crossroad. Louis’s nieces Clara and Irene got out of the bus and almost immediately met a soldier from our hometown. He said, “You know your uncle Louis Goldstein is here in Prague.” I could not believe this information and could not move or talk for quite some time. The ultimate miracle had happened. My husband was alive. We spent the night at the Catholic center, Charitas. I met Louis the following day, after almost a three-year separation. What a day that was.

    

			After all the horrific losses of the war, my parents somehow started life over. My father had become an officer in the Czech army and they provided him with an apartment. But life in Prague was still very rough. Meat was hard to come by. My mother learned to cook rabbit. That winter in Prague, every apartment facing the courtyard had rabbits hanging out the window to keep them chilled. My parents opened their new home to my father’s surviving family, friends, former teachers—anyone who was passing through Prague and needed a bed or a spot on the floor to sleep. My parents and the survivors they embraced became each other’s family. But in Eastern Europe after the war, there was no guarantee of freedom. The Communist party was coming to power in Prague and signs of repression were everywhere. My parents began looking for a way out.

			My father was the youngest of fourteen children, thirteen boys and one girl. Three brothers had died in infancy. Four brothers and their only sister were killed in the Holocaust, along with their spouses and most of their children. My father’s three oldest brothers, Jacob, Isidor, and Harry Goldstein, had moved to America at the turn of the twentieth century before my father was even born. Jacob was twenty-eight years older than my father. When the war ended, these brothers reached out to their surviving family and helped bring them to the United States, beginning with my parents, in 1946. When my parents arrived in New York, my father met these three brothers for the first time.

			• • •

			My father’s niece Lola had been with my mother at Auschwitz, where Lola’s entire immediate family had been murdered. Her father Max was one of my father’s much older brothers. After the war, Lola was with my parents in Prague for a while. They became her surrogate parents, even though she was only five years younger than my mother. Years later, at Lola’s wedding, they walked her down the aisle.

			We all adored Lola. When I came to Ann Arbor to attend the University of Michigan, Lola and her family lived about forty-five minutes away. I often went to her house for holidays or just to get some love and support. My first cousin Lola was thirty years older than I, and she often felt more like a surrogate mom or a sister. She and her husband Sam later retired to Florida, but after Sam died, Lola moved to Ann Arbor, near her daughter Ruth, for the last ten years of her life. Lola ended up living around the corner from my home, allowing us to spend a great deal of time together, which I cherished.

			Later in life as Lola sorted through her many boxes of letters, cards, and photographs, she often presented me with envelopes filled with cards and copies of photos. The most special letter she gave me is slightly yellowed, written on a plain piece of writing paper. It is dated exactly three months after my parents arrived in America and contains messages from both of them. It was sent to Lola in a displaced persons (DP) camp in Zeilsheim, Germany. While my parents had succeeded in immigrating to the United States, Lola had to stay in a series of DP camps due to complex and antisemitic immigration laws. When I first held this letter, I immediately recognized my parents’ European-style handwriting.

			     Brooklyn, Nov. 6th, 1946

			Dear Lola,

			We received your letter of Oct. 25th and you can imagine how happy we were to read some news. Unfortunately, you are still not writing us about those things that we would wish mostly to know. Why are you not writing exactly if we have to make out a new affidavit or have you some possibility with the one sent by my uncle?

			We really are shocked that you couldn’t get over here till now, but please you must hope still and you will see everything will be all right. I know it is hard for you there, but unfortunately nothing goes so smoothly as we would wish.

			We will try to send you a package this week. I hope it won’t pass a long time and we will be able to see each other again.

			Much love and many kisses,

			Magda

    

			     My dear Loli,

			We received your letter. Write to us more often and exactly what is to do in your interest. If the affidavit from Uncle Maurice isn’t good, write at once and we make out a new one. Learn English, it is very important. If you have occasion to learn some trade, so do it, it is very important, too. Enclosed 1 Dollar.

			Many regards from,

			Louis
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