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    DEDICATION
 
			To all of those voices that never had a chance to be heard. 

			And for all of those who suffer in silence.
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    PROLOGUE
 
			I have kept my secret silent for far too long. I have neither acknowledged nor shared my past, my former life. I have buried it deep down; afraid to unearth even a segment of it for fear that it would cause everything to sink in around me, suffocating my present existence.

			It’s easier to ignore the tattoo on my arm, ignore the limp in my step, and ignore the disrupted sleep of my nights. But, here I am sixty-eight years later, feeble and nearly removed from this earth. If I don’t write all of this down, my story will fade into the darkness like the eleven million other stories that never had a chance to be told. It is for them, for their memories and for the lives they were cheated out of, that I write this book.

			Nearly seven decades have passed and I have likely forgotten exact dates and locations, even some situations, but these are not as important as the material that I have to unfold. The passage of time may have distorted my memories, but no amount of time can erase my emotions. The vivid events that I lived through have remained imprinted in my mind just as if they were sewn into my existence. I have purposely omitted certain names and other specifics, for I felt that their inclusion might detract from rather than enhance the story. The millions of us affected by the Nazi regime were of different faiths, lived in various countries, had diverse educational backgrounds, and were of different socioeconomic classes—and yet we were all impacted.

			Much like a police report documenting witnesses’ testimonies of an accident, each person who writes about this period of history will focus on specific aspects. Each story, each unique observation, brings an enhanced dish to the table of knowledge.

			My goal in writing this memoir is to attempt to capture the emotion—the fear, the uncertainty, the desolation—of that time. It is my intention to send the overarching message about what life was like from my perspective, as I remember it, during the tumultuous years of the Holocaust.

			I understand that my story may be difficult for some people to swallow. For this reason, don’t treat my book as a breezy beach read—something you can pick up and absorb lightly racing through to the last page. Read this in small doses, taking time to reflect. You will come across graphic and disturbing descriptions that may stir up uncomfortable images and feelings, but these are part of my story; they are also representative of what other victims experienced.

			It is my hope that after digesting my words you will have developed a greater appreciation for the world around you, for your life, for your family, and for everything that is significant to you. During stressful times know that you are the captain of the course of your life, maybe not in what cards you are dealt, but in how you choose to arrange them.

			Please read on as I retell my experiences—my hellish encounters—during this war-torn period of our world’s history.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 1
 
			My life as I had always known it ended at the age of seventeen. Or maybe it would be more appropriate to say that my life was put on hold for six years soon after I turned seventeen. No, I didn’t suffer from an intense illness and lapse into a coma, only to miraculously awake years later and continue on where I left off. Instead, I had to feel every moment, every ache, of the devastation the Nazis imposed on my family and millions of others like us during World War II. I wish I could say that the pains ceased when the war stopped, but that would be a lie. Some aches never disappear.

			I am just one of many Holocaust survivors, and although my story is no more important or interesting than anyone else’s, stories like mine must be told before there are none of us left to tell them.

			Perhaps I should start from the beginning by relaying the seventeen years I lived on this earth before the chaos really took its toll:

			My name is Henryk Frankowski and I was born into a middle class family on the outskirts of Warsaw, Poland on August 26, 1922. My parents, Stefan and Helena, provided my brother Mendel (born eighteen months after me) and my much younger sister Blima (born in 1938) and me with a comfortable, stable life. My father worked hard establishing his name amongst the array of local shoemakers in the city while my mother, like so many other mothers during that time, stayed at home attending to the details required to care for the household.

			Mother was rather short, no taller than 160 cm (5’3”) and had wavy, coarse, dark chestnut hair and rich, chocolate-colored eyes. Her skin was clear and fair and her white cheeks reminded me of cumulus clouds when she smiled, although they turned into flushed apples when she was anxious or upset. She was a stunning, sensitive, petite woman who respected the fashions of the time, sewing skirts and dresses to keep in style. With a kind heart and a nurturing personality, she was born to be a mom.

			Father, on the other hand, stood taller than 183 cm (6 feet), and had rich, black hair and intense hazel eyes. A cigarette pressed between his lips like it was an extension of his mouth; his thoughts always appeared to be resting in another world. He had a domineering presence but a quite reserved personality except when he was angered. He took life very seriously and focused more so on being a good provider than on being an attentive dad, or so it seemed to me at the time.

			We lived in a fairly old neighborhood, in what I believed to be one of the most marvelous cities in the world, which was always animatedly alive with the happy shrieks of clusters of children playing in the alleyways. Our apartment was reasonably sized; not what I would describe as large, but it was sufficient to meet our needs. Located on the ground floor of a four-story apartment building, it consisted of three bedrooms, a small kitchen and attached dining room, and a perfectly proportioned living/lounging area.

			Our home was adequately furnished, mostly with various hardwood pieces. Our prized kitchen table, a wedding gift from one of my father’s wealthy friends, was made from beautiful reddish-brown mahogany. My mother was fond of spending every Sunday afternoon leisurely rubbing oils into the wood to make it shine. The other chore she reserved for Sundays was cleaning laundry. Up until I reached my school-aged years, this was my favorite activity to help her with. She would sing fragments of happy tunes as she went about her work, teaching me how to hum and sing along so that together we filled the air with our joyous music. After she finished scrubbing each garment thoroughly with a bar of thick, creamy soap, checking for stains, she would pile them all together into a well-used wicker basket. Once the basket was overflowing, she would lift it from its resting place, cuing me to stand up from my stool next to the sink and follow her outside. She would hand me a paper bag full of rounded clothespins and after she smoothed out each individual garment and positioned it on the clothesline, my important job was to slip the clothespins into place. It seems rather silly, thinking back, that this simple task provided me with so much joy. It made me feel as though I had a sense of purpose, that I was helping my mother with her duties and that, for the first time, I had something of value to offer to another person.

			Once a month she would wash the handmade, half-length linen curtains that adorned every window; there must have been at least a dozen of them. On these occasions, mother’s Sunday chores took well into the evening. I treasured these days the most because it meant additional time assisting my mother with the cleaning of the charming window furnishings I found so fascinating. I recall how the curtains floated in and out, sometimes even fluttering out to the sides like nimble ballerinas, on windy days. The unpredictable rhythm of their dancing soothed my spirit. I’d oftentimes sit on the floor with my legs stretched out in front of me staring up at the windows as people walked by, watching as the linens danced, entirely entranced.

			Through these windows the heavenly, sweet smells of my mother’s daily baking drifted outside so that even before Mendel and I opened the door we knew what we would be having for dinner and dessert. Sometimes I thought maybe she cooled her tarts close to the kitchen window just to tantalize our senses so much so that my brother and I would be lured inside of our own accord, thereby willingly capping off our evening outdoor playtime without a fuss. It worked so well that our friends were known to follow us inside to share in the pleasure of enjoying mother’s delicacies. There was always something baking in the oven—rye breads, pastries, and meat dishes were her specialty.

			Just as most children would describe their childhood as being carefree, so would I. I would even go so far as to refer to that time as idyllic. To me, Warsaw was a city of endless pockets of magic. I didn’t fully appreciate the intrinsic beauty of the historic architecture until I was an adolescent, but as a young boy my imagination told me that the cathedrals, churches, and synagogues were palaces in which kings and princesses resided. Every time I walked past one of these magnificent structures I would inch up to it and then lean my head all the way back, looking up to the pinnacle of the roof. The palaces would seem to rise up to greet the clouds. I would then close my eyes and pretend I was a knight ready to save a distraught princess. Sometimes I would stand there for hours, always hoping that a princess would appear and cry out to me, fulfilling my fantasy. When I returned home at night my mother would ask me where I had been that afternoon, but I would never tell her about my journeys to the palaces. I always had a detailed prepared excuse to offer her, usually involving visiting my friends or sitting on the sidewalk across from a coffee house listening to the clanging of china, adult gossip, and accordion music. She’d smile at me like she knew I was hiding something, but she never made me unlock my chest of secrets.

			My mother, like mothers tend to do, somehow discovered my fascination with fairy tales, because the first time I brought home a report card full of high marks she took me to see a real palace. “When you excel, you get rewarded,” she told me, and so we visited the Royal Castle in the Old Town area of Warsaw. She explained to me how although the president now lived there, monarchs used to reside in it. The grand clock tower stood far taller than the rest of the immense building, and was what I was most fond of. Making our way around the building, mother pointed out the gorgeous architecture, which she said was influenced by several different architects each with their own style. The breathtaking structure was enormous and the rows of windows housed in its walls seemed to go on forever. After seeing it, my imagination was fueled even further.

			I did have a handful of close-knit friends, but I never invited them on my superhero themed excursions. Instead, the humble gang of us would spend the majority of our time together riding our corroded bicycles around the cobblestone roads, thudding over every cobble. Along a fairly secluded road there was a stretch of huge stones covering a path close to a hundred meters long. My buddies and I would make a contest out of riding along this rough patch, racing and trying to see who could recite the most of a generic sentence out loud without screaming or braking. Admittedly, though I enjoyed it, I was never very good at this game. Twice I backed out before I started, and once I toppled off my bike, scraping my knee and bruising my elbow. Perhaps for this reason I spent a majority of my childhood alone, lost in a fantasy world.

			Birthdays came and went, and as I got older, I would at times invite my younger brother on my outings with friends, sometimes by choice and sometimes by my parents’ command; but he was more of an annoyance to the group than anything else. Mendel would nag and whine so much that there were many times I was forced to leave the group’s adventures and take him home. The cause for his complaining was not self imposed, however. My friends and I would play tricks on him, such as pretending we were talking out loud to each other and then calling him “deaf” when he didn’t know what we were saying. We’d move our lips and gesture wildly so it looked like we were actually involved in interesting conversation and then laugh and laugh when Mendel would pull and shake his ears. He would get a terrified look on his face and demand he could really hear. We also made fun of the rust-colored birthmark on his left cheek which looked like a clover. Mocking him, we’d call him “shamrock” as we threw freshly plucked clovers at him. Ultimately, these tricks would end in him breaking down in a mess of tears, crying for mother. When you’re in your pre-teenage years you do what you can to fit in with your peers, and I felt that his misery was worth it if it meant keeping me in my current social circle and standing. Looking back, however, I feel pangs of guilt for my immature acts. My behavior was regrettable.

			While I don’t have many early memories of Blima, I do recall the day she was born. It was a rainy July morning when the midwife delivered her in my parents’ bedroom. Father was at his shop at the time. A plump woman who lived above us assisted with the birthing process; she stood at mother’s bedside holding a tub of warm water, mopping her forehead as mother gave birth to an almost lifeless child. I wasn’t allowed to be in the room, so I watched my mother sweating and screaming by peeking in her window until the ordeal frightened me. I remember how Blima had colic so severe that Mendel and I would stuff toilet tissue into our ears at night to muffle her unceasing, heartbreaking sounds. I can picture her sweet, plump pink cheeks and her dark amber hair. Aside from her crying, she was handsome, just like a perfectly stitched doll.

			If only our innocent lives could have stayed that way…

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 2
 
			My mother and I had a very close bond, a deep connection to each other that has remained unparalleled throughout my life. One of my first recollections is of her rocking me on her knee, calling me “her little angel.” I was never told what my first word was, but I would like to think that it was “mama.” A love like the love she conveyed to me must be rare.

			Every day after school she’d be standing at the door of our apartment waiting for Mendel and me to return home. Mendel would rush into the kitchen to consume a still warm freshly baked pastry while I would run up to my mother, my dearest friend, to tell her every small detail since we’d parted that morning. We’d wander outside, walking once—twice if I was lucky—around the street as we talked about both mundane and interesting topics. We mostly spoke in Polish, with only rare instances when we spoke in Yiddish. She’d gently nudge me to elaborate so that she could understand my feelings about certain issues from time to time, always expressing interest in the current events shaping my life. As we walked, she tended to mindlessly move her wedding band from side to side as it remained on her finger, revealing a narrow path of worn away skin. Twisting her ring as we talked, she never seemed to be completely at ease even though her face remained relaxed. Many people have nervous tics, something they automatically do when worried, and so I let her keep hers without asking questions that might make her feel uncomfortable. Years later I came to understand the root of her uneasiness (as I’ll explain later).

			On a dreary, overcast afternoon when a storm was brewing just to the south, mother walked slower than usual despite the impending tumultuous weather. The wind billowed rapidly, as growls of thunder became more distinct. She slowed her pace even further, and I looked over at her, noticing that she was lost in thought, stroking her ring with affection, her eyes watery. She followed my eyes to her right hand (in accordance with Polish tradition she wore her ring on her right hand), breathed in deeply, and smiled shyly. “I almost didn’t get one of these,” she told me. “Your father was too poor to afford a wedding ring but we were young and impatient; we wanted to get married right away. Do you know what I did? I went to the jeweler without him knowing and picked out and paid for this ring. Your father was so embarrassed that he wanted to march me right back to the jewelry store to return my ring. After I convinced him that this was a ridiculous suggestion, he relented. He was ashamed that he couldn’t provide for me, but I didn’t marry him because I wanted him to buy me nice things. I married him because I love him. I hope you can find that kind of love one day, too.”

			As streams of rain began to mix in with mother’s tears, I nodded my head in agreement, continuing to gaze at her wet ring like it was the first time I had seen it. It wasn’t much to look at actually, just a simple, fairly small gauge gold band with a slight sheen to it, but to her it meant the start of a joined life with my father. It was a symbol of her commitment to him and it was the only piece of jewelry she ever wore.

			After that conversation, my mother elaborated on her courtship with my father—how he used to pick her flowers because he couldn’t afford to buy her a bouquet and how he was so nervous around her parents the first time he had dinner with them that his trembling hands caused him to miss his mouth and spill his wine all over his nicest shirt—sharing details of how much she treasured her ring because of the family it represented. I never fully understood why she placed so much value on a small, gilded circle until later in life.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 3
 
			My father, on the other hand, was more reserved. Conversing with him about any topic deeper than superficial issues proved to be a delicate task. From what I gather, he was brought up in an impoverished home in the countryside, the only child of uneducated peasants. His days were spent raising and slaughtering goats for both consumption and for profit; this was the family’s sole livelihood. Details of his childhood remain hidden since he refused to discuss his past in any amount of detail. I assume he wasn’t raised in a happy or a supportive household.

			He met my mother before his twenty-first birthday when he was on a trip to the city selling his butchered livestock. As the story goes, he confidently walked up to her, kissed her hand, and told her, “I’m going to make you my wife one day.” And he did. After their romance blossomed, much to the chagrin of his parents, whom I never met, he apprenticed with a shoemaker and then worked furiously to excel at the trade. Less than five months after their first encounter, my mother and father were married. I came into this world eleven months later.

			Although my father was introverted and reticent, spending most of his time at his workshop downtown, I do have several meaningful childhood memories involving him. One entails a much anticipated visit to the zoo. I must have been about twelve years old at the time. Out of the blue, father announced the upcoming outing one evening. He briefly extracted the cigarette from his mouth to call my brother and me to gather around him. Perplexed, we joined him at the table.

			“How would you like to see giant animals up close, right in front of your noses?” he asked as a cloud of smoke swirled around us.

			Mendel and I expressed our strong desire to see them and so father told us a month from then he would take us to see all of the amazing animals at the Warsaw Zoo. He then replaced his cigarette into his mouth letting it dangle from his bottom lip, pleased with our response and with himself for initiating such an unexpected field trip, and walked back to the bathroom to wash up for dinner.

			Over the next month, Mendel and I grew increasingly enthusiastic about our planned outing. Thirty days is a lifetime to a child. Why father made us wait for so long, I don’t know. Perhaps he wanted to bask in our youthful, innocent anticipation. Every day we built up the story about what types of animals we might see so that by the time the appointed day arrived we were convinced that we’d see dinosaurs and dragons.

			Even before sunrise on the morning of the big day, Mendel and I were brimming with so much excitement that we paced the kitchen like wild cats until my father finished with his bath. Circling around the table, we were giddy with enthusiasm. Mother insisted she pack take-along lunches for us, but my father wouldn’t hear of it. It was our superb adventure and he would treat us to lunch at a restaurant, and that was that.

			I wore a new pair of leather shoes that had a strap connected to a knobby button that my father had fashioned for me just for the occasion. Mendel wore a new woolen cap. My father proudly funneled us out the door as my mother smiled, coolly shaking her head at us, telling us to behave and to have fun. We took the local trolley, a rather bulky vehicle with a metal frame and rows of open seats. As we stepped onto the trolley, I felt a sense of pride, as if the vehicle was my own private ride. We rumbled along the streets, pausing at random intervals to collect other passengers, making our way to our destination.

			Approaching the zoo, Mendel and I locked our eyes on the entrance, willing the trolley to halt. It was like nothing I had ever experienced before. It was, after all, my first time visiting a zoo, although I had read about such places before in books. The humongous, delicate giraffes and hefty, robust elephants were like something straight out of my fantasy novels. We walked along looking at all of the cages, turning our heads left and right, afraid to miss anything. Father helped us break through the crowds and boosted us up high so that we could see over the railings; he was uncharacteristically in tune with us and our needs. It was truly a perfect afternoon, including lunch at an outdoor cafe. By the end of the day, both Mendel and I dreamed of growing up to be zookeepers, but the idea buzzed around in our impressionable minds for about as long as it took us to come up with.

			That day I learned for the first time how much my father loved us even though he could never find the words to tell us.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 4
 
			Mother stressed the importance of being what she referred to as “culturally well-rounded.” Simply put, she wanted her children to have an appreciation for various types of arts including music, theatre, literature, etc. She made sure we routinely explored the artistic exhibitions housed in museums such as the National Museum and the Ethnographic Museum. Numerous afternoons were spent sitting outside in the park listening to an overly emotional amateur poet recite his latest creative work.

			Although mother wished we could attend the theatre and symphony, we didn’t have the resources to do so. There was one occasion, however, when she scraped together enough money to take Mendel and me to the symphony. We sat in the back of the grand performance hall, dressed in our finest clothing, eager for the music to start. By the time the lights dimmed and the red velvet curtain opened I was already mesmerized. The sparkling of jewels and the floral aroma of perfume tingled my senses as wealthy couples walked past me to find their seats in the front of the room. The diverse sounds of the instruments blended together harmoniously, hypnotizing me.

			I also remember the time when my mother went so far as to convince the local newspaper editor to give our family a tour of the publishing building just so we could see how the printed media was produced. Even though I became queasy because of the strong smell of fresh ink and even though we could barely hear our tour guide because of the squeaky machinery, it was still exciting. When my mother did something bold like that, quite a common occurrence, I was never embarrassed. In this way I learned a tremendous amount about the cultural richness that Warsaw had to offer, provided you had a willingness to seek it out, which my mother most certainly did. I must admit that I enjoyed the visits to the libraries most of all; I went there each week to check out and return my fantasy novels.

			Another segment of my childhood that always comes to mind has to do with happenings during the summer. The interim between the end of and the start of the school year was about more than a break from school; it was a time to vacation with my maternal grandparents. My favorite occasions were the times when my mother would ride the train with us, spend a day with her parents, and then let Mendel and me enjoy a few weeks alone with our grandparents. Grandmother and grandfather were kind souls; they never reprimanded us or made us feel like we were an inconvenience. They always seemed happy to see us and had bowls of hard candies and other sweet treats ready to share with us. I recall them always talking to us like we were small adults, not like naïve children as many adults tend to do. They went out of their way to make sure we felt comfortable. I treasured this time because it meant staying for weeks on end in the countryside splashing around in the lake, listening to stories about what life was like prior to my birth. Grandfather loved to spend hours at a time rocking on the front porch rehashing such stories, and I was an attentive listener, pleased to absorb every word that materialized from his mouth. He never talked down to me, for he was of the belief that doing so would stunt my growing intelligence, and I respected that. If he mentioned a word or a topic I was unfamiliar with he would happily explain it to me until I understood. I cherished our conversations even more so as they turned to adult topics when I entered adolescence.

			The greenery in this area always smelled sweeter than sugar, far removed from the dirt and noise polluted air in the city. There were makeshift ponds with carp to observe and ducks to feed, rope swings to jump on and off from, and savory cabbage and meat dumplings to eat. There were even horses to brush and pastures to ride them in. Trees lined the horizon, making it seem like they were part of the sky. During the evenings, twinkling fireflies zipped around, obliviously entertaining us. Brisk, southwestwardly breezes gave flight to our crudely made kites. We could walk for half the day in any direction and not reach a main road.

			Treasuring the seclusion of my grandparents’ house, I liked to put a book under my arm and walk barefoot through the tall grass, the gentle wind blowing in my hair, to the field of apple trees just past the lake. My toes would sink into the muddy ground as the soft blades of grass and harmless insects tickled my feet. I’d sit under one of the trees and read, munching on apples, until I couldn’t see the words on the pages; that’s when I knew it was time for dinner. Sometimes I’d leave the apple trees while it was still light out so that I could pick berries from the fields—using my shirt as a bowl—for my grandmother to make us a pie.

			Life was perfectly carefree and absolutely enjoyable.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 5
 
			Children don’t have the same set of worries as adults do. They aren’t burdened with regrets from the past and fears for the future; they’re infinitely more concerned with the present. They don’t yet understand the fragility of life and what the future may bring.

			As children, the world around us seems so fresh and new; it’s seemingly impossible to hone in on the notion that at any moment our heart can stop beating and we will no longer exist in our human form. Parents are faced with the decision of sheltering their children from this reality or spoiling their innocent view of the world with truths about how none of us are immune to our ultimate fate. They teach their children to be safe and careful: “Don’t run into the street before looking both ways,” and “Don’t talk to strangers,” they warn. But do children, young children, really acknowledge why they are told these things? Or are they just words spoken from their parents’ lips that are so drilled into their brains that they just follow them verbatim?

			I would say that I lived a sheltered life from my infancy through my boyhood years, roughly until I was twelve or thirteen. For me, my biggest fears were doing something so naughty that it would send my father into a whirlwind of fury. On these occasions, he’d narrowly squint his eyes, storm into his bedroom, grab his thick, oxblood leather belt with the enormous square buckle and chase after me. If my brother had been involved in the mischievous deeds I would feel blessed because it meant that my father would only have a fifty percent chance of catching me. Mendel and I would split up; we’d run out the door headed in different directions. My father would scream and make all kinds of noise, terrifying us. We truly thought if he caught us then that would be it. But he never did. Thinking back, I don’t think my father would ever have whipped us. It was more of a scare tactic, one designed to instill terror in us, to make our hearts drum in our bodies, making us so scared that we would never repeat whatever it was that we had done. I know this because the last time my father pulled out his belt I had an injured muscle in my leg and could barely hobble out of his sight, much less run. He walked slowly towards me, the belt hanging limply at his side, and looked directly into my eyes—almost through them and into my soul—and simply said, “Be a man, Henryk. Be a man.”

			It was right around this time that I began to actually feel like a man. Trivial childhood fears and games made way for serious conversations and concerns. My voice changed and a new set of desires and feelings emerged, which I devised embarrassing methods to control.

			Glasses became an extension of my face, much like cigarettes were an extension of my father’s mouth. It must have been sometime near my thirteenth birthday when I noticed that other children at school could read words from the chalkboard with ease, but I could barely make out the blurry shapes of the letters. Before this, I always thought I was seeing what I was supposed to be seeing. I wondered what other things I couldn’t see. For this reason, I suggested that my mother take me to the doctor to have my sight analyzed. She was hesitant at first, telling me that she and father had no vision problems and I probably didn’t either. But, she humored me. After a thorough examination, the doctor diagnosed me with nearsightedness. My mother promptly apologized to me. A week later I received a pair of glasses with thin metal frames that poked the sensitive skin behind my ears. With a few minor tweaks, the glasses fit securely and without pain. Up until that point, they were the best gift I had ever received. To me, they represented a new way of viewing, and therefore of appreciating, the world. Before, when I looked at the trees from afar they just looked like masses of green blobs that swayed with the breeze, but now I could see every separate leaf and branch. Street lights seemed to me like halos shooting out in all directions beforehand, but now I could see that they cast out very specific rays of light. My eyes had been deceiving me. My new spectacles in place, I wondered what it would be like to live in a world without luxuries such as glasses. How did people function before they were invented? I imagined that if my vision had gotten severely worse and glasses didn’t exist, I would probably have to stay cooped up in my house like a recluse, blind to and fearing the unseen dangers around me.

			I felt proud to wear my new glasses and my classmates agreed that they made me look intelligent. Therefore, I was eager to show them off to my parents’ friends, as well. Once a week my parents invited a small group to our house for card playing. Some of the people were Jewish and some were Christian; my parents intermingled with both. These game nights were the highlight of my parents’ week. As the wine flowed, so did the gossip. My enjoyment stemmed from the abundant food that accompanied the guests.

			Even though my parents had a circle of friends they enjoyed spending time with, my mother greatly missed her dear friend, Hanna, who lived in Berlin. They had grown up together in Warsaw but when Hanna’s husband received an impressive job offer in Germany in the 1920s, my mother bid Hanna farewell and they promised each other that they would continue their friendship through letters, which they did.

			This written correspondence would prove to be a valuable source of information for my family, especially in the 1930s. It was during this time that I began to realize the instability of the world around me, both in my personal life and in life in general.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 6
 
			After I completed my secondary studies, I was faced with the decision of whether to continue on with my schooling or to apprentice with my father and train to become a shoemaker; any other line of work was out of the question as far as my father was concerned. I had never been one of those types of children who begged to spend the day with their father at work, grinning from ear to ear with fascination as they watched their father labor. My father was never the type of man who much cared to have anyone watch him work, either. And so, without knowing what the day-to-day activities of a shoemaker were, but feeling an obligation to my father, I chose the latter route. Since Poland was facing an economic hardship and there were limited job prospects, I felt reasonably confident in my decision. Moreover, I knew that my parents couldn’t afford to pay for additional education since secondary school had strained their wallets enough, despite my mother’s encouragement to further my studies because she’d “find a way to pay for it somehow.”

			Many of my friends, really more colleagues than friends by this point since I had become fairly introverted, had also decided to learn a craft rather than to continue with their education, although a few of them moved with their families to places where there were more job opportunities, like France and Italy, so that they could pursue careers.

			I wasn’t a child anymore and I didn’t want to keep living in my fantasy world. Although I would have loved to stay in school, I wanted my father’s acceptance even more. I was ready to act like a man. Plus, I would be gaining experience and doing something with my life. So it was final, I would become a shoemaker. “Good,” he responded. “We’re going to finally have another skilled tradesman in the family, one who’s hopefully even handier than me!” He rubbed my shoulders with approval as he beamed with pride. I nodded, just to please him. In truth, I was less than enthusiastic.

			He proved to be a focused master, preferring to limit our conversations to work-related issues when we were in his shop, which I very much enjoyed since talking about anything else with him seemed awkward to me. I wasn’t too far into my newly established career path, however, when my father’s dreams for me crumbled (as I’ll explain shortly). Stretching leather and hammering soles didn’t turn out to be my forte anyway—my bruised thumbs would agree—despite my aggressive attitude to succeed. The work didn’t come naturally to me the way it seemed to for my father. I only wish that I had learned the trade earlier so that I would have had an easier time becoming competent at it. It would have helped me down the road.

			Why aren’t we blessed with foresight?

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 7
 
			One snowy, bleak day in December of 1938 I was at home ill with a coughing spell when our mail carrier handed my mother a letter that caused her face to fall and her skin to flush, as if she were the one who was sick, not me. She stood in the doorway leaning on the doorframe for support, slowly shaking her head, her cheeks reddened. She didn’t seem to notice the snowflakes that were finding their way onto her hair. Right away, it was clear that mother had received unsettling news.

			“Is everything okay?” I asked her with hesitation, my eyelids heavy from the recent shot of vodka mother had given me to quiet my cough.

			“No, Henryk, it’s not,” she sniffled.

			Then she slipped past me and went into her bedroom, leaving me without answers, wrapped up in a cocoon of blankets on the sofa. I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I remember is seeing my mother and father hunched over the letter at the kitchen table. I remember how somber the mood felt and how dimly lit the room was. The only lamp they had turned on was the smallest one in the room; it provided barely enough light to illuminate the brown paper of the smudged letter.

			Mendel must have been spending the night at one of his friend’s houses, as he frequently did, because I can’t recall him being in this memory. I felt like a small child as I tried to remain as still as possible under the mask of my blankets, barely opening only one of my eyes so that I could see what was unfolding in the adjacent room. Had Mendel been there, he would have done the same thing. Ever since we were young, we always pretended that we were asleep when we wanted to listen in on our parents’ conversations. Now that I think about it, I bet they always knew that we were faking it. I’m sure our whispers gave us away.

			Words like “Nazis,” “Jews,” and “regulations” were mentioned frequently during my parents’ discussion. These words caught my interest, so I held my breath and swallowed back coughs, continuing to lay as still as possible, all the while begging my ears to cancel out all the sounds other than the ones coming from the kitchen. Despite my best efforts to remain undetected, several minutes into my eavesdropping I made the mistake of reaching my hand out to the side table for my glass of water. I miscalculated how far away it was from my fingertips, which resulted in it cascading to the floor. Damn, I thought. So much for being slick. My cover had been blown.

			My father, still dressed in his dark overcoat, seemed oddly happy that I was awake. He called me over to the table, told me to leave the glass on the floor, and pulled out a chair for me. I sat down, and my mother gave me a worrisome smile. They then read me the letter and gently described in detail what it meant. They explained that this was not the first such letter Hanna had sent, but it was the most disconcerting.

			“Do you understand what we are telling you, Henryk?” my father asked.

			I looked at both of my parents, stunned, unsure of what to think.

			My father tried to pacify me. “We called you over because we’re upset that your mother’s friend is in serious trouble. Bad things are happening over in Germany. We’re worried about her and the other Jews living there. It’s horrible what’s happening and you’re old enough to know about it. We’re really scared for them, but there’s no reason for you to fear for our safety. I know we’re Jewish, too, but we don’t follow Jewish customs. Besides, we live in Poland not in Germany. We can’t let events in distant places consume our thoughts. We have nothing to worry about here.”

			At this point I suppose it’s important to tell you that I was born into a nontraditional Jewish family. We were Jewish on paper, but I never actually felt as though I was Jewish growing up. My family didn’t attend synagogue, follow ritual customs, or celebrate most of the high holidays. My family came from a long line of Jews but we respected all religions. In fact, although we observed Hanukkah, we also celebrated Christmas. As a child, being Jewish wasn’t something I really thought about. Just like you don’t choose your height or your hair color, you don’t choose what religion you are born into. However, when the war broke out, a nonissue became a paramount issue.

			Unlike father, mother was unconvinced of our security. Her nervous tic of twisting her ring made an appearance during our discussion. She cast her gaze downwards at her hand movements and let out a deep breath, gathering her thoughts. After a few brief, heavy moments she began to speak. I don’t remember her words literally, but when I piece together the threads of my recollection, her soliloquy was similar to this:

			“My letters to Hanna have been my one source of privacy. We treasure our correspondence and we confide in each other; some things we don’t even tell our husbands. Over the years she has shared trivial details of her life as well as deep-rooted secrets. For the past five or six years her letters have depicted an underlying somber mood. I assumed maybe she was suffering from malaise, but it turns out it’s something far more serious—something outside of herself that is the source of her sadness. Up until this letter she would lightly write about changes occurring within Germany that were displeasing to her, but changes that didn’t seem to be too taxing to assimilate to or to overcome. The situation has progressively gotten worse. It began with new laws and has now escalated into violence. It’s a very dangerous time for the Jews in Germany. You’d never know it if you just listened to the radio and read the newspapers. I’ve been concerned for quite some time because of Hanna’s letters, but other neighbors are getting letters from their friends in Germany, too, and now we’re very worried. Hanna said that the maltreatment started out slowly. When Hitler came to power Germany rejoiced. As time went on he became more and more powerful, becoming Chancellor and establishing the secret police force, the Gestapo. Soon after, he started his systematic attack against the mentally ill and physically incapable. New laws were put into place that outlawed all existing political parties except for the Nazis. People were incarcerated. The Nazis consider the Jewish race to be inferior. Now the Jews have to register and carry identification cards and women have to add “Sara” to their name and men have to add the name “Israel.” The Jews are discriminated against in public places and it’s challenging for them to find work as they can no longer keep their businesses. It is incomprehensible to me, but Hanna said a new subject is being taught in schools that is about comparing the physical traits of Aryans to those of the Jews. Her children were humiliated because they were forced to stand up in the front of the classroom as their teacher placed a ruler on their faces and measured the angles and lengths of their features as the other children insulted them, laughing as they pointed to them and then to the pictures in their textbooks. During breaks at school the children play board games, including one where the goal is to force Jews out of the country. At other times, the teacher reads to the class from anti-Semitic picture books. Exaggerated caricatures are being drawn of the Jews and the propaganda is everywhere. The other children tell them that they are ‘Christ killers’ during Christian holidays. Can you imagine how they must feel? It’s beyond horrible. The Jews can’t even have bank accounts without declaring how much they have, which is very limited. And now, the latest news is that in the beginning of November there was a massive attack on Jewish synagogues, businesses, and houses. Buildings were burned to the ground. Mobs of people entered Hanna’s apartment complex, trashing Jewish homes. They even tore apart her bedding, sending feathers flying all over her bedroom for no reason other than spite. Thousands of Polish-born individuals have already been expelled from Germany. Hanna’s husband can no longer maintain ownership of his tailoring business and her children have now been forbidden from attending school. Even valuables that they have collected over the years are not safe from Nazi confiscators. The nation is in pandemonium. Jews have been the target of deadly attacks and public hangings in the streets. Hanna and her family are living in fear for their lives. She doesn’t know how they will pay for food or rent. She, like so many others, never believed that a nation could turn and stab its citizens in the back. But it did happen; it’s happening right now to people just like you and me. And to make matters worse, she spent months fighting to get the necessary papers for her family to emigrate, but she couldn’t get permission to enter another country because so many others were filing at the same time that quotas had already been filled. She had hoped to go to Palestine or America, but she looked into going to many other countries, as well. However, even if her paperwork had been approved, she hadn’t amassed enough money to leave Germany. Her family is trapped in a country that doesn’t want them.”

			Following this lengthy, emotionally charged explanation, which I’m convinced must have included many more details concerning the grim situation in Germany, my mother began to cry. She was certain that Hanna was in imminent danger and that we might be, too. I knew that Poland bordered Germany, but I didn’t believe that Hitler cared about Poland. Why should he?

			My father expressed nonchalant viewpoints about the issue and sent my mother to bed with cooing noises and a glass of warm milk. He always found it easier to skirt around sensitive issues than to confront them straight on.

			I soon learned that my mother’s fears were justified.

			That was the last letter we ever received from Hanna. We never heard from her or her family again. Those three sheets of paper with her grave words, along with a desk drawer full of letters, were all my mother had left of her, and even those crumbled and decomposed over time.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 8
 
			Within months of receiving Hanna’s letter, I noticed a sharp rise in anti-Semitic behaviors in my town. The social climate was changing rapidly all across Poland. Hostility was increasing. I became scared.

			In an attempt to preserve our normal day-to-day routine, father devised an ever-stricter list of rules to contain us. Errands were combined and pre-approval to leave the house was required. Our routes to and from the house were carefully plotted such that we would avoid notoriously bad problem areas around the city where Jews were frequently hassled. While my father’s minor changes were annoying, I considered them to be reasonable, at least in the beginning. However, he soon forbade us from listening to the radio or spending unnecessary time away from the house altogether. He became consumed in his own thoughts. When he wasn’t in his workshop, he spent the entire time we were gone staring out the front window—chain smoking and mumbling to himself—waiting for us to return home. We went from gathering together in the living room around our precious Philips tabletop radio soaking up the entertaining programs and news broadcasts for hours on end each night, to turning it on for only a few minutes every couple of days, to not listening to it at all. As far as father was concerned, radios had mutated from family-friendly appliances to propaganda delivering devices. He warned us about the dangers of listening to such nonsense, which he said had one goal: to evoke fear.

			Despite father’s warnings, mother couldn’t help herself from tuning in and listening. I caught her with her ear pressed to the speaker, the volume barely audible, more than a few times. When she realized that she was being watched, she would casually sweep her hands across the walnut finish, complaining about how dusty it had become from lack of use. Father must have gotten wind of her cleverness because one day the radio was gone. The living room seemed empty without it. In response to our questions about its disappearance, father answered us with silence.

			By the spring, when anti-Semitic posters were plastered all over the city and Poles were declaring their disdain for goods offered in Jewish stores, he even limited my time at his shop, insisting on teaching me from our home on most days. When our Jewish neighbors invited us to attend private roundtable discussions about the changing political and social climate, he declined their invitations while mother stood by, her lips parted, eager to protest, but she never did. Father didn’t want to believe that our lives were in danger and he certainly didn’t want us to discuss hypothetical situations with “irrational” individuals. His aim was to keep us as sheltered from the outside world as possible, thereby limiting our exposure to the mounting anti-Semitism around us. Like a turtle, he wanted us to tuck our heads into our shells and drown out the hateful stares, the malicious jibes, and the vicious actions. What he didn’t know was that by forcing us to live in a dreamland he ultimately cheated us out of the ability to react to the changing landscape. By failing to react, we weren’t able to adapt, and by not adapting, we were unprepared for the future.

			At some point, the invites stopped.

			When friends and neighbors began pouring out of the area, we remained cowered together in our home. Because my mother respected my father’s role as the head of our household, she eventually gave up pleading with him to address her concerns. I wish she had listened to her own intuition and stood up to him, telling him that despite his eternal optimism—or more aptly, despite his eternal stubbornness—we had to flee the country. The only occasion when my parents ever interacted with others was when their friends dropped by for card night. But it wasn’t the same jovial, relaxed gathering it used to be. Father insisted that conversations be kept to lighthearted banter; couples who broke this rule, mostly by mentioning Nazi-related worries, were shown to the door and banned from returning. Tempers flared as the violators, usually the men, with their voices cracking from disgust, yelled phrases of warning as the door slammed behind them, such as: “You can shut me out, but you can’t shut out reality!” and “Damnit, Stefan! Wake up and look around,” and “Make your preparations to leave before it’s too late!” The wives would clutch their purses looking embarrassed and apologetic as they followed behind their husbands. Mother remained seated at the table, nervously rubbing her fingers or fanning her cards. Father would suck on his cigarettes as if everything was on an even keel. By that point, the frequency of these get-togethers had decreased and, for obvious reasons, eventually no longer took place. When we began receiving letters from friends who had already left Poland, my father tore them up and put them in the trashcan before my mother had a chance to read them. We became even further secluded from the outside world.

			In quiet moments when my brother and sister were asleep and my father wasn’t around, my mother continued to confide her concerns to me. During these encounters she spoke to me as if I were her peer, her ally, and told me to always fight for survival no matter how difficult. She wanted to leave Poland like her friends advised us, but she didn’t want to question father’s judgment.

			My mother became ever more concerned about our safety after our local baker was found murdered in the alley behind his store. She was unrelenting in her belief that our family would be faced with life or death situations in the near future. I sipped up her words of advice like tea.

			She became obsessed with our survival.

			“If given the chance, always choose life,” she admonished one night. “Even if all around you people are giving up and giving in to the easier path, you must continue fighting. Pain is temporary, death is permanent.”

			Why couldn’t she talk to father the same way she spoke to me? Would it have made a difference? Why didn’t I confront him?

			I had never heard her speak like that. It frightened me. It still baffles me how my mother knew what words and advice I would need to hear then in order to pull me through situations in the future where I would stare death in the eyes and say “no.” I promised her that I would survive no matter what the future held. In truth, I was unconvinced of my self-survival skills; but I told her what she wanted to hear.

			Her words made me think about the capabilities of my body. That night I tossed the topic over in my head, thinking about how much pain I could endure, how much stress I could deal with, and how much heartache I could tolerate before I crumbled and cracked under the pressure. I had no idea what my body’s limitations and thresholds really were. On a pain scale of one through ten, I’d probably only experienced a two, maybe a three. However, during the following years I would find out what a ten felt like. Beyond that, the pain was immeasurable.

			Even so, to sit here and blame my father for our fate would be indecent of me. He loved us and he did what he thought was best for us. Based on his later actions, I believe that he was aware, to some degree, of what was to come. Ultimately, he just wanted to keep us from panicking. If we panicked, perhaps he would have, too. Did he make the right decision? It’s impossible to know. How could any of us have known the true horror that would transpire? The idea that millions of us were in danger just didn’t seem plausible, much less possible. No, I can’t fault my father for our fate.

			I’m still haunted by the fact that we could have left Poland before the war, but so much was clouding our minds at the time. Even though people were leaving, so many others were staying.

			By the time father changed his mind on the issue, it was far too late. Hitler’s wrath had paralyzed the approximately three million Jews as well as other “inferior” groups in our country.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 9
 
			The day my mother had predicted—the day that irreversibly changed my family’s life—arrived on September 1, 1939 when Germany unleashed its military manpower on Poland in a series of well thought out attacks. The Nazis rapidly advanced along the countryside via the air, land, and water. A new type of fighting unlike anything the world had seen before was introduced—lightning warfare, or “blitzkrieg.” From kilometers away bombs and shellfire could be heard. The Polish Army scrambled to fight the invading Germans, but without adequate artillery to annihilate the Nazis, they ultimately fought a losing battle, though they fought valiantly nonetheless. The Nazis flew on reconnaissance missions, which aided them in attacking strategic locations. In fact, when the bridge over the Vistula River (a body of water bisecting Warsaw) was destroyed, rather than being deterred, the Germans utilized their men to repair it and then to cross over it. While living through the horror, I wasn’t aware of such details; I learned of them only later. All I knew at the time was that Germany was blasting away at my dear hometown, attempting to destroy it and its citizens.

			As the bombs continued to fall and the explosions thundered louder towards Warsaw as the days wore on, my family grew increasingly fearful. The artillery shells exploded one after another like a disjointed firework display. As the shells fell, they shook the earth in waves. It felt like simultaneously experiencing an endless earthquake and a continuous firestorm. There wasn’t a safe place to hide, at least not for us, the Jews. When the sirens sounded and the air raids started, we were excluded from the air raid shelters. We learned about this discriminatory rule the hard way. As shell fragments hit the building across from ours and the sirens blared, my family raced out of our home and towards the safety of the shelter. Debris rained down on us, and sparks narrowly missed our bodies as smoke burned our eyes. A child swirled about in the street, lost and stunned. Mother grabbed his arm and pulled him along towards the shelter. Once there, we were forced to step aside so that others could enter. Father yelled, fighting for protection for our family, but to no avail. Mother let go of the child and watched him slip into the safe house where his mother and father were screaming for him. Although the building was packed, five more people could have easily squeezed inside it. Two families we knew begged the others to let us join them. “There’s room! Let them in! Let them in!” they insisted. But, their efforts were in vain. A chubby old man yanked the steel door closed, sealing us out. It was cruel and unfair. My family carefully, yet quickly, ran back to our apartment, nearly falling over as shock wave after shock wave vibrated the ground.

			Many times we huddled together in our apartment praying, hoping that we would not be harmed. I wish I had the words to convey how we felt during those raids. It seemed as though time concurrently rushed by quickly and crawled by slowly. Our actions were fast but our minds worked deliberately to carefully analyze which room to dart to next. Sometimes we hunkered down in our bathtub away from the windows, and at other times we hid underneath our kitchen table. We formed a tight ball, squeezing our arms around each other, as pictures crashed to the floor, as bookshelves shook, as our pulses raced. During the bombardment, my thoughts drifted to the animals I had visited at the zoo for the first time five years prior. I envisioned the terrified monkeys shrieking madly, unable to comprehend the actions taking place. I imagined the elephants, the gentle giants that had nearly touched their trunks to our faces, stomping around, alarmed, with nowhere to run. What would happen to the animals? Did anyone care about them? Why was I so worried about the animals?

			Smoke filled the air, suffocating the sky. Our city was heavily bombed on Yom Kippur, a solemn high holiday reserved for fasting and atoning. Even though my family didn’t celebrate most of the Jewish holidays, we always made an effort to observe Yom Kippur. That year, however, we spent the day riding out the attack, fearing for our lives, begging to be spared.

			Explosions, gunfire, the humming of airplanes and the rumbling of tanks called out in all directions. Fires spread rapidly, fueled by the substantial number of German incendiary bombs landing on the unusually dry vegetation. The German Luftwaffe, complete with hundreds of modern dive-bombers and fighter planes, quickly dominated and defeated the outdated aircraft units and smaller front put up by our Polish Air Force. During the night, flames engulfed structures and poured out of windows, lighting the skyline. When a series of bombs detonated just a few meters away from our apartment complex, I experienced short-term deafness. All around me shells were scattering and deep craters were forming in the street, but all I could hear was a low humming reverberation. Maybe it was better than hearing the devastation, I don’t know. I thought my hearing was gone forever. My mother cradled Blima, who was just over a year old, and did the best she could to calm her shrill screams. Mendel, my father, and I kept watch at the window ready to call out our next tactical move.

			At one point I saw a group of neatly dressed German Waffen-SS soldiers showboating in front of a video camera, most likely recording propaganda for future use. Their uniforms were impressive with distinctive white and black symbols on their left elbows and shiny, well-made leather boots on their feet. I found myself admiring their uniforms, in particular the rounded brim of their combat helmets, but at the same time hating myself for it. They were laughing as they ruined my beloved city. It was sheer torture seeing the place I had grown up—my fantasy world—being destroyed, particularly after seeing what a mockery the Nazi soldiers were making while doing it.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 10
 
			By the time Poland surrendered to Germany about three weeks after the initial attack, Warsaw was in shambles and Polish government officials, as well as many Jews, had fled the city. Giant craters littered the cobblestone streets and whole sides of buildings had sloughed off. Without walls to provide privacy, I could see people walking around inside their houses; I saw people sleeping in their bedrooms and eating dinner in their kitchens.

			Smoking embers smoldered for days. Nothing was immune from the devastation. It didn’t matter if you were Jewish, Christian, wealthy or poor, no group of people was spared from the terror. Dozens of mothers who had given birth in one of the largest hospitals in the area crowded together on the floor in the basement with their newborns after the maternity ward was bombed. Churches, apartments, monuments, stores, and even public utilities were obliterated. Nearly everything was reduced to rubble.

			Women and men alike took part in the cleanup; in fact, men still dressed in their designer business suits would grab a shovel and remove debris on their way to and from work. An effort was organized to repair the rails of the trolley cars that had been ripped apart. Those citizens who were lucky enough to be able to relocate used horses and buggies to transport their most precious items to other locations. Others, who had no place to go, were left homeless. Children wandered about in the streets surveying the wreckage with their innocent, wide eyes. Livestock roamed about, unsure of what to make of the situation. My family’s apartment was only mildly damaged, but we helped those who were less fortunate.

			As a result of the German occupation, Jewish schools were forced to close and a series of increasingly oppressive laws were introduced. Just as my mother predicted, Hanna’s fate in Germany had become our fate in Poland.

			The year that followed brought harsh changes to the fairly stable world I had known before the war started. Had I not been so sheltered, maybe the changes wouldn’t have come as such a shock. German soldiers adulterated the landscape, standing on every street corner, monitoring everything. Due to commands from the Nazis, a council of Jewish leaders was established to maintain order, called the Judenrat. A man named Adam Czerniakow was put in charge of the organization. The Germans pressured him and the rest of the Judenrat to carry out German commands while at the same time projecting a degree of normalcy in the city so that residents didn’t become alarmed because of the occupation. But, they didn’t fool us; we were alarmed.

			Strict decrees were introduced right away. The most humiliating to me was the requirement that all Jews twelve years old and older had to wear an identifying marker on the outermost garment of their right arm. The specifications required that it be a plain white band with a blue Star of David in the center. From then on, anyone could identify us as Jews no matter where we went. After that, it seemed that people would go out of their way to taunt me. Little children teased me or knocked packages out of my hands when I walked while the older generation stung me with racial slurs. It took all of my willpower not to rip the goddamn armband off and burn it or punch my tormentors square in the face. I had to keep reminding myself that I could act however I wanted in my daydreams but in real life I had to follow orders and let insults roll off my back. To be fair, there were many Poles who did not take part in the persecution. Not everyone was a prejudiced participant. Some people continued to converse with me, however they only did so when the Nazis, or even their friends, were well out of sight.

			Pogroms, or small organized attacks, against groups of Jews played out in all areas. People’s true colors were revealed. Jewish property was confiscated and businesses were defaced. Demeaning, disgusting graffiti soon covered every Jewish-owned storefront in the area. It was only a matter of time before my father’s store was among the vandalized.

			One afternoon, father and I were working in the backroom of his shop hammering the heel into a particularly handsome pair of men’s dress shoes when we heard the bang of the front door as it was ripped from its hinges. The heavy, regular clomping of SS boots made its way towards us. The hollowness of the thin floorboards became apparent. I was holding a hammer in one hand and one of the shoes in my other when they entered our workspace, yelling. Their spit rained down on us like a sprinkler as they shouted at us. Sitting there with three rifles pointed at my forehead, I was terrified. The mustiness of the dark space became distinct. I lost control of my body. The hammer slipped out of my hand and punctured the floor. I clung to the shoe like it was some sort of security blanket. Father, however, was unmoved by the situation. He removed his cigarette from his lips, blew a large cloud of smoke in the men’s direction, and calmly unfolded his license along with a few other papers and passed them over to the men. They examined the documents, which elicited more shouting. Then, just as soon as the men entered, they left. They pivoted in unison and clomped out of the room. Father stood and followed them.

			Curious to see what would happen next, I ran after them. Outside, other SS soldiers were standing around, holding paintbrushes and cans. Most of the Jewish-owned businesses on either side of the street had already been vandalized by the multicolored paint. Father ran in front of one of the soldiers, screaming for the men to stop until a young soldier struck him in the face with the butt of his rifle, bloodying his nose and causing him to become momentarily disoriented. While my father collected himself, the soldier swiped a diagonal black line across his chest. The soldiers laughed, firing off insults. Father became irate. That spurred the soldiers to continue on with their heckling. I stood there stunned, feeling too weak to intervene. I wanted to hide inside the store, but my feet wouldn’t let me move. I just watched as my father was painted across the face and neck with a lopsided Star of David. The watery scarlet-colored paint dripped down his skin and onto his shirt. His face was flushed both from anger and embarrassment. Another soldier picked up a paintbrush saturated with yellow, primed to follow suit. But, my father reacted quickly. He crushed his cigarette beneath his feet, furrowed his brow, grabbed the brush from the soldier, and finished painting the store windows on his own. The soldiers watched as he drew a perfect Star of David and the word “Jude.” They were taken aback by his gesture. By reacting in the manner he did, my father took the “fun” out of the situation for the men so they walked away and moved on to hassle another Jewish store owner. Father turned to me and said, “No one ruins my storefront except for me.” His words said it all. Defacing his store was torture for him, but he wasn’t willing to die over it. By defiling it himself, the experience wasn’t as traumatic for him. I can understand that.

			A few minutes passed and I could do little to ease the awkwardness of the situation so I stood there mute, still holding the leather shoe, and robotically nodded. Father grabbed it from me and sent me home. The cumulative, noxious wet paint fumes made me feel lightheaded as I made my way back to our apartment.

			When I walked into his shop the following morning, father was asleep at his workbench—his hair was sticking up in all directions and glossed in a waxy film as if he had been pulling at it with his polish-coated fingers—and the pair of shoes we had been working on when we were interrupted was laced and tagged for pickup.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 11
 
			Non-Jewish owned businesses ostracized us by posting humiliating signs, insinuating that we were on the same hierarchical level as dogs, barring us from entering. Jewish customs and rituals were also strictly limited or outlawed altogether. We had to tip our hats to the Germans whenever we saw them. Clusters of aggressive Polish teenagers unleashed random, violent attacks on the Jewish population without fear of reprisal or reprimand. When a German was killed, one hundred Jewish lives were threatened and taken. The city that was my entire world became a place I no longer recognized.

			I felt as though I wasn’t even safe in my bedroom.

			Information was strictly slanted and controlled, especially since the Nazis forbade Jewish newspapers and the ownership of all radios (I suppose my father had been just a little ahead of the game in getting rid of ours). Even so, underground political groups were organized in attempts to defy the occupiers. Through them newspapers were printed and limited information was shared.

			Food was in short supply, so Jewish ration cards were stamped with a “J” and hours of shopping were restricted. There were times when we would stand in line for more than an hour waiting for our ration of bread only to be told our attempts at subsistence were in vain when the supply ran out. Getting our hands on such items as milk or chocolate was even trickier, if not impossible. Only once did my family obtain milk and that was during a crisis when Blima was sick. My mother was under the impression that milk acted as a natural healing remedy and therefore she always gave it to us when we weren’t feeling well. She did what I believe any mother with little money and an ill child to care for would have done had she been in the same situation. She heatedly negotiated with a woman who was selling milk until an agreement was reached. In the end, my mother grunted as the seller pushed a glass bottle across the counter to her. I watched as mother pulled her silk dress over her head, smoothed down her hair, and handed the dress to the other woman. Fortunately for her, she was wearing a full-length cotton slip underneath her dress, but that didn’t prevent other shoppers in the outdoor market from stealing glimpses of her and making remarks. Mother grabbed the milk and led me out of the market, her head held high so as to not let the other customers think that their stares affected her. “Don’t turn around, Henryk. Let them think what they will think. Their thoughts don’t have any impact on the way we feel,” she told me. Her words of wisdom always poured out so naturally. Exchanges like that would become commonplace as the German occupation continued.

			Even non-Jews were not immune from the wrath of the Nazis, however. Non-Jewish women who slept with Jewish men were shamed for their “inappropriate,” illegal deed. These women were paraded through the streets wearing signs around their necks proclaiming their “misjudgment.” How did the Nazis know the intimate details of our lives? I wondered if we were all being secretly monitored.

			Ever-changing curfews were established that if broken resulted in ruthless penalties, including death. The few friends I still had stopped agreeing to see me. The circle of my parents’ friends dwindled, as well. In this new situation, we were all becoming isolated from those we had considered our companions.

			You couldn’t even walk down the street without getting harassed for being Jewish. In fact, we were banned from walking on the sidewalks, resulting in many of us being hit by cars as we toddled in the streets. Cars zipped past us, seemingly swerving sharply to run into us. We, as Jews, were like the mice and they, as Germans and Nazi supporters, were like the cats; no matter where we went or what we did, they would find us and make us their prey.

			Just before dusk one day, I encountered a couple of German soldiers who were ripe for stirring up trouble. I tried my best to maneuver around them without catching their attention. I knew they wanted to mess with me. Lengthening my stride as I walked towards them, I kept getting closer. There was no way around them; they had already seen me from thirty meters away. If I changed course they would approach me for sure. Then I was ten meters away. Then I was less than three meters away. Then one of them grabbed me by the arm. At the same time, another soldier tackled a man I didn’t even know was behind me. They pulled the two of us up against one another and ordered us to give the “Heil Hitler!” salute. As Jews, we were forbidden from giving this salute; if Nazi supporters saw us doing so, which we would only do to ridicule the stupid greeting, it was an invitation for a beating. I hesitated. Why would I honor the very man who had put us in such a wretched position? I shook my head “no.” The scraggily man beside me reacted by looking down at his feet. The soldiers again ordered us to make the salute. Shaking, I looked at the man next to me, and he stared back. Even though it was paradoxical for us to salute Hitler, we did. We had to. I knew it was a lose-lose situation, but what choice did we have? As soon as we did, one of the soldiers clobbered us with a baton. I was struck behind my knees and across the small of my back as the soldiers laughed and a few curious onlookers gawked. I dragged myself home feeling totally disgraced.

			There were other acts of violence for no apparent reason, which resulted in the death of innocent lives. Jewish men, particularly the more Orthodox ones, were publicly shamed for their facial hair. The SS singled out such a man with a long beard and equally long “peyots,” or sideburns, and called over people to shout obscenities as they hacked off the man’s hair with pleasure. I saw a Nazi soldier gun down an elderly man simply because he was wearing traditional Jewish attire. Following the gunshot, I stopped in my tracks and visualized myself melting and blending into the pavement. Attempting to make a stealthy escape—trying to remain undetected—I crouched down as I turned to walk away and out of the corner of my eye I saw a row of bodies hanging by ropes on lampposts.

			At that moment, I craved the lighthearted daydreams and the innocent existence of my childhood.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 12
 
			Over time as the situation in Warsaw grew bleaker, our fate continued to become more uncertain. Polish street signs were destroyed and replaced with German ones. This change brought about feelings of outrage inside me. Streets I had walked down my whole life were defaced with German names I couldn’t even pronounce. Red, white, and black swastika flags were hung out of windows, on top of buildings, and from lampposts. Everything about Warsaw looked alien to me.

			People gathered in small groups, discussing what the future might hold and what could be done to combat it. Some people thought it was best to go along with the regulations while others felt it would be better to struggle against them. It was impossible to avoid partaking in the conversations; and my father couldn’t stop me because I wouldn’t let him. I just couldn’t ignore them like I did before the war broke out. I had to know what was going on around me.

			It seemed like my whole world was changing, but I was only seventeen and Warsaw was the only place I had ever known. I couldn’t fathom how my parents or my grandparents, who had called Poland their home for decades, must have felt. We were living in a ruined city amongst combative, racist strangers from Germany who were seeking to ever condense our rights.

			During this year my father broke down in despair and never fully regained his composure. One day, sensing something horrific was about to take place, he told me to leave his shop soon after I arrived, only to return home himself an hour later. He had barely walked through the doorway when he slumped down into a kitchen chair without bothering to take off his hat.

			“They took my business away,” was all he said to us as he untucked his shirt and loosened his tie. “They took my business away.”

			My mother attempted to console him, but nothing could be done to make the situation right. We didn’t dare to ask him questions. We all knew what had happened. From that point on, all of the life seemed to have been drained from him as he went through the motions of daily existence without consciously experiencing them. I’ve always wondered if he felt a tremendous sense of guilt for forcing us to live such a sheltered lifestyle prior to the war—for not coordinating plans for us to leave Poland while we still had a chance of escaping before the Nazis restricted our movements. I would refer to that as the day my father’s soul died, even though his heart was still beating.

			Luckily, my father had earned enough money the previous year to sustain us, at least for a few months. Heeding the warning from Hanna, he had withdrawn our money from the banks and had stashed it in a tin can buried beneath some old rags in the bathroom closet. Because of that action, I know that he was more alert to the painful reality of the situation than he ever let us believe. Others weren’t so fortunate and when they were laid off they had to resort to taking their meals at local soup kitchens organized by groups like the Jewish Mutual Aid Society.

			When the construction of brick walls around Warsaw began in the latter part of 1940, our fears as a Jewish community quickly multiplied. When I walked past these construction sites I saw Jewish men, not German soldiers, laying the red and brown bricks. Now they’re making us build our own prison? I asked myself in disbelief.

			Meanwhile, Jews who had friends and family living in other parts of Poland spread the rumor (later confirmed) of a newly built quarantine area in Lodz. Could that be our fate as well, I wondered?

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 13
 
			By November of 1940, the construction of the walls was completed and our fears had come to fruition. Loudspeakers and posted notices with detailed maps announced the creation of a ghetto for the surrounding Jewish population. However, the German’s hesitated to use the term “ghetto” because of the negative context it implied so they simply referred to it as a “resettlement area” or a “Jewish quarter,” but all of us absolutely knew what it was.

			We were given little notice, perhaps a week, of the impending eviction from our homes, and this resulted in incredible anxiety. My mother became the family’s source of strength during this time since my father was so troubled. However upset she was with my father for preventing us from emigrating, mother never slapped my father in the face with the phrase “I told you so”. She let him keep his dignity.

			Mendel and I assisted mother in gathering together important items to carry with us to our new lodging. Blima, a small toddler by this time, luckily or unluckily depending on how you see it, remained oblivious to the world around her. As long as she had her favorite fuzzy brown and white stuffed bear, she was content. Hugging her, I wished I could be happy with so little, too.

			What would we need in our new home? That was a question everyone asked one another. Neighbors wanted to know what we planned to take along with us and we did the same. Some people naively thought that everything we would need would be provided for us. They only packed a few clothes and some food. Others felt that the apartments would be barren and even the basics would be needed.

			One brutally cold night, a couple from my parents’ card group stopped by after curfew with their eleven-year-old daughter, eight-year-old son, and newborn baby girl. The wife was wearing a headscarf but strands of blonde escaped from the sides of it, blowing in the wind. She was dressed stylishly but her tidy, clothed appearance betrayed her inner feelings. Her eyes were bloodshot and her makeup was smeared. Her eldest daughter stood stoically, as if lost in a trance-like state; her once black hair was bleached a snowy white and pleated into two long pigtails tied off with light blue ribbons. The middle child, always bubbling with pizzazz, appeared to be drugged as well. His hair had been grown out so that it fell below his ears and his usually masculine clothing had been replaced with a green dress and ruffled socks. The husband looked sallow and had aged a decade since the last time I had seen him; he wore a dowdy pair of pants and a wrinkled shirt. He was holding his infant daughter in his arms like she was simply a sack of potatoes, or a bag of groceries, something that was just another object, nothing special. Neither he nor his wife wore their armbands. The atmosphere was engulfed in a bizarre feeling; everything about the situation seemed out of place.

			“Janine will be staying with non-Jewish friends of ours, outwardly hidden in their home, posing as a distant cousin,” the woman said to us in a previously rehearsed manner. “We have made other arrangements for Levi, who will be staying with another family, disguised as a little girl, the family’s orphaned niece.”

			Occasionally, Jewish parents would dress their sons as daughters in order to protect them from Nazis who conducted searches to check for male circumcision. Mendel and I were too old to pose as females; our Adam’s apples were too defined and our voices were too deep.

			Swallowing forcefully and exhaling deeply the man then presented the baby to my mother. As he spoke his wife trembled, “I want you to take Rivka. We can’t find anyone else willing to take her. Families we thought we could count on have already agreed to shelter more people than they can support. I know you’ve always been good with children. You’re her last hope. She won’t survive our journey. She’s just a baby. It’s too cold and dangerous for her to come with us. We had hoped for a different course of action, but our papers…they failed to go through in time.”

			An empathetic word leapt from my mother’s lips and her nurturing hands gravitated towards the sullen woman. My mother gathered that the couple was going into hiding. We knew others who had done the same thing recently, including both sets of my grandparents, so their decision was not unexpected. We had even discussed the possibility of doing so ourselves. Although father never participated in these conversations, the rest of us weighed the pros and cons with heavy hearts for weeks. What was the best thing to do? Blima was still too young to understand the dire situation at hand and it would be complicated to coach her to comply with a bizarre set of new rules. Even though my mother’s parents pleaded with us to hide with them on a friend’s remote farm, we were unconvinced of the need to do so. In the end, we denied the pleas of those around us and decided it would be far too risky for all of us to be concealed together and we didn’t want to have to part. Some of my female “Aryan-looking” Jewish friends had been separated from their families when they were taken in by non-Jewish families who had offered to shelter them during the war. Mother said that those families probably wanted to utilize the girls as maids to help with the housework; she assumed that it would be more complex for Mendel and me to find an equivalent placement, especially since we did not “look Aryan.” After careful consideration, my family felt that it was better to be all living together in the same home out in the open than to be split apart between separate rooms and closets in clandestine places. We were a family and we were going to remain as an undivided unit.

			Leaving a baby in someone else’s care, on the other hand, was not as common, although it did remind me of a horror story a friend had told me about a family living in Germany. Whether it was real or made up I had no way to verify, but it seemed plausible. The family—a man, a woman, a child, a baby, and two elderly relatives—was hiding under the ground floor of their home in a hollowed out area disguised by an area rug because the man was being summoned to Dachau, a concentration camp originally built to contain political and criminal enemies of the Nazi party. Word quickly spread about the nature of Dachau since in the beginning of its creation men were sent there for a few months and then returned home and spoke about their experiences, although they were warned not to. Through the confessions from former Dachau prisoners, we learned that the men were tortured in the freezing cold while being forced to perform pointless, repetitive physical exercises only to be set free when they made promises about emigrating or giving up their businesses; they returned home physically and mentally broken. The man in this case was a widely known Communist and therefore he was a threat to the Nazi regime. As the story goes, when he was required to report for deportation he never showed up at the meeting area. When Gestapo agents went to his residence to look for him, they overturned every table and bed, went through every closet, and could not find the man or his family. Sensing something was amiss, they remained in the house all night, waiting for any sign that would reveal the family’s whereabouts. The family waited it out pressed against one another in the dirt-covered space, holding their breaths, cautious not to make a sound. After awhile, the baby began to quiver and then it started to open its mouth to cry. There wasn’t time to see if it just needed to breastfeed; even the second it would have taken for the man to hand the baby to his wife and have her lift her shirt would have been too long. At that moment, the man had to make an immediate decision to risk the lives of his entire family by letting the infant cry or to stifle the cries before they began.

			What would I have done in that situation? What would any of us have done? In the end, the man chose the welfare of the group rather than the individual and so he suffocated the baby, his own flesh and blood. By doing so, he spared the lives of his wife, daughter, parents, and himself. He escaped deportation to Dachau. I often wonder how his wife responded to the incident. Did she stay married to the man who squeezed the life out of her child?

			Thinking about this, I tuned back in to the conversation my mother was having with the family at our door. The couple was persistent in their desire to hand over their baby. I couldn’t imagine how awful they must have felt for making that decision. If Rivka was anything like Blima, her crying would reveal the couple’s location almost as soon as they were concealed. They knew that she would be a hindrance to their survival. But what would we do with a baby? How could we afford to feed another mouth when we were barely able to sustain the five of us?

			“I’m so sorry about your papers,” my mother replied. “Of course we’ll take her.” She didn’t hesitate in her response nor did she ask where the couple was stowing away. When people went into hiding they were cautious about who they told for fear that their secret would be exposed and their lives would be endangered. Even sincere friends found it difficult to trust each other; the reward offered by the Gestapo for selling out someone consisted of items like sacks of sugar or money, which made it far too tempting given the depressed economy. My family had looked on as pairs of Jews were snatched from homes, ratted out by friends they had confided in. As they were being ripped away from their homes by the Nazi soldiers, they looked back at their so-called friends with looks of betrayal, their facial muscles tense with disbelief. It was a time when most people could only rely on their own immediate family, or at least they hoped they could.

			That was it. After a round of emotional embraces, the couple kissed us goodbye and as I watched them disappear from view I couldn’t help but stare at the woman clinging to her husband’s chest, staggering awkwardly as she wailed. There was a moment when she pushed away from him and turned her body back towards our apartment, the veins in her forehead raised and her mouth opened as wide as it could open, and she screamed. Her husband then covered her mouth with his hands and pulled her back in the opposite direction, but her legs had gone flaccid and the top of her feet dragged along the ground. I felt as though I was witnessing a private moment, the moment when she realized that there would forever be a void in her heart that nothing would ever be able to fill. It struck me as a particularly poignant sight.

			Once they faded from my field of vision, I turned my focus back on the newest addition to our family. She was so tiny and fragile and she would never remember her real mother. It was a sad reality. My father, who had remained quiet throughout the ordeal, walked into the living room and reclined in a chair. Without a word, he pulled his silver cigarette case from his shirt pocket, struck a match, and settled into his nightly routine of thinking, smoking, and rolling cigarettes. He kept his hands particularly busy that night as he fumbled with Herbewo wrappers.

			We hurried to gather together the items we deemed important enough to take with us to the ghetto while my father sat in his chair. My mother, meanwhile, attended to the needs of baby Rivka and young Blima while at the same time carefully packing the significant articles of our home. She had made arrangements with a neighbor to keep an eye on our apartment while we were away. The neighbor agreed to water our plants in exchange for the use of our oven, which was more modern than hers. Mother also handed this neighbor some of our finer items for safekeeping, like the bronze statues and paintings she and my father had collected over time but wouldn’t need in the ghetto, in case, in our absence, our home was vandalized. We made calculated plans for our possessions but not for ourselves. How naïve it was of us to view property damage as our biggest concern.
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			My father was still in a state of shock, unable to be of any assistance to us. He wandered in and out of the apartment, intermediately joining us for a meal. Despite this, when he was home he worked tirelessly, bent over his worktable in the corner of his bedroom in utter silence, carefully crafting each of us a new pair of shoes. The only time he spoke to us was when he called us into his room for fittings. I offered to help him with this project more than once, but he always denied my assistance, preferring to work alone. When his work was complete, he made a production out of revealing them to us. The shoes he gave to each of us, even little Blima, were of exceptional quality with either sturdy buttons or thick laces. Father continued to hold onto Blima’s pair, admiring them with a pleased little half smile. Adorned with two small hearts burnt into the outer sides of each and etchings of butterflies on the inner sides, they appeared to be several sizes too large for her tiny feet. It was apparent that father had spent the most time on Blima’s shoes, even making sure that they would only need to be closed by one button each rather than by a string of laces. All of the shoes were made of thick, well-groomed leather, and durable soles. The familiar smell of leather wafted through the air, covering up even the smell of the doughy potato and cheese pierogies mother had just cooked. During the presentation of these shoes, he gave a short speech about how shoes were “essential” to our survival.

			“With shoes you can walk and work, and therefore you can live to see another day,” he said. He went on to tell us that shoes were a necessity, not a luxury. We slyly smiled to each other as my father continued to talk about shoes. I would soon learn how right my father was about their true importance.

			When we had finished packing the night before we left, a large pile of items filled the entryway of our apartment: our silver cutlery, a few choice family heirlooms, mounds of clothing, cookware, a kitchen table, linens and bedding, and other personal items. We then sat at the table running through our list of items, making sure nothing had been forgotten. I didn’t sleep at all that night. Tossing and turning, I feared what life would be like in my new home. Would it even feel like a home? I contemplated running away and dragging my family with me, but I had nowhere to go but to the ghetto.

			The next morning—clad in our new shoes—we moved.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 14
 
			Mother insisted we leave the house spotless so that when we returned we wouldn’t have to fuss with tidying up. With a flick of her wrist, she told us to make our beds and put the dishes away before we departed. Even the grandfather clock was wound up and double checked for accuracy. The few framed pictures we had were left perched in their usual places. Mother and father’s wedding picture, housed in a delicate silver frame, remained resting in its prominent spot in the middle of the mantle. I wanted to bring along our most recent family portrait, the one that smiled back at me from my nightstand that I loved for its imperfectness—Mendel was mid-sneeze and Blima was pulling at mother’s hair—but mother wouldn’t allow me to take it. She was afraid that one-of-a-kind photographs would get damaged or lost during the transition. Plus, we didn’t have room to jam additional delicate items into our sacks. “Keep them here so they’ll be safe,” she told us. Those photos encapsulated who we were in the millisecond it took for the camera to flash. I loved them because they captured the raw emotion from one moment and displayed it forever. Obeying my mother, I reluctantly put the picture back, never to see it again. Even after all of these years, I can still visualize every detail of the circumstances surrounding that photo. How we arrived late because mother ran around the apartment looking for her purple purse and then realized she didn’t even own a purple purse—it had gotten ruined the winter before and she had thrown it away—and how father scorched a cigarette hole in his jacket when he was swatting away a fly. That was the last time we were relaxed as a family. We didn’t hone in on the details of the day like we usually did. We just went with the flow. Thinking back, I suppose the photos weren’t as important as the memories they represented. Maybe if I still had that family photo I’d overanalyze it and find flaws with it anyway, whereas without it I just focus on the happy experience I remember. In any case, it doesn’t matter.

			As we closed the door to the home where I had spent my entire life, an unsteady feeling stirred deep in my being. I knew that I would never spend another night there. I’m not sure how the rest of my family felt, because not a word was said as we inched away. Our neighbors peered out of their windows from the slits in their curtains as we left, but they didn’t have the decency, or perhaps the courage, to bid us farewell.

			Making our way to the street, our bedrolls and other items in a heap on the back of a push wagon, we saw that every avenue was cluttered with families and their giant bundles of belongings. I looked around trying to examine the faces of the other people, attempting to catch a glimpse into what they were feeling. There was little talk on the roads that day; everyone seemed to move along like zombies. We were all walking or moving in horse-drawn carriages and rickshaws, none of us knowing what we would find when we reached our destination. As we walked, non-Jewish Poles passed by us with their shopping baskets in their hands, strolling along with their friends, sharing stories as if nothing unusual was taking place.

			Entering the ghetto, I wanted to turn and run backwards. In my mind I was. But, I knew that I had to deal with it and do what was required. Father’s words from my adolescence echoed in my mind, challenging me to be courageous: “Be a man Henryk. Be a man.”

			Blima held my hand and her teddy bear tightly, excited to be in a new place. Rivka was asleep in my mother’s arms and Mendel and my father were ahead of us, walking side by side. The walls that encircled the ghetto must have been nearly four meters high and were topped with intimidating looking jagged barbed wire. If life inside the walls was unbearable, there would be no way for us to escape. Realizing this, we began regretting not taking more of our treasures with us.

			We were going to be locked away in a slum. Yes, a slum. That is really the most accurate word to describe the ghetto; but we didn’t know that then. Looking closer, I saw signs posted on the outside of the walls warning of infection inside. Presumably, the Germans equated us to disease and vermin.

			When we finally reached our pre-assigned apartment, it looked architecturally like a diminutive version of our home. Instead of having three bedrooms, it only had two. Two unadorned, thick-paned windows, grimy from neglect, were our only light to the outside. There were holes in the walls where pictures had been carelessly removed. The drab, beige paint was peeling in places, revealing an older layer of white. The wooden floors were dull and scratched, but they appeared to be repairable with a good polishing. Dirty dishes were stacked in the sink and laundry was overflowing from hampers. The decoration was lacking and the ambiance was filthy, but I was convinced that it could have been worse.

			“Where did they all go?” Mendel whispered from one of the two bedrooms.

			We found out later that the non-Jewish occupants living in the area that became our ghetto were relocated to other areas, mostly within Poland. With little warning, they were forced out of their homes. They left behind massive quantities of household items, just like we had. I felt guilty for being the cause of another family’s expulsion. I felt sorry for them even though I, having also just been evacuated from my home, was in the same boat as them. What I didn’t realize at the time was that I was in a worse position than they were.

			The ghetto was in the center of the city; it wasn’t in a secluded location in the middle of nowhere. Directly outside the ghetto walls we could see the surrounding buildings towering higher than the walls. At night when the lights were on in those buildings we could see the people moving around inside them. Sometimes they looked back at us, but mostly they disregarded us.

			Mother wasted no time in cleaning up the place and putting away the few valuables that we had brought with us. Later that night we met some of our neighbors and exchanged pleasantries.

			Maybe it won’t be so bad here, I told myself. I could not have been more wrong. “So bad” were words that I wished it was, for in fact it turned out to be “absolutely horrific.”

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 15
 
			Disease, death, hunger, and poverty are words that come to mind when I think of my twenty-two months in the Warsaw Ghetto. Coupled with overcrowding, the lack of sanitation led to the rapid spreading of disease. The dreadful conditions also choked the vegetation, blocking it from the nutrients it needed to thrive. As a result, the trees and greenery were sparse.

			The longer we spent in the ghetto the more compacted our living space became. Our two bedrooms shared amongst the six of us soon became two bedrooms shared amongst eleven people when the Pusniak family (strangers to us) appeared at our door with suitcases in hand. Therefore, we shifted our belongings once again. My entire family moved into one bedroom so that the Pusniaks could have their own room. Sleeping within an arm’s length of an infant, a toddler, a teenager, and my parents, privacy was nonexistent. Privacy was not a word the ghetto knew.

			Living so close to my relatives, I often became irritated. I felt like there was no space to even brush my teeth or to change my clothes. We were constantly knocking in to each other. But, to complain would have been useless. Everyone was unhappy.

			Life outside of the apartment was no better than life inside it. Legitimate, profitable jobs were hard to come by. Since not many people found work, creative ways of making money were introduced. Bartering and trading were commonplace activities on the streets of the ghetto; they were the only ways most people could compensate for the lack of a steady income. Negotiations were made with the Poles outside of the ghetto; they mingled around the gates waiting for us to appear. We couldn’t cross through the gates, but we could reach our hands out towards them. The guards tended to turn a blind eye to these interactions. The people on the other side of the gates were more than happy to rip us off. They relished cheating us out of our valuable items. Even so, hungry Jews lined the gates, jewelry in hand, ready to barter for food.

			Mendel and I found our niche in selling the Star of David armbands mother sewed. It was a competitive market for people our age. Cute, young children easily sold their daily handfuls. We only sold two or three a day unless Blima joined us, which wasn’t often. In any case, the money from those sales helped to put food on the table for our family. Father, still in a haggard stupor, was our main source of revenue. He made and sold shoes until people could no longer afford to buy them. I offered to help him, but he declined.

			Soon after, the Germans cleverly devised ways to exploit the inhabitants of the ghetto. Forced labor was introduced, meaning that we were now indentured servants for our enemy—working for little or no pay. This resulted in the roundup of Jews without warning at all hours of the day. Men were pulled from their homes and off the streets in order to fulfill quotas for laborious construction and war effort projects. No one knew when or if he would be chosen to participate.

			When I was standing in bread lines or walking along the streets, the roundups occurred only a few meters away from me. Pairs of smartly dressed Nazis riding along in a truck would slam on the brakes, rush out of the vehicle, and grab a man or group of men by the arms and hustle him/them into the truck. It didn’t matter where the men were headed before this encounter; they were now headed to work for the Germans. Those who dodged the guards or who committed crimes were taken away and led to an interior brick wall. The area containing this wall was soundproofed, but I could hear the muffled gunfire as the men raised their arms over their heads and faced the wall, submitting to their execution. Following these executions, signs listing the names of those who had been killed were posted; it was as if we were being warned that our name could very well end up on the list if we failed to comply with the orders of the Germans. After a new list was posted, father would take short, quick drags on his cigarette as he led Mendel and me over to it. He would tap his finger on the names of people he had known and simply shake his head. “Don’t you ever wind up on these lists,” he would caution us.

			You didn’t get used to observing terrorizing events like that. At least, I never got used to them. My heart would sprint inside my chest and my blood pressure would boil. I knew that there was nothing stopping me from being chosen next. I only hoped that they were looking for older, broader men. By that time I was eighteen but short for my age, with arms lacking any defined muscle tone. My physical appearance surely saved me from each of those haphazard roundups.

			Since those situations led to massive panic amongst the population of Jews in the ghetto, the Judenrat negotiated with the Germans to create a more efficient system of management. Over time, men and women alike, even those usually deemed too young to work, were required to formally enroll as possible workers. As a result, limitations on the number of days we were required to work were imposed and we were informed about the dates in advance. Gone was the feeling of uncertainty associated with forced labor.

			My father and I were soon drafted. We joined thousands of other Jews from the ghetto who were dispersed in factories on the outskirts of Warsaw. The both of us took up temporary residence in front of sewing machines. Ten to twelve hours a day we worked in inhospitable conditions hunched over these machines—crammed next to the people beside us, our elbows nearly touching—running fabrics through our needles to make German uniforms. Dozens of us were packed together in one small room. There was no movement of air on humid days and no source of heat on frigid days. Upon arrival, the sweat would quickly bead up on my face and stream down my back, drenching it.

			How was I able to do the work when I knew nothing about sewing? I don’t know. Sometimes our bodies just automatically know what to do. Father fumbled awkwardly with the materials at first, but he quickly learned the ropes. Those who didn’t had to experience the wrath of our overseers. All day it was like this with only a collective break for mealtime at noon. Lunch, provided by the factory, was the highlight of our day. When we were in the factory we didn’t have to worry about where our next meal would come from like we had to in the ghetto. It was mundane work in a dreadful, stuffy environment for little monetary compensation. We were more fortunate than many others; in some factories the workers didn’t receive any wages.

			Mendel carried on selling armbands while I spent most of my days being yanked around like a puppet by the Germans. On my days off I joined my brother on the street corners, continuing our joint effort to provide what we could for our family. Father spent his free time cutting leather and molding together shoes, as was his passion.

			Everyone did what they could to survive. Long gone were the days of coming home to the mouthwatering smells of sweet confections. In their place were variations of soup—turnip soup, cabbage soup, soup with potatoes or just potato peels—and if we were lucky, then maybe some subpar bread made with moldy flour and butter. The best dinners were when my mother acquired smuggled meat from a stranger on the street. Smuggling food into the ghetto, although prohibited, was commonplace. Meat, a former food staple, became a luxury oftentimes only obtainable through the black market. When we returned home after a long day of work, the excitement of what was cooking in the kitchen no longer existed. We rapidly learned to lower our standards and to adjust to new and unappetizing tastes; anything to fill our bellies and stave off the nearly ever present gnawing hunger pains.

			We tried to keep our spirits up when we were at home, especially during dinner. I can’t say that every day was miserable. We found joy in playing games together, like cards and chess. Mother believed that if we gave in to the negativity imposed on us by the world around us then we would be doing a disservice to ourselves. The Germans wanted us to feel worthless, she told us, but we couldn’t let them know that their tactics were working.

			She became a different woman in the ghetto; whereas at home she was scared of everything and focused on the worst in every situation, in the ghetto she advocated positivism. “We should count our blessings,” she’d tell us. “Negativity spawns more negativity. Don’t wallow in your sadness.” And so she devised a rule that every day we each had to tell her one good thing about our life. There were many days when I would tell her “nothing” or “please, mom, not today,” but she always pressured me to think about it and to come up with something. On particularly dismal days, the only thing I felt truly thankful for was that my blood was still pumping. Too many hearts beat for the last time in the ghetto.

			During times of adversity my mother reiterated the phrase: “Even though things are bad, even though we’ve had our freedom taken away, we can still choose to live and put forth a positive attitude.”

			I’m baffled how mother remained so collected during this time when so many people around her were emotionally and psychologically distraught. Without complaining, she used her creativity to prepare dinners out of the little food we had. She was no less affected by the conditions in the ghetto than the rest of us, but she never let her spirit die. Through it all, she helped keep our family afloat with her positive outlook and innovative coping mechanisms. In fact, I never before realized how eloquent my mother was until our confinement in the ghetto. She effortlessly blended words together into verbal masterpieces, revealing an untapped talent to all of us; even she seemed surprised by her new-found creative expressions. Her poems, which always centered on themes related to endurance, empowered us to persevere. They aided in blocking out the evil around us. Trivial though it may seem, I memorized several of her poems, mentally carrying them with me throughout the war. Later, as the war intensified, I would recite them to myself again and again until I was revitalized.

			The first poem she shared with us was the one that I loved the most. I oftentimes heard her singing it to Blima as she was bathing her:

			We are but stones in the ocean.

			 

			Wall construction begins, the tide rolls in.

			Stores close, the sea breeze blows.

			Rations diminish, the ocean floor is blemished.

			Challenges arise, the waves intensify.

			Tempers heighten, the current strengthens.

			Conditions turn dire, the swells become higher.

			Illnesses shake, the storm clouds break.

			Fighting for each day, an undertow tries to pull us away.

			 

			Calm seas comfort us, making us feel whole.

			Rough seas polish us, smoothing out our soul.
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			In order to make sure none of us lost our sense of individual worthiness, she insisted that we celebrate birthdays, making sure they were full of lively rejoicing. Birthdays, like other milestones, became much more momentous in the ghetto because they reminded us that we were still living.

			Although my mother couldn’t afford to make us separate sugary birthday cakes, she always drew handwritten cards for the person we were celebrating. In the beginning of our entrapment in the ghetto, she somehow managed to obtain a small portion of jelly which she spread onto a piece of bread, making a basic, simple cake. Filling the apartment with upbeat singing, we danced around the table, acting silly and immature. Our displays of silliness might have filled us with just enough hope to go on while others gave up. Those days, life seemed to have meaning; life seemed to be worth living. They motivated us to continue to fight for the ability to live to see another birthday. I still cherish those memories, especially when my mother turned forty and father surprised her with a small piece of chocolate, about a three centimeter by three centimeter square. I had never seen mother’s eyes light up as they did in reaction to that romantic gesture. Chocolate, such a rare delicacy, was like a forbidden treat. Father had risked his life to provide the woman he loved with a present. You must understand that we lived in a distorted world where gifts of jewelry and fur coats, though they could be traded for other items, meant nothing compared to gifts of food. It was the equivalent of father giving mother a priceless, flawless diamond if we had been somewhere far from the ghetto.

			We pulled together to make sure the Pusniak family was able to celebrate birthdays, as well. The family—a mother, a father, and their three school-aged children—was worse off than we were. We felt a desire to assist them when they didn’t have enough food to go around, stirring up mixed feelings of jealousy and guilt. Mother never let her composure reveal the stress this caused her at mealtime. We all sat down together for dinner, the adults at the mahogany table and the children on the floor. We became a single unit fighting for survival.

			Mendel demonstrated his newly acquired love of children by gathering Blima and the Pusniak children together each night after dinner. He devoted this time to wiping away the ghetto and the occupation from the children’s minds. He came up with stories to educate as well as to spark imagination, using a portion of these sessions to teach arithmetic and other elementary subjects. Once Mendel established these daily lessons, the children wouldn’t let him skip a day. They were thrilled to have an escape from the outside world and looked forward to having a degree of normalcy inside their home. Even when he was tired from working on the streets all day trying to make a profit, he still found ample zest to exude to the children at night.

			Using a small chalkboard, he brought the world of numbers and letters into the lives of four curious souls. He used analogies to teach about new and unfamiliar topics so that the children would understand. He even made up songs for them to sing as an outlet for their cooped up energy. Since the schools were closed in the ghetto, this was the only education most children received aside from underground schooling movements led by former teachers. Sometimes when the children were ripe for answers to their numerous questions, these sessions lasted well into the night. That didn’t bother Mendel in the least; he treasured those nights most of all.

			After one particularly long lesson, Mendel climbed into bed and turned to me. A glow radiated from him when he told me that he had decided to become a teacher once the ghetto was closed. I congratulated him on this news, offering him words of encouragement, telling him that I thought he would make an excellent educator.

			As I fluffed my pillow, I couldn’t help but wonder if we would be around to see the day when the ghetto no longer existed.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 16
 
			The Warsaw Ghetto was like a big city enclosed in a small area. Trolley cars and other vehicles continued to cross through the ghetto and non-Jews were even pushed right on through its gates in fancy two-seater strollers. The world continued to move on around us as we tried to make the best of what we had in our little space.

			With so many talented people inside the ghetto, cultural life prevailed. Theater and literary groups emerged, spearheaded by various Jewish organizations. We were able to see musicals and plays. Attending these events, we were exposed to brief bursts of enjoyment in our otherwise coarse lives. Orphanages for stranded children were created. Anti-establishment movements flourished, as well. We received our news from underground newspapers and by word of mouth. For a while, we were even able to send packages and letters outside of the ghetto.

			Youth movements brewed thoughts and stockpiled weapons for possible uprisings. I had no desire to associate with or even to learn about these groups. Mendel, on the other hand, dabbled in these organizations for awhile, taking part in exchanging household items for ammunition in the cracks that activists secretly carved in the ghetto walls; but he slipped out of them when my mother admonished him for his “risky involvement.”

			I found out later that these groups led an armed revolt against the Germans in the spring of 1943 when the ghetto was about to be liquidated. Although the ghetto inhabitants ultimately lost the battle, they held out for nearly a month before being captured, killed, or deported. A few of them somehow managed to survive by hiding. A year later, Polish resistance organizations consisting of both male and female fighters and the Polish Home Army carried out another attack against the Germans, rebelling against the occupation of Warsaw. The two-month assault resulted in thousands of casualties, heavy on the Polish side, including many civilians that were caught in the crossfire and executed in retaliation.

			Meanwhile, as the conditions inside the walls of the ghetto declined as they became more crowded with a steady influx of transports, father felt increasing pressure to provide for our family. At its height, more than four hundred thousand people swelled inside its walls, spilling out into the streets, significantly straining the slim supply of available resources. Reports circulated of enclosed areas in other parts of Poland, such as in Lubin and Lodz. Knowing that we were not alone in our misery did nothing to comfort us. In fact, it made us realize that if we somehow escaped, there would be nowhere to go. While we did hear spotty, hush-hush morsels of information about Jews throughout Poland narrowly avoiding capture by slipping into forests, we viewed such talk as unreliable gossip. In our current circumstances it seemed improbable that people could find safety anywhere, especially in the open air amongst trees. We should have fled the country when we had the chance years beforehand. Perhaps we should have gone into hiding when so many others were encouraging us to do so. Had we made the wrong decision?

			The reality was that our caloric consumption had plummeted to starvation levels. Only a few hundred calories, sometimes as little as fewer than two hundred, were all my family could scrape together for each person each day including the food provided by the soup kitchens, which we had come to rely on. Even though local farmers waited at the front gates of the ghetto every morning, eager to exchange their crops and meats with the Jews, my family had nothing left to offer them, although we had made use of their willingness to trade during the first few months after our arrival.

			Death was at the forefront of our minds. We knew that the Nazis hoped none of us would make it out alive. Every day we had a little less energy to fight this uphill battle.

			The lack of bathing facilities and running water resulted in residues of sweat and dirt building up on our bodies. The ghetto was washed in a mix of unpleasant smells. But, there came a day when the smells seemed to disappear. That was perhaps even more alarming than the day when we first noticed the odors. It meant that we had become used to living in our substandard environment; it meant that we had become accustomed to ghetto life, and it made us worry about what other miseries we’d have to adjust to in the future.

			Groups of forlorn children started walking around barefoot in the street, begging for anything and everything, with disheveled clothing that was tattered and too small for their growing frames. Every time I walked past a barefoot child I thought of my father’s warning about how shoes were the lifeblood of survival. If so true, then I pitied the unfortunate people who didn’t have long to live. I felt confident that as long as I held onto my shoes I would remain breathing. A small part of me did have feelings of guilt for having such finely made shoes, but on the other hand, I saw people walking around who were far better off than I was. I didn’t expect those who had more of an advantage to assist me or to feel bad about their advantageous situation in the ghetto, so I reasoned that I shouldn’t either. And so I didn’t.

			On a humid, cloudless spring night, I was taking my time walking back home after work, kicking stray rocks along a well traversed path. My thoughts were circling around the whereabouts of my childhood friends when I came across an impoverished child, probably no older than six years old, wearing nothing to cover his feet and ripped, soiled clothing, walking in the direction of one of the walled ends of the ghetto. Deciding I was in no hurry to go home since I had my work papers in my pocket, which I could use as protection if questioned, I followed him. I didn’t want to scare the poor child away or to reveal his cover to the guards, so I kept my distance as he walked closer to the wall. I had heard about small children squeezing through the cracks in the brick walls in order to smuggle food back and forth between the enclosed world and the free world, but I had never before witnessed it. I watched as he tiptoed up to the wall when the guards were engaged in a rowdy, alcohol-induced debate, looked both ways, and then removed a pre-loosened portion of bricks less than a meter above the ground. He pushed his body through the opening and landed on the other side of the wall, replacing the bricks as he walked away. With that, I turned and shifted my focus towards home, shaking my head at the strange world I was a part of. I had no doubt that his parents had sent him on a mission to find food. To send a young child on such a dangerous errand was representative of the appalling circumstances we all faced. Had Blima been a little older, I wonder if mother would have sent her through the walls.

			At this point, father turned his forever business-driven mind to the population of shoe wearers located outside of the ghetto. He had already made business arrangements with the non-Jewish workers who entered the ghetto daily, working as laborers and clerks dealing with the administrative duties; but when those connections ran out, he needed to find new customers. Instead of riding the trolley car reserved for Jews, which was adorned with a yellow Star of David, father would somehow catch the tram that the Poles took. The tram crossed through and out of the ghetto, but did not make stops inside the walls of the ghetto, probably so non-Jews would not be exposed to our unhealthy living conditions and diseases. He would carefully remove his armband and sneak onto the trolley with the other riders. Poles willingly bought from skilled Jewish craftsmen even though these associations were frowned upon because they missed the talented handiwork that the Jews provided. Once the ghetto was created, the surrounding population worked to establish a network of trade with those craftsmen confined inside its walls. These networks were mutually beneficial to both groups.

			But, the penalty for being caught removing an armband, riding on a trolley outside of the ghetto, exchanging goods with non-Jews, and being outside of the ghetto without consent, was death. In fact, even the non-Jews were punished if caught during these types of business transactions. Everyone was well aware of the consequences, but they became so desperate that they had to take the risk. Some people were able to justifiably abuse the system for longer than others, especially those who were able to bribe the guards. As prices inside the ghetto became inflated and the supply of food decreased, my father began seeking customers farther away from the ghetto. Mother could do nothing to deter him. The animal-like instinct for survival burns inside each of us and some of us are willing to take more risks than others. In his compromised mental state, father believed that our family would only survive if he pushed the limits of his illegal bartering. That would prove to be his downfall.

			In January of 1942 father never came home. It had snowed the previous afternoon and a dusting covered the streets. He must have been so focused on making a trade that he failed to recognize the trail of footprints he was leaving behind. It was by following his tracks that I believe my father was hunted down. Killed for trying to sell his shoes for food; it’s incomprehensible. A neighbor who worked as a messenger for the post office, a legal position the Nazis established, knocked on our apartment door that next morning and told mother the news. She was inconsolable. She clasped her hands over her face and broke down in tears as she made her way into the bedroom. After I no longer heard her sobs, I walked up to her with a glass of weak tea and a tiny piece of bread I had bartered, attempting to offer her a commiserative ear. She leaned her head on my shoulder, giving me an appreciative smile, and closed her eyes while pressing her fingers up and down over the small bump of her ring.

			Naturally, we were all devastated upon learning about my father’s death. It’s much different when a tragedy hits so close to home that it involves someone in your own household. We had seen the daily collection of the deceased each morning. Those who had died overnight were removed from homes in cloth stretchers and piled onto awaiting wooden pushcarts to be buried in mass graves. We had seen countless bodies in the streets with loved ones clinging on to them as they expired. We had seen SS guards ruthlessly beat and shoot innocent people for no reason right before our eyes. This was the first time, however, that one of our family members whom we had loved so dearly would be carted away from us in a collection wagon. Yet it would not be the last time.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 17
 
			So there we were in the middle of the winter without my father. We, like everyone else, couldn’t even provide him with a proper burial. We briefly mourned for him but we selfishly returned our attention to ourselves. We felt how awful the situation had become. In the days following his death, we traded his beloved cigarettes for food. Unfortunately, we were only able to obtain one loaf of bread and a few handfuls of potato peels before the supply ran out. The last of his possessions to go was his fancy, silver cigarette case, for which we acquired a cupful of dirty flour.

			The Judenrat implemented regulations regarding the rationing and organizing of food, but the amounts to be disseminated were not enough. The hundreds of food distribution sites as well as the dozens of bakeries were unable to provide enough ingredients for the increasing demand. Hunger—constant hunger—was an all-consuming feeling. The starvation went hand in hand with the malnutrition; everyone was lacking in the uptake of essential vitamins and minerals. Rumors circulated that the reason for such a shortage of food in the ghetto was because the Polish farmers were forced to export their grains, fruits, and vegetables to Germany for the enrichment of German diets. Not only were we suffering in Poland, but as we were starving the Germans were feasting. We were dying so that the people in Germany could indulge.

			Over time, I noticed a physical change in young women, most likely attributed to vitamin deficiencies, compounded by emotional stress. Adolescent girls began to grow patches of facial hair. It wasn’t the typical hormone-induced hair patterns I was used to seeing, either. When I ran into one of my former female schoolmates, I was slightly taken aback by her complexion but steered our conversation away from the ghetto to days gone by when we were happy. She kept trying to scurry away from me as I spoke, no doubt because she was self-conscious, but I kept trying to engage her. Connecting with her brought me outside of the lowly existence of the ghetto; it was thrilling for me. But, she didn’t view the encounter in the same way. She was short with me and kept her hands cupped over her jaw as I spoke. I wanted to tell her that she looked beautiful and had nothing to be embarrassed about, and I should have, but I didn’t have the right words to comfort her. In another life I might have courted her, but dating was so low on my list of priorities that it didn’t even make it on my radar. Who had the time to date at a time like that? I certainly didn’t. It would have detracted from my family and I wasn’t willing to compromise my family for the sake of my own pleasure. And to be honest, I hadn’t even dated prior to the war. A piece of me feared that I might never be given the chance to sweep a woman off her feet. Before I had the chance to ask her where she was living, she was gone. Like just any other person I passed on the street, she broke up the monotony of my life for an instant and then never crossed paths with me again.

			I also overheard rumors that menstruation was ceasing and miscarriages were increasing. I often asked myself if the toll on women was greater than the toll on men. Whenever I thought about this, though, I chastised myself. There was no comparison, everyone felt the effects. Men, women, children—we were all suffering, we were all in pain, no one was immune, we all felt the horrors in different ways.

			The ghetto hospitals and health centers became overrun with the infirm. Disease spread rapidly since everyone was smashed together in apartments and it was problematic to keep our bodies and our homes clean despite the five public bathhouses offered to us. This led to the initiation of quarantine centers, but they were of little use to such a large problem. Lice and rats spread bacteria, resulting in many people becoming infected with typhoid fever, dysentery, meningitis, scabies, and tuberculosis, among other ailments. The infestation of lice resulted in my family having to disrobe when we entered our apartment. We tried various tactics to keep the lice from attaching to us, such as tying our pant legs with strings, thinking that this would keep them from climbing up our legs. Our efforts didn’t do much to curb the bugs from getting on us, but it made us feel as though we were at least trying to avoid them.

			Courageous souls risked their lives to smuggle much needed medicines into the ghetto, but the supply was insufficient. Each morning, collection carts and open-roofed trucks were full with those who had passed away over night. There were so many deaths inside the ghetto that corpses lined the streets. Mothers, possessed by a hazy twilight, continued to embrace the limp bodies of their children. Walking back and forth to the soup kitchens, I saw these scenes frequently. I did my best to avert my eyes, but it was no use. Your eyes couldn’t focus anywhere without seeing despair.

			I found that it was much easier to cope by telling myself that the mounds of bodies in the carts and trucks were life-sized dolls, not formerly living, breathing humans. I told Blima and Mendel to do the same, although Blima was at an age where asking questions regarding “why” consumed the majority of her vocabulary. Mendel took it upon himself to distract her when she asked questions about unpleasant topics.

			Rivka, the tender infant we graciously promised to care for who couldn’t even sit up on her own yet, became a victim of the ghetto. Dysentery engulfed her body without warning, sending her into violent fits of vomiting and diarrhea. We questioned if she would have been better off with her parents. Mother did her best to ward off the disease, but her condition rapidly declined. With nothing available to trade for medicines on the black market, we doubted Rivka would make it. Mother kept a constant vigil by her bassinet nonetheless. She wiped the tears first from Rivka’s eyes and then from her own. In the short time mother had cared for her, she had become her daughter. Within two weeks, she lost her battle with death. As she took her last breath, I felt a stillness I hadn’t before felt in the apartment. Time stood still and not a word was spoken. Maybe we were thinking about which one of us would be next? Maybe we were strangled by unspoken fears?

			The next morning during the daily, unceremonious collection of bodies, mother swaddled Rivka in a pink cotton blanket, kissed her eyelids, and placed her on the top of the heap. The rest of us chose to watch from the apartment window, deeming it more appropriate to let mother handle the situation in her own way.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 18
 
			Without a baby to care for or a husband to provide for her, my mother did what so many other women were forced to do. Though she hadn’t worked outside of the home since I was born, she went in search of employment. I begged her to stay home with Blima—she had enough on her plate already—instead of working, but she pushed my words aside. Mendel and I weren’t making enough to support the family, and for that we felt ashamed. We wanted to contribute more but our options were so limited and the competition was so fierce. The population of finely tuned skilled workers was abundant. We had nothing unique to offer anyone; we didn’t stand out. Selling armbands eventually cost my mother more in materials than we profited from selling them. The days I worked in the factory I brought in nearly nothing. The factory just inhibited my ability to focus on earning a real income. I threw around the idea of selling shoes, but I had made only a few ill-formed pairs myself—under the guidance and careful direction of my father—during my apprenticeship and had none of the necessary supplies. Mendel had no hands-on crafting experience whatsoever. Those who had spent their lives perfecting a trade had the advantage in the ghetto. Those who didn’t, like us, became scavengers.

			Mother began mending clothing for our neighbors for a meager profit. Most residents were destitute, so she mainly received potatoes and bread for her work. Food is what we needed more than money though, so it was well-received. Meanwhile, Blima was growing up and moving freely around the house. Since she was so young when we moved, she believed we had always lived in our cramped apartment with the Pusniaks. Although she was skinny, she thrived in the ghetto. Mendel loved showing her the world through his imaginative eyes. He told her grand lies about everything around us, portraying the ghetto as a paradise, so that she would grow up somewhat carefree.

			The Pusniak family lived alongside us for close to two years, and yet I don’t have many recollections of them. The reason for this clouded lapse in memory, I can’t explain. While flashes of my consciousness flicker back to social interactions with longtime companions and family friends, those images aren’t burned inside me very deeply. I was too focused on myself and on my family.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 19
 
			Very clear to me, however, is the summer of 1942 during which our world was turned upside-down yet again. The Germans had decided to begin transporting thousands of us out of the ghetto. We were told we would find work in new places; and for many of us, the news, though unexpected, filled us with hope since our current circumstances were so bleak. Adam Czerniakow, leader of the Judenrat, was in charge of making sure quotas were filled for deportation. Throngs of Jews signed up to be the first to leave—bundles of belonging in tow—but the volunteers soon dwindled and the Judenrat, under pressure from the Nazis, found a new way of finding recruits. They used messengers to deliver notices of forced deportation. We came to view these people as “angels of death” when we realized deportations might mean death sentences. Those who were previously shipped out in work details didn’t correspond with loved ones and never returned. We anticipated a similar fate. We didn’t know what would greet us at our next location.

			At the end of July, Adam Czerniakow broke down with guilt after learning that he had blindly sent thousands to their deaths. His negotiations with the Nazis to spare groups of Jews from deportation failed, impelling him to swallow a widely distributed suicide capsule—a cyanide pill. Following suit, countless other desperate Jews, including widowed women, took their own lives. I asked myself how I could survive if even the leadership was crumbling.

			Mother called Mendel, Blima, and me to our bedroom that evening and spoke to us about the need to remain strong and to continue finding the good in our situation despite the actions taking place around us.

			“Don’t give in to the easier route,” she advised while twisting her wedding band nervously. “When your life seems to be at its worst and drowning is easier than fighting for air, than that is the time to pull yourself together and focus every one of your senses on surviving. These are the moments that define you. Without living through these experiences you don’t know what kind of person you really are.”

			Just as I had promised her years beforehand, I told her I would always choose survival. Mendel sheepishly acknowledged that he had fought off thoughts of eternal rest over the past three years, but he vowed to never let his negative thoughts overpower him. Blima, still too young to understand, smiled and sang “life, life, life!” over and over again. With this, my mother was convinced that the three of us would not take our own lives. Promises are so easy to make and then not keep, though.

			In August, our fears were realized when we learned the truth about the deportations. Always, it seemed, our worst fears were exceeded. A group of recently deported men made their way back to the ghetto in part by hiding on trains transporting clothing to Germany. The clothing was former deportees’ clothing, the very outfits they had worn when they were shipped out of the ghetto. The men spread horrific, seemingly unrealistic, stories about events taking place at a camp about one hundred kilometers northeast of Warsaw called Treblinka—the place where the cattle cars were unloaded. It wasn’t a work camp, they said, but an extermination camp. They described the layout of the facility, including the flowerbeds and cheerful reception areas that disguised gas chambers and burial pits. “We aren’t being sent to work,” they warned. “We are being sent to die.”

			With this news, a dreadful, sinking feeling came over the ghetto. While some of us refused to believe these men, many of us knew they had spoken the truth. Now when the “angels of death” appeared, they were greeted with cries of hysteria. No one wanted to leave the ghetto. The Judenrat had to take a more active role in the expulsion process. The Nazis pressured them to meet quotas by threatening to transport their families. In order to protect their own families, the Judenrat sent the rest of us to the meeting area where caravans of cattle cars departed. I looked on as entire orphanages of innocent children were sent away. Hundreds of unaware children rolled away still clutching their dolls and favorite toys. The SS soldiers barked orders, pushing groups of Jews into wagons, resulting in the separation of parents from their children. Romani, more commonly referred to as gypsies, another group quarantined inside the ghetto, were also rounded up and whisked away. Words are not adequate to describe these scenes—the agony, the desperation, the rage. I remember thinking: How can this be real?

			Everyone scrambled to find work, thinking that workers would be less likely to be removed from the ghetto. Those with money bought their places onto workshop and factory employee directories. Unfortunately for my family, we did not have enough money for this. In fact, my name was bumped from the factory list altogether.

			Because everyone was so afraid of the deportations, people dodged them. Therefore, the SS devised scams to lure uncooperative residents out of hiding. A common trick they used involved loading the collection wagons with everyone who showed up for deportation and then driving the wagons until they were just out of sight. Simultaneously, the hunting through apartments for violators ceased and it would appear that the dodgers had been spared. But this was just a trap that enabled the guards to have the advantage so that they could lure the violators in; they offered the dodgers tempting and oftentimes irresistible rewards, not punishments, if they came out of hiding. I remember hearing them running through the streets yelling: “Food! Food for all of those who come out of hiding!” In this way, several of us succumbed to the hands of the enemy.

			No, we were not “led like sheep to the slaughter” as many people have implied that we were. We fought for our survival, attempted to undermine the regime through underground movements, and we did what we could to resist our fate; but we could only do so much with the resources we had. We were a people who were starving and beaten down. When push came to shove, some of us made the choice to reach out for the hope of receiving food—which meant having enough calories to go on another day—even if it meant risking deportation. Holding onto the hope of living to see tomorrow even if it brought nothing but pain seemed like a better course of action than continuing to live within the confines of the ghetto.

			Was the unknown—the unconfirmed destination of the transports—better than our current situation in the ghetto?

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 20
 
			The last week of August, a “messenger of death” arrived at our door. The news, although not surprising, was earth shattering. It flattened our hearts, grated our spirits, and contorted our hopes. It tested our resolve. It beat us around like we were a fish on the end of a hook. We had been chosen and there was no way around it. Hook, line, and sinker, we were headed for the frying pan. No one said a word that night.

			I thought about the home where I had grown up, about the familiar smells and much cherished items it contained. The photographs we had left behind on the mantle, the quilts we had so carefully folded, might never be held again. I pushed out memories of the curtains I had so loved as a child, pushed back visions of myself sitting on the stool on laundry day, even cast aside thoughts of my mother’s savory baked goods. I couldn’t let myself think back to life before our imprisonment, for if I did so I would be overrun with emotions that would do nothing to help me. I willed myself to focus on the events that were unfolding in the moment, to focus on reality.

			We were to report for deportation on September 3, a date that is so etched in my memory that even at my age I can’t forget it. September 3, 1942: the day we were to depart from the ghetto and whittle down all of our belongings yet again and set off to another unknown destination—maybe to the so-feared Treblinka camp—with fears of an even worse existence than our current one wrestling around in our heads.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 21
 
			Early in the morning on September 3, mother, Mendel, Blima, and I awoke to sounds of commotion. SS soldiers and other uniformed Germans were stomping through the streets, preparing for ghetto residents to swarm the sidewalks. Apparently we were a part of a colossal deportation. We had prepared a list of items we wished to bring with us. Mendel stood at the entrance to our bedroom calling out items and checking them off the list as we stuffed them into cloth sacks. Each of us would take a sack with us, my mother had decided, because suitcases would be too heavy if we had to carry them for long distances. She suggested we pack both summer and winter clothing in case we remained at our new home long enough for both seasons to cycle through. We had inspected our shoes for signs of wear the night before and I clumsily replaced the soles in all of them so that we would start our journey with functionally new shoes, as father would have wanted. Mother told us to leave behind large, heavy, and cumbersome items. To my surprise, she wasn’t at all upset about her beloved mahogany table not making the list. Since we had arrived, though, she had altered her priorities and stopped her Sunday tradition of rubbing it with oils. It amazed me how the things we had placed the most value on prior to the war had the least value in the ghetto. They became inanimate objects that were functional, yet not practical or even tradable.

			On the “to take” list were various assortments of heavy and lightweight clothing, shoes, leftover scraps of food, a pocket watch, items to clean and swaddle Blima, blankets, and our everyday tableware. While other people urged us to take our larger valuables with us, mother thought it was best to travel with only essential items so that we wouldn’t be weighed down by heavy cargo. Although Mendel and I understood her concerns, we were swayed by the advice from those around us; but in the end, mother won the debate.

			Per instructions, we wrote our names on the outside of our sacks in white paint so that if we became separated from them they could be returned to us. We were told that we would be transported to a place where we could “start a new life.” I was skeptical. I didn’t want to “start a new life.” What I wanted was to return to my old life.

			When it was time to leave our apartment, we bid goodbye to our roommates. They weren’t required to depart because of the selective work group the father belonged to. We lined up at our front door, each of us with our bundles of belongings swung over our shoulders. Even little Blima carried a small bag.

			Watching us pick up our bundles, the Pusniak children begged us not to leave. They bounced around and grabbed Mendel by the wrist, telling him not to go. Mendel faked a laugh, made a joke, and told them that he was leaving “just for a little while” and that they shouldn’t worry because he would meet up with them again before they even have a chance to miss him. He stepped away from them and went into the kitchen where he took a chipped milk bottle from the counter and placed it onto the table. He then began shredding pieces of the most recent edition of the ghetto newspaper into strips. Looking on, I inquisitively tilted my head. He paid me no mind as he scrawled phrases onto the scraps and then dropped them inside the bottle. When he was satisfied, he walked back into the front room and handed the jar to the children, telling them it was a magical jar, full of wishes and dreams, and that they should shake it and pour out a few of the scraps when they were scared. The idea of a magical milk bottle intrigued them.

			I played along with his ruse, patting one of the youngsters on the back soothingly. The adults told a host of lies that morning. The kids—the sight of the kids waving and jumping as we left was simply sad. Blima climbed onto my shoulders and wept goodbye to her playmates. Mrs. Pusniak pulled a lacy, linen handkerchief from her apron pocket and patted at my sister’s tear ducts; she did the same for our mother. Then she removed the red ribbon from her own hair and tied it around the neck of Blima’s so loved stuffed animal. Blima ran her small fingers over the smooth ribbon and smiled at Mrs. Pusniak, her dimples showing. The youngest Pusniak child dashed into his bedroom and ran back out carrying a colorful drawing in his tiny hands that he gave to Mendel with a sob. Looking over at it, I saw that it was a picture of all of us inside the apartment except Mendel was bigger than the rest of us and was holding a book and a chalkboard. Mendel thanked the child and gently stuffed the drawing into his bag, choking back tears.

			Then it was time to go. Out the door we went to where we had been sent.

			We opened the door and made our way to the street, a familiar feeling. Once there, we saw that the Germans had cordoned off our entire block and were herding everyone in the direction of the meeting area. They were beating those who couldn’t keep up, including many Jews who were leaning on canes, limping. “Hurry! Hurry!” they yelled, rifles in hand. As I watched the infirmed and the elderly being hurled from windows into collection carts, I begged my eyes to close—to not see the sickening sights taking place—but they wouldn’t stop looking at the atrocities going on around me. Some Jews, perhaps the more well-to-do—though not for long—rode along with their bundles of belongings in wagons pulled by horses. Mendel squeezed my hand as we hurried along on foot. Blima was holding onto my mother’s hand, her small sack in the other with her favorite stuffed animal’s head peeking out of it. We flocked to the meeting place with thousands of others. Our goal was to make it to our destination without being hassled along the way.

			Once we arrived to the meeting area, we saw hundreds of other people already milling around the open area. Children were playing as parents pushed through the crowds looking for friends. Suitcases and sacks with white letters adorning them dotted the dirt-rich ground like postage stamps. We could only guess what the others had packed in their bags. We began to question if we had brought the appropriate items. Like it or not, there was no possibility of returning to the apartment to alter our luggage. Mother shushed our worries even before we could voice them.

			We found an unoccupied portion of grass to put down our things while we rested until everyone arrived. As we waited, I cast my gaze from one side of the area to the other, observing as much as I could. I noticed women wearing heeled shoes and fancy fur coats and dresses, men in handsome, expensive suits, old men and women wearing their finest hats and overcoats even though it wasn’t cold, and children dressed in holiday-like attire. It seemed that many of us had dressed as if they were going to some place nice, some place where looking good would be important. Most, however, were dressed in nothing but rags; some were even barefoot and covered with grime. I noticed that one emaciated man was without a shirt—he probably couldn’t afford one—but he was wearing his armband on his bare arm. His appearance seemed sinister. Looking down at my family, we seemed to be a mix of the two. We were dirty and we were outgrowing our ripped clothing, but we had richly made shoes and mother had a nice, fashionable hat. Would our choice of clothing have an impact on our survival?

			Meanwhile, Mendel, Blima, and I came up with ways to entertain ourselves as the minutes turned into hours and the hours turned into days. As the guards looked on with satisfaction, we waited for one and a half days. Floodlights lit up the darkness so that night turned into day seemingly without the night ever making an appearance. We were blind to the reason for the delay but we were sensitive to the consequences it had on us. Mothers with infants in carriages pushed them back and forth automatically, doing what they could to calm their babies while at the same time trying to comfort themselves. Those unfortunate souls who were already sick when they arrived grew more ill as time went on. Many slipped away as ailments intensified and spread. The longer we waited, the worse the area smelled. Thousands of people were grouped together without facilities to relieve themselves, resulting in urine and fecal matter littering the landscape, invading our noses. Food and water were limited to what each person brought with them. Mother rationed our provisions—a wise decision that I’m still thankful for today—so that we had vital sources of nourishment during our trip. People without these items staggered around in search of them, receiving handouts from those generous enough to share.

			Mother, fearing that she might lose sight of us, forced us to remain within a few meters of her the entire time we were waiting. She kept Blima perched in her lap like she was still a baby. Despite the lengthy delay, Blima kept in good spirits, happy to monitor the actions taking place around her. Mendel and I split the time chitchatting and nodding off. We watched others moving about and conversing freely, but we hardly fidgeted at all.

			Finally, on the second day, we departed. When the orders were given to group together at the foot of the railway tracks, chaos once again ensued. Families that had become separated during the waiting period scrambled to locate one another. Mothers and fathers yelled for their children. A middle-aged woman dressed in a half-length coat and a flowing skirt stood in place repeatedly screaming violently for her son until her sounds were extinguished by those crushing in around her, moving towards the railway. The mob inadvertently knocked her down and trampled her. I watched, shocked, waiting for her to stand. A few moments later, she rose, rattled and dazed, but relatively unharmed. She brushed the dirt from her skirt and continued her cries for her son. “Jozef! Jooozef! Jooozeeeefff!” she screamed, her voice hoarse. I felt my heart sink into my chest as I listened to her pleas. The sun’s setting rays penetrated my eyes and I had to squint to look at her. Throwing her head in all directions looking for her son, I became dizzy just from watching her. As I turned to walk ahead with my family, I watched as a young boy appeared from the shadows. From his toes to his hair, he was plastered in muck. Shaking and confused, he tiptoed up to his mother and extended his mud-covered hand to her. The woman pulled him tightly into her and squeezed him with tears of relief dripping down her cheeks. As she wiped away the dirt from his skin, welts and bruises emerged. Watching them, the hairs on my arms stood on end and I shivered.

			We had no choice but to overlook the doubts consumed by our minds. We had to follow the orders we were given. If we didn’t, we knew what the consequences would be. We had all seen what had happened to dissenters during previous deportations. So, we moved in a fast-forward pace, rushing to the railroad tracks where cattle cars, not commuter cars, were standing idle waiting for us to board. During the massive surge forward, the elderly, the ill, those pushing baby carriages, and families that were delayed trying to find each other, fell behind. This “purposeful delay” was unacceptable to the Germans. A few people dropped their bundles or kicked them along if they were too heavy to carry. Looking behind me, I saw guards thrusting their batons and their fists across the backs of many such stragglers. A woman with snow-white hair curling out of her shawl and skin painted with wrinkles scooted along dragging her suitcase on the ground, her back hunched from osteoporosis. She looked to be a very gentle spirit, someone I imagined I would have enjoyed having as a grandmother. She was moving as fast as she could, probably faster than she had moved in decades, but the guards considered her pace to be too slow. As she scooted up to one guard, becoming level with him, he pulled his baton from the holster around his belt, reached it upwards, and thrust it across the poor woman’s shoulders. She wilted from the pain and fell to the soil, motionless. I scrunched my eyes closed and said a silent prayer for her. Ruthless, that is what the guards were.

			When the pack of the thousands of us reached the rail yard, we saw rows of about fifty cattle cars resting on the tracks, awaiting their passengers. That was a moment of disbelief for all of us. In the Nazis’ made-up hierarchy, we realized just how insignificant we were. They thought us to be no better than farm animals. We were on the bottom level of their totem pole of worthiness.

			My family and I were near the back of the crowd, lending us the ability to observe the pattern of movements playing out ahead of us. Everything happened quickly: First the guards shouted for the deportees to quickly run to the mouth of the cattle car as they made forward movements with their arms while brandishing their whips and their guns. Next, the deportees ran forward and formed a bottle neck around the opening due to the delays caused by boarding the car. After that, one or two people who had already boarded assisted with the boarding of others. As people struggled to climb onto the car, others had to help pull them inside, which was difficult for the very old and the very young. Then, the guards would inevitably use their weapons or their German shepherds to physically abuse those who slowed the process by questioning the capacity of the car. Finally, after about seventy to one hundred and twenty people and their luggage were packed into each small cattle car, the guards would close the heavy door. Sometimes they used white chalk to write a number corresponding to the number of occupants inside. I presumed that they would conduct random quantity checks when the cars reached their destination.

			“This can’t be happening,” I told my mother. She brought her hand into mine and told me, “I wanted a better life for my babies than this. Stay strong. Remember to always stay strong.” I nodded in approval and looked down at helpless little Blima; she was twirling around so that her skirt would balloon out as she held onto mother. I thought about how she had never experienced summers at our grandparents house, trips to the zoo with our father, or imaginative daydreams as she strolled the streets of formerly beautiful Warsaw. I felt sorry for her and for the other young children like her.

			My thoughts were abruptly broken apart when I was shoved from behind. It was time for us to run forward and board the train. As my family made our way to the cattle car, Mendel caught his foot in a rut in the ground and fell in my direction. I steadied myself and pushed him upright before the Germans could unleash their anger on him. It was a close call. I was the first from my family to board the wooden car. Standing at the doorway, I pulled up mother, Blima, and Mendel. After we were all inside, more people continued to stream in and mother made sure we remained on the perimeter of the group so that we didn’t get smothered inside. When close to one hundred people were crammed into the cattle car, an SS soldier slammed the door shut, shrouding us in darkness. It took several minutes for our eyes to adjust to the lack of light inside the car, during which time we were shoulder-to-shoulder amongst strangers. Sweat bathed my body, but it wasn’t my own. I cringed. Warm, stale breaths hit my face. I heaved.

			When my eyes had adjusted, I tilted my neck to look at the faces of those trapped inside with me. One hundred Jewish faces ranging in age from less than one to greater than ninety looked back at me. No one was sitting regardless of age due to the lack of space. Those in the middle of the car appeared to be struggling to breathe, but from human compression or from the heat, I couldn’t tell. The temperature inside the car rose quickly, causing the enclosed space to act like a sauna. The elderly and the very young experienced side effects first, followed shortly thereafter by the rest of us even before we began moving. Saturated with sweat and fanning ourselves with our caps, we must have waited an hour before we felt the car lurch forward. Instinctively, mother wrapped her arms around Blima to prevent her from falling, although there was no open space for her to fall into. Mendel pointed for me to look over at the corner of the car. When I did, I saw two metal ten-liter buckets, one full of water and one empty. Both of the buckets were misshapen and didn’t sit flush with the floor, causing them to wobble as we moved.

			“That one next to the water is our bathroom,” Mendel said. I nodded and replied, “That’s sickening, but I’m more concerned about the lack of water. We must conserve the water.”

			As we rolled along, the empty bucket soon became full of fecal matter and urine, causing the car, already stinking of perspiration, to reek of excrement. The mingling of smells emanating from each body was suffocating. Mixing in the coughing from ill passengers as well as the weeping from infants and adults alike, the atmosphere was deplorable. My family talked amongst ourselves at intervals but we found it easier to pass the time when we were silent, absorbed in our own thoughts. I made several attempts to get the attention of everyone in the car so that I could enact a conservation method for our pail of water before it was empty. I was able to silence everyone long enough to offer up the suggestion that we pass the bucket around and each take one two-second gulp and then save the rest. The sick would drink last to limit contamination to the healthy. Aside from a few grumbles, my suggestion was well received and so the bucket was passed. As it made its way around the car, we monitored its movements, making sure that each gulp was uniform. “Careful!” we all yelled when someone tilted the pail back too fast causing the liquid to slosh over the rim. After it made its way to everyone, we placed it back in the corner—still one-third full—by the waste bucket. But that was the flaw of the system; because not thirty minutes later a child mistook the water bucket for the waste bucket and so our water became waste. A few people berated the boy, criticizing him as he clung to his mother crying. Mother gently told them, “At least we all had one sip.” That was the last sip we had for three days.

			We must have traveled through most of the night when we came to an abrupt halt. Through a slit between rotted wooden slats, I observed a sliver of the moon and a sprinkling of stars. From their light I saw a sign marked with the word “Malkinia” in a clearing in the distance between groups of trees. We were at the Malkinia transfer station on the rail line waiting for what we didn’t know. We didn’t realize that we were just a few kilometers away from the so-feared town of Treblinka. Various thoughts crossed my mind: Would we be getting out? Would we be continuing on to Treblinka? Should we try to escape?

			As I contemplated these questions, a piece of trash wedged in between two wooden slats caught my attention. Boredom caused me to stick my fingernails into the slats and pick at the balled up piece of garbage until it came loose. I had nothing else to entertain me. When my index finger finally caught the corner of the discarded object, it flicked at my face. I grabbed it and looked at it. It was just a piece of paper folded over and over until it was no bigger than the buttons on Blima’s shoes. I tossed it above my head like a ball and then I unfolded it, thinking I could maybe make a paper airplane with it. But as I was doing so, Mendel took it from me, wanting to be the one with something to tinker with. He started folding the corners on one side and when he turned it over he started shaking. I snatched it back from him, annoyed. My paper airplane plans were dashed when I saw seven menacing words scrawled on the paper: “The rumors about the camps are true.” What did it mean? Who wrote it? Was this a warning from a prior passenger? I showed the piece of paper to the rest of my family with mixed reactions. Mother refolded it and wedged it back between the slats. Who would be the next to find it?

			As we waited, people began to go crazy with fear, thinking that we were in fact headed to Treblinka. All attempts possible were made to separate the wooden planks from the car, to force our way out. When every effort failed, some people collapsed from exhaustion, having exerted themselves too far. In the midst of the panic, the waste containers were knocked over, sending contaminated debris across the floor of the car. Those unfortunate enough to be standing near the buckets were freckled in waste. Pleas for water and food came from the people in the cattle cars connected to ours. Across the darkness, we all tried to communicate, yelling questions to one another, trying to find out any information that we could. From one of the cars, a hysterical man kept asking if anyone had seen his wife, Esther. Eventually his cries were drowned out by others. Did he ever make contact with his wife? I don’t know. Mother was right; it was better that we were together. The longer we sat there on the tracks, the worse our situation became. Occupants who had brought food with them began to unwrap it from their bundles, resulting in jealousy and the pressure to share. Some people kindly broke their bread and portioned other provisions out to those who needed something to eat, while others shooed away the beggars. In another time, in another place, if food was not so hard to come by, we all would have shared. But this was not an ordinary situation. My mother, a woman who had taught us the value of helping a friend in need when we lived in our home in Warsaw, urged us not to share. Under the cover of darkness, she carefully unwrapped a handful of potato slices inside her bag and cupped them in her palm as she grasped each of our hands. We slipped the starchy pieces into our mouths and chewed with our heads down and away from the group so that no one would notice.

			When we finally started moving again, it was not in the same direction we had been traveling in. Was it possible that we were not headed toward Treblinka? The car became full of chatter as we discussed where we might be going. Some people thought we were going back to the ghetto while others said we were headed to another camp. Mother remained mute, massaging her ring finger, still clutching on to Blima. I didn’t believe that the Germans would send us back to the ghetto—we had seen too much already. No, they would never have mercy on us and let us live in peace. They would play this deadly cat and mouse game with us as long as they occupied Poland.

			We rolled along for another two days during which time the speculation intensified and the situation inside the car grew increasingly more disgusting. I chastised myself for the loss of our drinking water; I should have devised a better system to make sure it wasn’t confused with the waste pail. I felt personally responsible as I watched as a handful of occupants took their last breath and I listened as the mood of the car turned from frantic to quiet. During these additional two days, people grew weaker with every passing hour.

			Suddenly, the hypnotic thundering sounds of the train ceased. The forward sensations stopped. We had come to a standstill on the tracks. The events that unfolded next happened as quickly as the movement of dominoes falling.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 22
 
			Just as quickly as we came to a stop, we were whisked out of our cattle car. The door was slid open with one swift tug and, at the same moment, two strange looking men without hair wearing thin, striped cotton suits and matching caps extended their arms to force us out of the car. Rows of tall, uniformly spaced floodlights lit up the night. Strings of train tracks crisscrossing through paths laden with rocks were all around. SS guards were milling about our train, holding on to leather leashes attached to angry, barking German shepherds. Quarantine areas were enclosed by electrified barbed wire fences with equidistantly spaced taller guard towers. I didn’t know where we had arrived. There were no signs above the gates. Confusion and fear set in. An unusual smell tickled my nose; a mix of sweet and smoky that caused me to reflexively gag and throw up.

			I took in all of these new sights, sounds, and smells as I was yanked out of the car. We were poured out onto a large platform. The oddly dressed guards spoke different languages but we could extrapolate what they were telling us to do by their gestures. We were to leave all of our belongings; they would be taken to us after we checked in. Wouldn’t it make more sense for us to just take our things with us? I wondered.

			After my family jumped down from the car, we were made to follow the drove of people already forming into lines from the other cattle cars. As always, I couldn’t resist looking back. Forgotten unpaired shoes littered the car along with a hundred or more bags and suitcases. Five motionless people—three men, one woman, and an infant boy—were left behind. I looked on as the striped-suit men offloaded them, placing them into a pile along with the deceased from the other cars. Maybe if they had more water or food they might have made it. Maybe if the journey had lasted one fewer day they would have made it. Maybe if the trip had lasted longer I, too, would have ended up in the pile.

			Mother scooped up Blima so that she wouldn’t get crushed by the masses of people clustering together. I stayed right behind her with Mendel at my side, the four of us moving forward to meet the end of the two lines that had formed. As we approached the lines, we saw men were standing in one line while women and children were standing in the other. The guards wearing striped suits begged us to give them any items we had in our pockets, telling us everything would be taken away from us anyway; but my family had nothing to give them and even if we did we wouldn’t have given it to them. They also demanded our shoes. There was no way I was going to hand over my shoes. Why were they so eager to take our things?

			Guards stood every few meters along the length of the platform. I felt a dizziness take hold of me. My intuition was telling me not to let mother stay with Blima. My uneasiness was confirmed when one of the striped-suit-wearing men began walking down the line whispering to women with small children. Many of the women shooed him away, telling him that he was crazy. When he walked past my mother, in a foreboding tone he told her, “Save yourself. Give the child to an old lady.”

			With this, mother stared at Mendel and me not knowing what to make of the comment but not disregarding it either. She had only a few minutes to decide what to do with Blima. As we continued to move forward, now in separate lines five people wide with Mendel and me in one line and mother and Blima in a different line, we looked at least a hundred meters ahead of us to the front of the lines. A small group of guards was pointing people from both lines to either the right side or to the left side. Those who were pointed to the left appeared to be the very old or the very young, while those chosen to walk to the right were just the opposite. All of the women who were holding babies or who were pregnant, even if they appeared to be in their twenties or thirties and healthy, were sent to the left along with their children. Some women were gripping a child in each arm as they walked to the left. A few of them even had one or two attached to their legs, dangling and dragging along in the dirt as they struggled to proceed. The children didn’t want to let go of their mothers just as the mothers didn’t want to let go of their children. Simultaneously, SS soldiers were walking back and forth along the line containing women and children. They were yelling: “Twins! Step forward if you have twins!” Some of the women pushed their twin children forward, while others shielded or tried to separate theirs. The soldiers led the twins away to a separate area. Was it good to be a twin or was it bad?

			In the moment, I hoped that the women and children sent to the left would receive special care in the camp. But, I quickly retracted that thought. The Germans had always valued capable workers in the past and carelessly disregarded the needs of women and children. I knew in my gut that mother would not survive if she approached the guards holding Blima. No one could make that decision for mother—only she could. Just then, I looked over at her line and watched as she kissed Blima and her teddy bear on the forehead and said something to her with a smile as she handed her to a frail woman two rows ahead of her. Blima kicked and screamed, and mother looked away. Satisfied yet sickened, I also looked away.

			The line moved rapidly forward, meaning that the selections were probably taking place without discussion or thorough examination. Thinking back, it seems like we scooted ahead in silence with our three-day-old sweat and excrement covered clothes clinging to us, our conversations drowned out by the barking of the dogs and the thumping of our terrified hearts. With no indication of where we were, what we were in line for, or how long we would be there, we were all trying to detangle the web of questions we had. The further I moved ahead, the more chaotic the surrounding scene became. I looked on as families were torn apart. I saw couples running toward each other from separate lines, hoping to steal one last kiss before they parted for an unknown length of time, only to be shot in the midst of their reunion. I watched as mothers wailed as infants were torn from them and haphazardly thrown aside. I looked on as siblings were divided, their hands reaching towards each other as they were pushed apart. Gunshots and thwacks from whips startled me at unpredictable intervals. The worst, for me, was standing near the front of the line and seeing Blima crying for mother as she sat in the arms of a strange gray-haired woman and was led away to the left side. I looked on as Blima’s short, wavy ponytail bounced away. I stood staring as the knot tying the red ribbon on her stuffed animal loosened and fluttered to the ground. I simply watched as her maroon and green plaid dress and her heart-adorned leather shoes seeped into the darkness of the group forming at the left side of the platform.

			Most people, it seemed, were being sent to the left. Half of the floodlights on the left side of the platform had burnt out, sending me the encoded message that the people sent to this side would not make it through the night. I had a strong feeling that when the sun finally awakened, the people sent to the left side would not.

			During the selection, mother was sent to the group formed to the right. Though she was in her early forties, her smooth, unwrinkled skin made her appear to be about ten years younger. As she turned to walk to the right, I saw that her face was dripping with tears as she looked once more to the left and blew a kiss to her youngest child and then covered her face in her hands and continued running to the right. None of us would ever be able to kiss Blima again. Four years of life were all that Blima was given. In those four years she had lived through a multitude of events that most children can’t even create in their nightmares. Four years, and then just like that, she was gone.

			My mother made what is possibly the most painful decision a parent can make. Many would judge her harshly for her decision to save herself rather than to remain with her child until the bitter end. Is it more honorable to die along with your child so that you are both bonded together in death? Or is it better to save yourself—if you know that you would die if you stayed with your child—so that at least one of you remains alive? There is no correct answer. In my heart I know that mother made the right decision, given the alternative.

			Standing there in that moment, though, we only knew that Blima was probably not going to the same place as the rest of us who were sent to the right. Only later did we find out that everyone sent to the left side was immediately led to the gas chamber and killed. Within a matter of minutes, the lot of us, including one hundred faces I had spent three days breathing the same recycled air with, was separated.

			When it was my turn to step to the front of the line, I saw that a refined young man with neatly slicked back hair was sitting at a small table leading the selection process. He was not the type of man I had expected to see. He had a gap between his teeth and was wearing a spotless uniform with black, shiny boots and white gloves. I stood there trembling for the roughly three seconds he took looking me up and down. I wished I had relieved myself before that point, because even my nerves were shaking. I held my breath as he sternly pointed to the right. As I was walking in that direction, Mendel came up behind me, having also been sent to the right. Hearing him, I felt a sense of relief. Wherever we were, at least I had my brother beside me.

			Mother was already far ahead of us. Mendel and I were propelled forward by the guards and were led off to yet another unknown place. As we marched, I looked around to get a better feel for where we were. We passed through a metal chain link gate and walked past dozens of wooden and brick buildings. Large groups of peculiar looking individuals swarmed about in the same striped outfits as the people who had helped unload us from the train. None of them had any hair and most of them were so slender their outfits fit them like dresses. Their eyes were huge in proportion to their faces, making them looking like human owls. Who were these people? I felt as though I had landed on another planet, one in which children were taken from their parents, bizarre outfits were necessary uniforms, and crazy, animal-like people terrorized new arrivals in the middle of the night. Where were we?

			The odd world I had found myself in would soon become incorporated into my very existence.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 23
 
			After walking for about a kilometer, we came to a brick building. Two Germans stood at the door and instructed us to wait. We stood there in the heat for two, maybe even three hours before we were allowed to enter. Another group from our transport had entered minutes before us. Standing there in silence, I prayed for Blima and for mother. I looked up to the sky, searching for at least one star to wish on, but there were none. Not even the moon was out that night. It was as though this new place we had been brought to was so dreadful that even the celestial beauties avoided it.

			Finally, we were shepherded into the building. Mendel and I entered along with roughly five hundred other men. Inside the building we saw undecorated white concrete walls and rows of hundreds of brass hooks with small pieces of wires on them nailed into the walls. We all begged for water to moisten our parched mouths. Though we were famished from lack of food, our thoughts zoned in to quenching our thirst. We could almost feel the cells in our body shriveling as the moisture in our skin and bloodstream dehydrated. But, we were given neither food nor water that night. We had to continue to suffer until the following morning.

			Breaking through our pleas for water, the guards ordered us to be quiet. While we didn’t understand German very well, we had for the most part by then—because of our time in the ghetto—learned the basic commands. The language barrier only added to our fear. They told us to fully undress immediately, using the pieces of wire to hang our clothes. Our shoes were to be placed neatly on the floor under our hooks with the laces tied together so that the pairs wouldn’t become separated. All jewelry, watches, and other personal effects were to be removed. I had not seen my brother naked since he was a baby, nor did I want to, but there was no time to think about modesty. We had to disrobe rapidly and orderly. I carefully removed my clothes and only reluctantly removed my handmade leather shoes, the only physical reminder I had of my father. Not everyone complied. Some of the more Orthodox Jews hesitated, pulling at their shirts and pants, not wanting to expose their bodies. For their delay, they were clubbed as punishment. Finally, when everyone had hung up their garments and removed their shoes, we were instructed to walk into the next room and stand in rows of ten while the guards—ungloved—explored every crevice of our bodies for hidden belongings. The only item we were allowed to keep was eyeglasses. Having become so dependent on mine, I felt grateful at least for this. I repositioned them on my nose, pressing them close to my forehead, protectively. Standing there completely vulnerable, waiting for our body cavity searches, we were also told to open our mouths for the extraction of our gold fillings. I panicked, thinking of the filling in my bottom molar. I bobbed my head up and down, nervously. Since there were so many of us, the guards performed random searches. No one knew if they would be chosen. The uncertainty was awful. We kept our heads glued to the floor, our thoughts someplace else. When I felt a pair of eyes focus on me, I froze. The guard turned me around, but his hands did not abuse me. My face flushed and I held my breath as he looked over me. When he finished with my body, he focused on my mouth. Risking retribution, I covered my filling with my tongue, praying that it would go undetected. I felt childish as I did so. I kept my mouth opened wide, my tongue firmly planted, and closed my eyes. Somehow, I was lucky. He moved away from me without gouging me. I closed my mouth and exhaled. My heart bled for those individuals, including Mendel, who were prodded and maimed. There was nothing I could do to comfort them, not even my own brother. All I could do was stand there as fingers and rusty pliers violated countless men. The room was awash in screams of pain. With no anesthetics and no way to stop the bleeding, the victims were expected to carry on with the rest of us as if nothing unordinary happened in that room. The truth is that nothing ordinary happened in that room.

			Searches completed, we were moved along. Still stark naked, we were forced to run outside for several meters and then into another building. I used my hands to shield my most private area from the group, just as the rest of us did. None of us wanted to avert our eyes from the space on the ground directly below ourselves. Entering the room, we saw a long row of wooden stools with men—in the same striped uniforms we had seen before—standing behind them. The first dozen people each walked up to a stool and sat down; it took less than a minute for the striped-uniform men to take a straight razor and remove their hair. As the men rose to leave the stool, their pubic hair was also removed, after which a careless swipe of disinfectant was applied. Small pools of blood formed in this delicate area. Watching the men walk away, I saw gashes on their heads where the razor had bitten down too close to their scalps. I had no strong attachment to my hair, but I was not prepared to have it so hastily sheared from me, either. Mendel and I took our turn going through this painful defacing process and emerged from the chair both bleeding and burning from the effects of the razor. The “barbers” remained silent while they shaved us, as if the razors had removed their tongues just like our hair.

			Following this, we were herded into a sterile, cement-floored room with multiple rows of shower heads hanging from the ceiling. We were pushed inside so that we had to stand shoulder to shoulder to fit. Being naked so close to hundreds of strangers felt more than uncomfortable. We waited for a few minutes for the showers to turn on, quivering both from fear and from the coldness of the room. When the water was turned on, dribbles of icy water fell from the shower heads. We opened our mouths to welcome droplets of water, but we were only able to catch enough to dampen our lips. There certainly wasn’t enough water to clean our skin, especially since we weren’t given soap. Within a few minutes of this ridiculous shower we were led into yet another room, this time a much smaller one, where we were rushed through as a strong smelling chemical was sprayed onto us. Put simply, we were disinfected much like an insect infested house would be. I made the mistake of removing my glasses during this process, choosing to hold them in my hands as I ran, but this resulted in the chemical entering my eyes, causing them to sting in pain.

			Putting my glasses back on, I saw that we were being taken into another room, one with a long wooden table running the length of it. We were given registration cards in which we had to write information like our names, home addresses, and next of kin. We were branded with numbers which would become our new names. No longer would I be called “Henryk”; from this point forward I would only be referred to by my number. Again, the striped-uniform men were the ones degrading us. I wanted to ask them who they were and why they were treating us so unkindly, but we were enclosed in a silent bubble in which no one dared to talk. When I reached the table, one of these men instructed me to hold out my left arm and place it on the table. I did as I was told, resulting in a dab of alcohol making contact with my upper forearm, followed by the etching of a long needle attached with an inkwell digging into my skin. The pain was pronounced. Excess ink ran down my arm and stained my skin. When the man was finished, a five-digit number and a tiny triangle were embedded into the surface of my arm. Just like a farmer marks his livestock, I too had been branded. My number was recorded on a ledger and on my card and then the card was filed away. I looked past the tall stack of cards and saw four cameras sitting on another table. Would we have our pictures taken, too? It turns out that since we had arrived in such a gigantic transport we would not be photographed. Part of me was disappointed in this. If we were photographed at least if something happened to us we would be easily identifiable. Our name on a flimsy card did nothing to document what we looked like especially if the skin around our tattoos was somehow removed. I thought: Why am I thinking so morbidly? Has this depressing place already polluted me with its venom?

			At that moment, I stood naked, hairless, and burning with pain from my head, crotch, forearm, and eyes. It was the most dehumanizing moment in my life. From the look Mendel was exuding, he was suffering from overwhelming pain. I looked at him, empathetically, and he looked back at me, his eyes welled up with tears. Cautious of appearing vulnerable to the Germans, he blinked them away. My thoughts drifted to my mother, surely as a woman she didn’t also have to go through the same experiences. Little Blima—safe in the group with the children and the elderly—most definitely wasn’t being exposed to such hatefulness. I hoped that wherever she was, she was blissfully unaware of the torment my group was facing. I hoped she was playing with her teddy bear, happy and waiting for mother to reunite with her.

			My thoughts were forgotten when Mendel nudged me to continue walking forward. Walking forward into the unknown—it seemed like that is what I had been doing since we arrived. When I did so, this time I was not poked and scraped apart, instead I was handed a bundle of clothing. Picking through it, I saw that I was given the same uniform as the men who had just persecuted us. But, I wasn’t like those men. I was normal. It didn’t make sense to me. Shaking my head, I sifted through my pile, noticing that underwear was not in it. Surely there had been a mistake. I ignored the lack of this necessity for the moment while I put on a white undershirt, a gray-blue striped button-up coarse cloth shirt and matching long pants, striped cap, and a pair of unpadded wooden clogs. I was also handed two strips of white cloth about 15 cm (6 inches) in length with my tattoo number on both of them and two canary-colored triangles superimposed to form a star beside the numbers. I stood in line as one of these was sewn onto the left breast of my shirt and the other was sewn onto the cuff of my right pant leg. The uniform was too large for my frame, but I reckoned too large was more advantageous than too small. Mendel’s clothes appeared to be sized better than mine, although his shoes were mismatched. Our clothing fit us far better than it did for the portly men; they were already pulling downward on shirts whose edges barely caressed the curvature of their bellies. Some of the men shouted, asking to exchange their items, but their pleas were unanswered. Because our numbers—our new identities—had been sewn into our clothing, we couldn’t trade, at least not then. Later we would find ways to do so. Questions regarding the clothes we had arrived in were disregarded. Quite simply, we were left to accept the cards we were given.

			Looking at myself and at the men huddled around the room, it was apparent that the crazy men we had seen walking around the camp in striped uniforms were not crazy at all—they were ordinary men just like us. I wondered how many other people had gone through this same initiation. Shifting my feet into my ill-fitting shoes, I thought back to father’s comment about good shoes equating to life. If his reasoning was true, then I wouldn’t be alive for long with such useless, uncomfortable shoes.

			As we approached the backside of the building, we were given one final item—a round tin bowl. We didn’t know it at the time, but this bowl would become our most precious commodity; having it meant that we could eat, without it meant that we would starve. We would come to protect this bowl with every ounce of our being. We would do the same with our shoes. Our bowl and our shoes, those were two items we couldn’t live without.

			The next step of our registration process was to be assigned a place to sleep. All five hundred or so of us were assigned to one building, which we later learned was one of many quarantine buildings. Packed into the enclosure, we could barely breathe as we waited for further details. The prisoner workers, who we had up until then mistaken for guards, read numerically from a list, calling out our numbers as they assigned us numbers corresponding to beds. An eruption of confusion filled the gloomy space as many of us failed to catch our assignments—we had not yet memorized our numbers and could barely read our tattoos. Without windows, the brick building was wrapped in total darkness. Three-story wooden bunk beds framed the edges of the building with a thin wooden bench running across the length of the floor. To one side I saw a couple of dirty metal buckets, much like the ones we had traveled with in the cattle cars. They were to be our waste containers once we were locked inside for the night. Mendel and I had been assigned the same number. We were on the middle level of a bunk along with two other men, with four people sharing the top and four people sharing the bottom, so that twelve of us filled the three levels. I don’t know the measurement of these bunks, but they were so small that each of us had to sleep head to toe, scrunched up so that we were reclining on our sides. Only a scratchy 2.5 to 5 cm (about 1 or 2 inch) mattress covered the hard, blistered boards. There were no pillows to cushion our heads from the rigid planks and only one paper-thin blanket too small to stretch across our shoulders and feet at the same time. Rolling over required awkward coordination because the lack of space required us to all move in unison; if one of us wanted to switch from our right or left side we all had to switch sides. The first night, however, we were so exhausted that we immediately fell into a deep sleep with our tin bowls in our hands and our wooden clogs on our feet.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 24
 
			The next morning, well before the sun made its appearance, we were roused awake when a domineering prisoner wearing a green triangle beside his number unlocked our door. We learned that he was a criminal prisoner from Poland named Jakob who had lived in the camp for over a year. He was to be our building leader, but we were to refer to him as our “block” leader from then on. Although SS guards were typically in charge of new prisoners, he said an exception had been made for our transport since many of the guards were on leave temporarily working to establish camps in other areas of the country. Their absence, I figured, was probably to our advantage; a Polish civilian would relate to us and treat us more humanely than German soldiers. After all, we were from the same motherland. We spoke the same tongue. We had maybe even walked down the same streets and shopped in the same stores. No, he would not harm us; it would be like harming himself.

			Therefore, I was alarmed when he barked for us to make our beds, emphasizing the need to tuck our blankets tightly under our mattresses, making sure they rested smoothly on top of the straw. Accomplishing such a task was incredibly trying given the inadequate space to manipulate our bedding. The lowest level bunk was the easiest to make because the men could stand on the floor while they folded their blankets. Those of us on the upper bunks had to balance like ducks in a squatted position on the wooden frames while we beat the rough, lumpy mattresses until they were somewhat level. We all got in each other’s way as we worked that first morning. All the while we were told, “Quickly, quickly!” Everything we did in the camp, every movement, had to always be performed at a sprint. Beds in order, he then told to use the restroom in the building across the way and meet back in five minutes. We ran over to the building, eager to be as near the front of the line as we could, afraid to wind up in the back of the line and waste all of our time waiting without having a chance to go. Once there, we saw two rows of toilet seats embedded into long wooden benches, surrounded by semi-darkness. Pressured along, twenty of us at a time relieved ourselves. I whimpered as my pubic area screamed with pain; an infection had arisen in one of the gashes stemming from the previous night. Agonizing cries filled the room. With no antibiotics or creams to help, we had to endure the pain, hoping it would vanish on its own, although in reality many of us developed puss-filled sores in these areas that lingered for weeks. Some of them never went away.

			Once we had all gathered together, we were led to an open, gravel-filled area where we were to stand at attention as we were counted. Standing there, I could hear musical notes floating to my ears from another area of the camp. I wondered if a speaker system was transmitting the sounds, and if so why. Music in such a desolate area seemed remarkably out of place. I tuned it out that first day, partially thinking I had imagined it. My mind was inserting the pleasing sounds of the world’s universal language into that moment, perhaps to cover up the constant cacophonous commands I was already sick of hearing. My mind was doing its best to energize me. My body had been through many changes in the days leading up to that point so it seemed feasible that my mind was beginning to lose grip on reality. But, it wasn’t. Not yet anyway.

			This counting process was repeated at least twice a day for the remainder of my stay, no matter what the weather was like. The procedure sometimes took hours as the guards counted and recounted, verifying that their numbers were correct. If there was a discrepancy, we were all forced to remain standing for the duration of the counting as the numbers were sorted out. If someone had attempted to escape the previous night, we had to stand for an entire day as the escapee was hunted down and returned. If the prisoner was not found, the block from which he had escaped was reprimanded. One person was not punished for the wrongdoings of one prisoner—instead, ten or more prisoners were punished. The punishment was not trivial; it was oftentimes death by hanging or shooting. During our first roll call, we stood unaware of the process, learning about it as time went by. Fortunately for us, we only had to stand and be counted for less than an hour—a short period of time that was thereafter always exceeded. Afterward, we were led away to obtain our breakfast.

			I fell into line and wandered over to a table decorated with an enormous metal pot. Two men were scooping into the pot, dolling out spoonfuls of a hot, thick liquid to each prisoner. From my place in line I couldn’t tell what we were being served. Was it food? Was it drink? I didn’t know. It wasn’t until it was my turn to hold out my bowl that I was able to look at the liquid up close. I peered into my bowl and saw some type of dark colored fluid inside. It smelled like a mix between tea and coffee but it didn’t look like any beverage I was accustomed to. Exposing it to my mouth, I swallowed it. It filled my mouth with bitterness, a taste altogether revolting, but I was so thirsty that I gulped it down without further thought. Having emptied my bowl, I was unsure of what I should do with it. I contemplated returning to my block to put it on my bunk for use later; but Jakob showed me how to tie it with the string holding up my pants so that it rested next to my leg. “You must not part with it,” he warned me, glancing down at his own bowl, which was tied around his pants. Following his lead, the rest of the group also hung their bowls next to their thighs.

			Pausing for a moment to converse with Mendel, I watched as the other prisoners were making their way to another table where pieces of bread were being distributed. Food at last, I thought to myself as I made my way over to the table. When I picked up my ration, I pressed it to my lips almost in a kissing fashion. I began devouring it until it disappeared. After it was gone, I realized I had just eaten what must have been a combination of sawdust and coarse flour. It was like no other bread I had ever eaten. It lacked the yeasty richness of the breads my mother had baked in our home in Warsaw, of course, but it was even worse than the bread we had eaten in the ghetto. It left my mouth dry, but I had nothing left to drink. Lesson learned. I told myself that I would eat before I drank at our next meal.

			In the short span of time we were given to eat our breakfast, I looked around at my surroundings. Though it was not yet light, I could see that thousands of prisoners were milling around—in uniforms just like mine, though much more frayed—all throughout the complex. Rows and rows of blocks filled the landscape. Barbed wire was an abundant commodity—a fundamental object—throughout the camp, dividing the area into separate sections. Wherever we were, we knew that we were expected to stay.

			It was during breakfast that my fellow block prisoners, sitting or sprawled this way and that in the dirt, began to ask questions about their loved ones. Everyone wanted to know where their wives, mothers, fathers, grandparents, and children were. A common question was: “Where are all of the women?” Not one of us had an answer for the other, so we asked Jakob and other seasoned prisoners. The responses they gave were chilling: “If you saw them go to the left, then they went through the chimney,” they all said, making vanishing motions with their hands. What did such an odd statement mean, we wondered? The answers we received seemed unbelievable at the time. We questioned how people could “go through the chimney.” Nothing we heard made sense to us. People did not stand in chimneys; they did not disappear into smoke and they definitely did not spontaneously turn into ash, we told them. We pushed the other prisoners and laughed at their jokes, applauding their cleverness. We told them they were witty to come up with such farfetched nonsense about our loved ones. They were not amused. We thought they were trying to scare us since we were new to the camp. We wished they were, but they weren’t. A few days later, we learned the truth. Well, really, a few days later we accepted the truth. Those hardened prisoners had been honest with us during our first breakfast. All of our loved ones who were sent to the left during the selection process were gassed and cremated upon arrival. Little Blima was dead. So many infants were dead. Most of our family members were dead. We were living in a camp surrounded by the ashes of our relatives. There’s no way we could have digested such a crude reality during our first breakfast, which is why we didn’t believe it. It was easier for us to swallow such a jagged pill of information when we learned that the women who were sent to the right side during the selection process—like we had been—were alive in the women’s section of the camp. Hearing this, the married men were filled with hope. They plotted out scenarios in which they would see their wives and looked forward to happy reunions with them. I anticipated seeing my mother again.

			But, let me take you back to that first morning in the camp. Back to when we were oblivious to the truth about our loved ones. The topic shifted away from our relatives and onto slightly more trivial topics once we became agitated with arguing with the other prisoners. Some of my companions began to worry about their luggage. I hadn’t even thought about mine since we arrived, not until they mentioned it. Then it was at the forefront of my mind. I tried to imagine the items I had packed: clothes, toiletries, and a comb. Yes, it would be nice to have my things. Surely our suitcases would arrive to our blocks later that day—the guards would have had plenty of time to match our names on our bags to our registration numbers by then. But no, Jakob shook his head at us. He quieted our excited voices, telling us that our luggage had already been discarded, dumped into a storage facility at the other end of the camp in a place he referred to as “Canada.” My fellow prisoners and I refused to believe Jakob. We held out hope that our most precious possessions—the last of the belongings that we owned in this world—would be returned to us. Then again, we knew Jakob had no reason to lie to us.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 25
 
			In the span of time it took to eat breakfast—a mere thirty minutes—we had learned (but not yet believed) the fate of our relatives and of our luggage. We came to use our mealtimes as information gathering sessions. Listening was better than talking. Food was safer in our stomachs than in our hands. Information was priceless and we took every opportunity to collect it.

			After breakfast, we were ordered to gather together as a group once more along with the other two male quarantine blocks. Jakob and an SS guard who was in charge of our block, whose name I can’t recall, informed us that we were at Auschwitz-Birkenau, in the town of Oswiecim, Poland, near the German-Polish border in the eastern region of Upper Silesia. Auschwitz-Birkenau was a sub-camp of a large camp called Auschwitz, they told us, and our camp surrounded an area of land containing nearly three hundred buildings, comprising an area that spanned more than four hundred and twenty-five acres and was about three kilometers from the main camp. Auschwitz: an unnerving name everyone today knows, but back then it was just another word. We were to spend six weeks in our current block, set aside from the rest of the men’s camp until we had been cleared to enter and intermingle. During this time we were to become acquainted with the daily rituals of the camp. We shrugged upon hearing the news, thinking that the camp didn’t seem as awful as we had initially thought it would be—that is until the sun rose and our day began.

			Upon daybreak, a group of SS guards emerged and told us we were going to “get some exercise.” I hoped for a stroll around the buildings to stretch my legs and see more of the camp, but the “exercise” referred to didn’t involve sauntering. For the next four hours we underwent a series of pointless activities designed to humiliate and break the weakest of us. We were told to take off our caps and then replace them on our heads hundreds and hundreds of times until the guards became bored of watching us. Next, they instructed us to repeat after them as they sang German songs. We had no idea—and to this day I still don’t know—what they were making us say. Whatever it was, they found it amusing. We went through other exercises, such as childlike games of leap frog, until the majority of the group fell over from exhaustion. At times, we were told to climb trees like monkeys, one after the other, until five or six of us were dangling from one branch many meters above the ground that bowed under our weight. There was no point to such an exercise that resulted in broken trees branches and broken prisoner limbs. The only positive part of our initiation period was that they taught us to understand the German pronunciation of our numbers so that we would recognize them during roll call. At noon, we were given an hour break for lunch.

			The process of receiving our lunch was similar to breakfast. As we stood in line behind a table containing a large steel pot, we untied our bowls from our pants. I prayed for a belly-filling delicacy, but was disappointed when a watery, warm liquid was poured into my bowl. Walking past the table to an open area in the dirt, I looked down at my bowl, seeing a few pieces of potatoes floating inside. Having no spoon to ladle the soup into my mouth, I gulped it down like a drink. The taste resembled what I thought dirty dishwater must taste like, but I was happy to have been given something to inflate my shrinking stomach. After drinking my soup, I went back into line to obtain more of the coffee we had been given at breakfast. I had to fight back my gag reflex as I drank it down, knowing that it was better than not drinking anything at all.

			When lunch was over, we grouped back together to continue with our initiation drills for five more hours. We performed our “tricks” for the guards automatically, realizing it was better to play along with them than to fight with them. Most of us cooperated, although a few prisoners attempted to sit out; these prisoners were beaten until they could no longer speak. During these incidents we were made to continue on without paying attention to the beatings. Tough to ignore at first, it soon became easier. Jakob never beat any of us although he did verbally berate us, hurling nasty comments whenever he felt like it. The SS guards, however, did not hesitate to lay their hands on any one of us just for the sake of expressing their dominance. We lived in constant fear of being whipped, beaten, shot, and killed every second of every day.

			Dinner came only after we were forced to undergo roll call again. Roll call in the quarantine area was far easier than roll call in the main area of the camp. Despite this, it was still a burden to stand at attention while we were counted like animals until the guards were satisfied. When we were released for the day, we stood in line for dinner, most likely remnants from lunch with perhaps a few pieces of vegetables, or if we were lucky a few bits of meat, added to it. Once again, we were given the dreadful coffee to drink. We all wanted water, just plain refreshing water, but it was nowhere to be found.

			For the first time since arriving at camp, I introduced myself to a few of my fellow Jewish prisoners. We spoke at length about our families, where we grew up, and what we used to do for a living. One of the men I spoke to was newly married, another had twin sons, and the other was single like me. The man who was recently married smiled as he pulled out a tiny, creased photograph of his wife, a homely girl with long, wavy hair. I did not dare to ask him how he had smuggled the photograph into the camp. Together with Mendel, we spoke for hours about life until we were ordered to return to our blocks for the night. Speech was the only thing we had to entertain us since we had been robbed of everything else.

			Making our way back to our barracks, I caught a glimpse of flames shooting from the sky directly ahead of us. The flames did not dance as they generally do during a bonfire; instead they seemed to be moving in a stream directly out of the building like they were bolting out of it. I kept the observation to myself, thinking nothing of it. As time went on, I learned what I had seen was the fire blazing from a chimney of a crematorium. That night I found it troublesome to sleep on the lumpy mattress in the unventilated block. I stayed awake for most of the night listening to the sounds of the men living with me. The second story bunk was not an ideal living space. Those men sleeping on the third story stepped on Mendel and me when they climbed down to use the buckets, and we did the same thing to the poor people sleeping on the first level. Those in the top bunk had slightly more space to sit up. During my insomnia I made up my mind to obtain a top bunk for Mendel and me when we moved blocks. I would fight for it if I had to. In our current bunk, we could barely lean our bodies up onto our elbows. I also decided that we would have to find a way to keep our bodies clean. The plaque that was beginning to build up on our teeth had no hope of ever seeing a toothbrush; some of us used small twigs to pick away at the slimy buildup, but we probably scraped off our enamel more so than the bacteria. The dirt on our skin was crusting over; some of us picked it off but most of us just left it where it was. We were all filthy.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 26
 
			For the remainder of the six-week period, we underwent the same grueling exercises even on days when the rain saturated our flimsy uniforms, making them heavy and cumbersome. Splatters of rain droplets pegged my face, fogging my glasses, glazing my vision, making it impossible to see. Our clogs would sink down into the mud, creating a pocket in which our feet would slip into, suctioning away our shoes into the ground, pulling us forward so that we became covered in the mud. When we attempted to yank our feet out, they would emerge from the throes of the pocket covered in mud and gravel. We would then have to bend down on our knees to forcefully remove our shoes from the earth. All the while, the SS guards would be watching us, either laughing at our misfortune or yelling at us to stop “resting.” During this time—spanning through September and October—the weather hadn’t made up its mind whether to be hot or chilly or rainy, and so we lived through all conditions. We slowly learned to adapt to the clothing we had be handed and to develop a way to keep our wooden shoes from falling off our feet. To do so, we could no longer walk by picking one foot up and then the other, instead we began scooting so that our shoes never left the ground; in this way we walked slower but used less energy and made sure we never lost the only precious articles standing between our bodies and the ground.

			Day after day, it was the same routine until our quarantine period was over and we were assigned to new blocks. Our group of five hundred was divided up and those with specific talents were led away. Mendel and I were assigned to the same block again, probably because our numbers were consecutive. Since we were new to the group, we were given a bunk on the first level, not the location I had hoped for. Our sleeping quarters were no larger than they had been while in quarantine, although we now shared our bunk with three other men instead of two. In place of red brick walls and dirt floors, our new block was made of wood and had a thin concrete base. Our mattresses were also stuffed with paper instead of straw. We were required to make our beds in the same fashion as we had when we were in quarantine.

			We were now amongst Jews from all over Europe, including Belgium, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, etc. Each man had his own story to tell about where he had come from and what he had experienced since Hitler began trolling through the continent, expelling innocent inhabitants from their homes, plucking them and discarding them like unwanted hairs. This multitude of nationalities made it vexing to communicate so we turned to Yiddish and gesturing. When we were lucky, a linguistic prisoner was able to translate for us. From our new block mates we learned more information about the camp. They explained how the camp used to be for containing Soviet Prisoners of War (POWs) but had been converted into an extermination camp. They told us about the importance of “organizing”—the camp term for “trading”—to obtain items we needed. They warned us not to approach the barbed wire fences because they were electrified and if we approached within a meter of them, we would be shot. They spoke to us about not walking around at night, because if we did so we would be gunned down. We learned of gas chambers and a crematorium inside the main camp as well as gassing bunkers in our camp, with talk of more of both types of destructive facilities about to be constructed. The men went on about how each person was forced to work in pre-assigned labor groups, the most favorable of which involved working within the confines of the camp working as barbers, cooks, and clothes sorters. Unfavorable assignments, they said, involved walking kilometers to and from job sites each day to work on farmland or in coal mines and rock quarries, clearing rubble or pits of sand and gravel, and building tunnels and roads. The less strenuous the job, the longer you would survive, they said. One man chimed in, speaking about the worst job he had completed so far, consisting of standing up to his waist in freezing water while he helped to build a drainage ditch in the marshy area on the western end of camp where a bog had been. Swarms of mosquitoes, he said, inhabited the region, and spread mosquito-borne diseases; dozens of his fellow workers had died after being bitten by these bloodsucking creatures. I hoped that Mendel and I would be assigned to a work group located within the barbed wire fences away from the marshy reaches of the camp.

			We asked them where our mother might be and how we might be able to see her. They told us it was impossible to visit the other camps, but relatives could secretly pass notes or see each other from behind the gates. It was prohibited to cross to the other sections of the camp without approval. There were camps for men, women, and gypsies, amongst others. Mother had likely just emerged from the quarantine camp for women and was probably entering the main women’s camp. I hoped to be able to see her, or at the very minimum to catch a glimpse of her sweet face, in a few days. The prisoners continued to offer us words of wisdom and advice, encouraging us to organize for a spoon and to always sleep fully clothed, shoes and all, so that nothing would be stolen from us. They spoke about mealtime, saying bread was like gold in the camp and must be protected. Some of the men said they portioned out their bread so that it lasted longer, while others advised against this, telling us the longer we had it in our possession, the greater the chance of it being stolen. They also warned us about the sick block, telling us those who entered rarely came back; it was a sure death sentence. If we were sick, they said, we were better off going to work than going to the sick block; if we couldn’t work then the Germans had no reason to waste resources keeping us alive. By the looks of the prisoners who had survived the camp for more than a few months, I could tell we were going to undergo extreme starvation and excessive labor. Looking at one emaciated prisoner, with hollowed out cheeks revealing his fragile bones and disproportionately large eyes, I feared what would happen to my body over time. Another prisoner who saw me staring told me that he was one of many “muselmanner,” a term given to severely emaciated prisoners on the verge of death.

			From one of my bunkmates, a man named Fryderyk who slept directly above me, I learned perhaps the most chilling details of the camp. Fryderyk’s brother, who I was told hadn’t slept in his bunk for three months, had been summoned to a special work detail in the main Auschwitz camp. Fryderyk stumbled across his brother one night while walking back to camp with his labor group. He looked over at the crematorium and saw that a backdoor was ajar. The doors were never left open so that no one could see the mysterious world sealed behind them. He couldn’t help but to look. Inside, he saw his brother along with a small group of prisoners prying out gold fillings from gassed prisoners’ mouths and placing the corpses into ovens to be burned. He said they worked like zombies, detached from reality or perhaps numb to the experience. Fryderyk’s brother was part of a ghastly work detail known as the “Sonderkommando”—prisoners who disposed of the dead. They lived in the basements of the crematoria and eventually met their end in the gas chambers after about three months. He said well-nourished, fatty bodies were being incinerated with emaciated prisoners in order to maximize the efficiency of the ovens. “The healthy are being cooked along with the weak,” he claimed. He went on to tell me that the Red Cross ambulances we had all seen moving through camp were not ambulances at all. “They bring the gas,” he said. “Zyklon B, the gas suffocating the victims in the chambers, is housed in those vehicles. Silver tins containing pellets of hydrogen cyanide are killing all of them.”

			I urged him to stop talking, but he wouldn’t. While a part of me wanted to know what was going on around me, another part of me just couldn’t let myself hear it. Fryderyk’s accounts became more graphic. He told about Nazi guards throwing crying babies into burning pits, statements about Jewish skin being used for lampshades, stories of hearing unnerving screams emitting from the crematoria, and narrations about prisoners’ hair being used in textile factories. He pleaded with me to listen, to believe him, because he said he knew people who could back up his stories. Taking all of this in, I inwardly shook with fear. I, like the other bunkmates around me, told him to just go to sleep. For doing so, I’ll never forgive myself. But, he had crossed the line. I found it too overwhelming to take in all of his vivid descriptions. I didn’t want to hear anymore of his or anyone else’s gruesome stories.

			When would I wake up from this nightmare sticky from sweat in my bed in Warsaw?

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 27
 
			The next morning Mendel and I had our first roll call in the main section of the men’s camp along with thousands of other prisoners. Fryderyk woke up early that day—he stood in place and swayed like a lunatic until the door opened—and as we walked to the roll call area, he broke away from the group, ran up to the electric fence, and embedded himself into the barbed wires. The guards had a tendency to let suicide-minded prisoners run into the fence without shooting them first. Perhaps Fryderyk thought he was going out of his mind, seeing things that weren’t actually there, and felt it better to end his life than to see such abominable sights. The daily littering of prisoners slung over the fence was a regular reminder of how close we all were to death. It was only later, towards the end of my stay, that I saw images similar to the ones Fryderyk had told me about.

			Without hesitation, the rest of us lined up in a once-grassy open space, worn down to bare earth from the thousands of men who had gathered there just like we were on that day, stood in rows of ten, and then proceeded to wait. Looking upward from where we were standing, I could see rows of wooden guard towers dotting the skyline. We were being watched from every possible angle. There was no escape. Tall birch trees sitting in low lying areas framed the boundaries of our prison. All of the hundreds of times I stood in the same location during roll call, I never once saw a bird nesting in the trees or flying overhead. It was obvious that the wildlife was avoiding our camp. From then on, roll call lasted no less than an hour, during which time we were expected to remain still, without fidgeting. When the process lasted for hours, men had no choice but to wet themselves as they stood in place. This happened to me more than once. Sometimes if the guards were in a particularly bad mood, they pulled out their steel whips and smacked nearby prisoners across the chest. For this reason, I did what I could to always line up in the center of a row in the middle of my group, keeping Mendel close to me. Although I was twenty years old and Mendel was eighteen and a half, I still viewed him as my baby brother, someone I had to protect.

			After our first roll call, as we were about to break away for breakfast, German voices projected over the strategically placed loudspeakers, specifying that we wait while a list of about two hundred numbers was called out. Mendel and I recognized our numbers and so we had to report back at the roll call area immediately after breakfast. We figured we had been summoned to join a labor group just as we had been told about the night before. Keeping our fingers crossed that we would be working within the main camp, Mendel and I joined the swarm of selected men, holding our heads high, hoping our assignment wouldn’t be too intolerable.

			We lined up behind four SS guards and six green-triangle bearing prisoners. As we walked behind them on high-traffic pathways, we scooted past rows of barracks like ours, by countless barbed wire enclosures, around hundreds of other prisoners who were also on their way to work, and even past masses of women prisoners. I took in everything around me, hoping to catch a glimpse of mother. The prisoners were decorated with colored patches like I was, but some of the colors I had not seen before. I later learned that bible researchers, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, wore violet, political opponents wore red, “asocials” such as prostitutes and vagrants wore black, gypsies wore brown, homosexuals wore pink, and criminals wore green. Some of the patches were further garnished with letters referring to countries or other designations. I realized that the Nazis were not just persecuting the Jews; whole segments of the European population were being annihilated. Every woman I saw, I stared at her face, analyzing her features for my mother’s. I observed that the women were dressed in variations of the men’s uniforms. Some wore gray-blue striped unflattering dresses, while others had beige ill-fitting dresses with black buttons pinned near their chests; still others wore two-piece uniforms just like mine, although white scarves graced their heads instead of caps. Some of the women had torn ear lobes—inflamed, split apart pieces of flesh that would later develop into scar tissue—which, I suspected, were injures incurred when sentimental jewelry was torn from their bodies. Perhaps it was a pair of earrings a boyfriend had given them for an anniversary that they had tried to keep. Now those earrings were buried in a pile somewhere in the camp, waiting in limbo to be sorted, stolen, or sold. Maybe a guard had taken them and presented them to one of his lovers, or maybe they were already on a train bound for Germany, ready to be turned into profit for the Third Reich. No one would love those earrings like the woman who had brought them into the camp. It made me wonder if mother had removed her ring on her own accord when she arrived or if she had it forcefully pulled from her finger. Was another woman—probably one of the demonic guard’s lovers—admiring it? Was my mother missing it? Was my mother even still alive? I had so many questions and so few answers.

			It was evident which prisoners had endured the labors of the camp and which had only just arrived by the numbers on their arms and by the manner in which their skin hung over their bones. The contrast between the new and old arrivals was stunning. Still considered a new arrival, I was glad. How long would it take before I looked just as haggard as the old arrivals? Was such a degenerating transformation inevitable?

			Looking back at the women I was passing, it seemed a majority of them had formed friendships. Many of them held each other’s hands as they walked, talking and engaging with one another like friends would do in a normal setting. I overheard encouraging exchanges—secret messages between females in the form of motivational whispers. Their friendships seemed to raise their morale, which undoubtedly aided in their survival. Acknowledging this, I whispered to Mendel that we needed to find a small group of men to bond with so that we could develop a sense of camaraderie during our internment. Agreeing with me without turning his head towards mine, I saw that his eyes were also trained on scanning the landscape looking for mother.

			Although we were pleasant with our bunkmates and most of our workmates, we never did develop a close-knit relationship with any of them. Some men formed close ties with others, but it seemed Mendel and I were just too focused on our own existence to divide our attention among a group of our peers. Perhaps this made us egocentric. I sometimes wonder if we were selfish, or if we would have fared better if we had connected with others, but who knows. All of our choices, we felt, were in our best interest given our circumstances. Mendel and I provided each other with a genetically linked eternal friendship, which we believed was an invaluable asset for us.

			Mendel and I continued looking for our mother as we walked to work, but we never caught sight of her. We ended up gathered around an open field at the back end of the camp past all of the sleeping blocks. The guards read out our numbers, dividing us into two evenly split groups. For the first time since our arrival, Mendel and I were separated. He joined a group already forming a few meters away, while I was led off in the other direction. The two groups were within eyesight of each other, easing my feeling of insecurity. At this point, two broad-shouldered SS men adorned in their typical, regal uniforms began to speak. I could not understand even a fraction of what they were telling us, causing my forehead to begin to sweat even though the chilly breeze of the autumn air was pounding me. The guards made whirling motions with their hands, sending them into a frenzy of ridiculous laughter. When they had composed themselves, they continued talking, this time in short staccato bursts, after which they broke apart and left the three green-triangle wearing prisoners to take over. We learned that these prisoners were distinguished only in that they were rigid and ruthless enough to earn the title “kapo.” We learned that kapos were leaders of work groups.

			Feeling lost—having no idea what I was being asked to do—I approached any prisoner who looked Polish, asking for a translation of the Germans’ statements. My chest was collapsing as angst gripped me. I was on the verge of passing out. I was clueless and I feared being beaten for not abiding by orders. When I was about to just copy what the other prisoners were doing, I came across a man who translated for me. He explained that we were in charge of building the outer shell of a crematorium with an attached gas chamber; brick by brick from the ground up we were to spend eleven hours a day completing our project. Mendel’s group was working on a similar assignment. Even though a crematorium was already operational in the main camp, in order to take care of the growing, unwanted human backlog there was a need for four of these awful buildings just in Auschwitz-Birkenau. It’s odd to me that we were told upfront that we would be constructing a crematorium. How did I participate in building an enclosure where innocent men, women, and children would be unknowingly led to their death? It’s unfathomable.

			Under duress from the guards and their dogs, we picked up our first bricks and began the painstaking process of building the structure. Unused to demanding, physical labor, I found it confusing to learn the process. I had never before even handled a brick so the work seemed daunting. Everyone, it seemed, felt the same way. Our first attempts to haul over the bricks, coat them in a cement-like mixture, and stack them together evenly proved fruitless. The foundation we built was lopsided. The kapos were annoyed. They rounded us up, ordering us to dismantle the pitiful mess we had created, telling us to start over. They pulled us into even smaller groups so that we formed a mock assembly line. The SS guards looked on, only paying half of their attention to us as they fell into a lively conversation, their dogs facing us with their tails wagging and their mouths drooling.

			My role in the assembly process was carrying armfuls of the bricks from wrapped palettes and walking them over to the bed of the structure so that the remainder of the assembly line could position them, affix them, and then level them. The weight of the bricks ate away at my back muscles, leading to tinges of pain that I still have today. The roughness of their edges was no competition for the thinness of my clothing, causing me to develop lacerations and abrasions across my arms and chest, covering my skin in lines that crisscrossed over me like laser-cut pieces of a puzzle. Over time we all became more efficient at our work, although it never became easier. We lived for our half-hour-long break for lunch—that is, when we were rewarded with it—and for the whistle that ended our workday. It would have been a completely different undertaking if we were just a couple of men, perhaps a building crew, who were contracted and paid. But, here in Auschwitz-Birkenau, we worked like slaves with no attention given to our basic human needs. There were no pauses to relax, not even for a second, because if we did, the guards would storm up to us, spit at us, yell at us, and abuse us. We were not a group of chummy coworkers; we were a group of miserable prisoners.

			Sundays—our days off—were like heaven. All day every day we dreamed of Sunday. We made up songs about this day, kissing the ground when we woke up every seventh day. The food was even better on Sundays. Small chunks of cheese or pieces of meat sometimes made their way into our bowls. These days revitalized us, empowering us with enough energy to begin another week, much like our birthday celebrations had in the ghetto.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 28
 
			Over the span of five or six months, we spent six days a week building the crematorium regardless of the weather conditions. We marched off to work before the sun rose and didn’t return home until well after it set. My skin soon blistered from the constant sun exposure. For every brick we cemented in place, we were one brick closer to completing a monstrosity that would annihilate us. When we completed the smokestacks for the building, we were very much aware that some, if not all, of us might wind up exiting through them as miniscule particles of dust, floating out of them in ashy puffs of smoke as the crematorium exhaled after consuming its meal. Positioning the windows and doors into place—making the building look inviting rather than intimidating—we knew that we might look out of them one day, absorbing our last mental image of Mother Earth prior to being led into the basement and asphyxiated.

			During this time, there was the usual roll call two or three times a day, breaks for our starvation rations of watery coffee, soup, and bread, and intermittent trips to the “barbers” to have our hair shaved and our bodies decontaminated and bathed. I cannot say that it was monotonous, for that would imply that it was mundane and we were bored yet comfortable with our situation; there was no adjusting to our twisted existence where at any moment we could be killed. We were led off to work by the musical notes of the orchestra and walked back to camp to the same upbeat marches. Dead or alive, all prisoners had to return to camp after the workday. When members of my labor group became sick or keeled over when they physically and mentally could no longer exert themselves, we were expected to carry them with us to the inlet of the camp at the end of the day.

			I can’t tell you how many times I walked back to camp with a man slung over my shoulder, the same man who had taken bricks out of my hands only minutes prior. But I carried the weight of the dead more so in my heart than on my shoulders.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 29
 
			Mendel and I reunited in bed each night to recount the events of our day, sharing stories of both hope and horror. Mendel was working as the leveler for the crematorium he was working to construct, causing him to become hunched at the waist. The curvature of his spine became more pronounced each night. Constant, excruciating throbbing encompassed his entire back. I empathized with him; his pain seemed to far outweigh mine. My lumbar vertebrae ached all the time, but the soreness bothered me mostly when I was standing; I had no trouble ignoring it while I slept. As Mendel lay in bed, I would massage him, firmly pressing my hands into his muscles, hoping to bring him some relief. As I did this, he would sometimes spasm and expletives would spring from his lips. I wished he could give me his pain so that I could carry it for him.

			One night Mendel appeared to be standing just a little bit straighter, the pain in his back seemed to have eased. I brought him close to me and hugged him tightly, happy to see him looking so well. He pushed me away, taking me by surprise, and launched into an uninterrupted spiel. His words jumbled together, and I was thankful when he ran out of breath and was forced to pause. “I saw her,” he told me. “I saw her, and she is alive, Henryk. She is alive!” I stared back at him, confused. He grabbed my arm and shook me. “Listen to me! Mother is alive!” he exclaimed. “She is working in Canada. Can you believe it?” The news seemed incredible. “No, I can’t believe it,” is what I wanted to say. Had he really seen her in that section of the camp? What if he was mistaken? I didn’t want to get my hopes up, so I responded with an apprehensive smile.

			My smile turned into a scream as Mendel went on to explain that he had seen mother from his worksite. She had been placing a bundle of clothing from Canada onto an awaiting truck. He had somehow bribed one of his kapos to let him use the bathroom so that he could talk with her. He watched as she disappeared into a building, and then he followed after her. Inside, he saw dozens of women sorting through suitcases—luggage from the transports. There were mounds of clothing three meters high or more, he said. Around the concrete room he saw other massive piles: glasses, shoes, furniture, photographs, silverware, and every household and personal item imaginable. Women were opening paint-labeled suitcases, examining each item and tossing it onto the appropriate pile. Guards looked on as they worked, resulting in strict silence during the sorting process. He peered further around the thick wooden door and saw mother bent over a pile of prosthetic limbs and canes, scooping up an armful and placing them into a wheelbarrow for removal from the room. As mother approached him, he was nervous with anticipation. When she rounded the corner, exiting the doors right in front of him, he touched her arm. She reacted by flinching, causing her cart to tip on its side and spill its contents. She whipped around, ready to yell, only to look up and realize her son was standing there. She kissed him and wrapped him near her, tears falling from her eyes. He helped her replace the articles into the wheelbarrow and went with her to the dump truck, checking for guards as they went. Talking as they walked, she let him know that she was doing well considering the circumstances. Working in Canada provided her with several advantages, she told him, including the opportunity of smuggling out valuable items and having the luxury of working mainly indoors. She seemed at peace with her labor group, although she was suffering from the same lack of food, bodily needs, and yearning for connections to family that we all were. Mendel told her that I was also alive and living with him. I asked him if she was still wearing her ring, but he didn’t know. It would have been one of the first things I would have noticed, but Mendel didn’t know mother the same way I did. I wondered if she was still nervously rubbing her finger—ring or no ring—out of habit.

			Hearing all of this, my initial reaction was one of skepticism. I couldn’t imagine prisoners picking through other prisoners’ belongings. I also found it unbelievable that Mendel had found our mother amongst the thousands of other people in the camp. Perhaps he had been hallucinating; after all, malnutrition was clouding reality for all of us.

			Annoyed with my lack of enthusiasm, Mendel’s face turned red and he shook me again, telling me, “I’m not lying to you! It’s all true, Henryk.”

			Sitting on the edge of our bunk, I thought about what he had said. A few moments later I nodded my head and smiled at Mendel, finally convinced he had told me the truth. I told him that I must also find a way to see mother. I needed to see her. It was like I was a child again; I wanted my mom to make everything okay.

			We devised a plan, confiding in no one, in which I would switch places and uniforms with Mendel so that I might have the opportunity to break away from my work group and speak with my mother. We reasoned that as long as the correct number of prisoners showed up, there would be no trouble in deceiving the guards. If Mendel’s prisoner number was called out, I would pretend to be him, and vice versa. Our shirt sleeves would cover our forearm tattoos. We only hoped that no one in our labor groups would betray us. Even so, we were willing to take the risk.

			On a snowy January day in 1943 we executed our plan. Changing into Mendel’s clothes and stuffing paper from our mattress into my clothing as insulation, a punishable offense if caught, I walked off to work with his labor group and blended in as the work began. Because I was pulling my weight and everyone was consumed with their own work, no one noticed I shouldn’t be there, or maybe they just didn’t care. The whole time, I was anxious to split from the pack and see mother. I waited until just before lunch to make my move, at which time I begged for permission to relieve myself. I followed Mendel’s advice, looking out for guards and scanning the building for mother. The wooden doors cast a shadow that I hid behind. Piles and piles of household items filled the vast room. I looked on with awe particularly at the collection of shoes, clothing, and eyeglasses. Various smells intermingled, drifting over to me; traces of perfumes and cigarette smoke from the clothing piles, pungent stenches of sweat from all of the well-worn shoes, and musty undertones from the stacks of leather suitcases irritated my nasal passages.

			Just in that one room on that one day at that one moment there were enough shoes to cushion the feet of an entire town, and the sad thing was that they once did. It was just too much for me to take in. I turned my focus to the women working in Canada. Not all of them were wearing prisoner uniforms. Some appeared to be wearing regular clothing, which I found strange. Several minutes later, I saw her sorting through suitcases, wearing a long, black cotton dress. Her beautiful milky face was as smooth as when I had last seen her. I stared at her, burning my eyes into her eyes, willing her to look at me.

			Minute after minute went by as I stayed perfectly motionless. Just when I thought too much time had passed and my plan had been foiled, she finally looked at me—her eyes widened and her face lit up. I felt an inner warmness although my body was numb from the cold. She spoke to a woman beside her who was filling a cart with men’s clothing and then took hold of the cart, wheeling it in my direction. Every step she took towards me was a gift in itself. When she finally reached me, I felt every pain in my body melting away. I looked at her hand and didn’t see her ring, but I didn’t have the heart to ask her about it. I just wanted to look at her, to make sure she was real. We were overjoyed to see each other. She spoke rapidly in a quiet whisper, afraid that we might be caught. She was on her way to a building across from us known as the “Sauna” where clothing was sanitized prior to being loaded into trucks for exportation. It was also the place where prisoners were registered and deloused. When we walked past the row of dump trunks in front of the Sauna, she explained that all of the items were being loaded onto trains—the same ones we had arrived to camp in—and transported to Germany where they would be sold for profit. The items she sorted in Canada had belonged to everyone who entered the camp, whether they remained in the camp as a prisoner or were terminated upon arrival. Upon question of her dress, she remarked that not all women who worked in Canada had to wear the prisoner garb. I wondered why, but I didn’t ask her.

			I wanted to think that it was a job that got easier over time, although I doubted it. I didn’t want to believe that mother suffered during her time in the camp. If she stopped to think about the significance of each article it would have been awful for her. The truth is that she had a sickening job. She touched people’s most treasured items and placed them into piles where they became nothing more than another watch or another shirt to be carted away to Germany.

			It took me decades to come to grips with what else she told me that day. It’s heartbreaking to acknowledge. During one shift she came across a small leather shoe. As she was about to throw it into a pile of thousands of other shoes, something caused her to glance at it again. When she did, she saw that it was decorated with hearts and etchings of butterflies. It was unmistakably Blima’s shoe; the one my father had crafted for her in the ghetto. It was the same one she had been wearing when she arrived at the camp. Holding the shoe, mother knew that Blima’s whole life had been chewed up and spit out; her future had been discarded. Mother attempted to hide the tiny Mary Jane in her dress. As she did so, one of the guards yanked her from her chair and whipped her until she became an unconscious heap on the floor. When she finally opened her eyes and peeled herself off the concrete, she patted her dress only to find that the shoe was no longer there. The last remnant of Blima, her baby girl, had been taken from her. She felt helpless and alone. She briefly lost the will to live.

			When we parted, she reached under her dress and placed a cold piece of metal into my hand. I looked down as she looked up at me and said, “I want you to have it. I know you’ve always liked it. For some reason I feel as though you will be the only one who survives to see the end of the war. You must keep it safe. A piece of my soul, of your father’s soul, and of Blima’s soul lives within it. No matter what you are forced to endure, promise me that you will always protect it and yourself. I love you.” I acquiesced, swearing that I would not give up and assuring her that I would cherish and protect her ring with my life. She told me that she had hid it under her tongue during registration despite the risk, and had continued to hide it by fashioning a necklace out of the laces from the shoes she had sorted. I placed it around my neck, told her I loved her, and hugged her. That gold ring, smooth in places because of her nervous fingers and scratched in other places because of her twenty-some years of housework, was the only physical remnant I had from my life before the war. I felt honored to have it, but I was haunted by her words.

			Although Mendel and I continued working on the crematoria until February, we were under stricter watch from our kapos as the construction neared completion. Despite how desperately we wanted to sneak away to visit our mother, we weren’t willing to take the risk. The longer I went without seeing her, the more I thought about her. Would I ever see her again?

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 30
 
			As the months ticked by and I was transferred to various other work groups separated from Mendel, including repairing tracks of railroad and expanding sections of roads, the days droned on and my thoughts turned only to surviving. Mendel was temporarily assigned to a punishment detail in charge of emptying human waste containers into sewage treatment vats. He was castigated stringently for the seemingly innocent act of standing at a gate talking to a woman. He had hoarded his bread ration for three days before exchanging it with another prisoner for pieces of string so that he could braid a bracelet for the woman he had fallen in love with. Right after he gave his lover the bracelet, he was caught as he stepped away from the fence. Instead of killing him and thereby doing away with a young, strong prisoner, he was beaten and reassigned to the waste removal group. He worked from nightfall until morning. The work was revolting, but he did it without complaining.

			Prior to this, he joyfully told me stories about the woman he had fallen for, telling me that she had caught his eye from across a row of fences during roll call one night. Once crippled, he had been healed. Though he could never touch her during the month he saw her, he developed an intense bond with her and expressed his desire to marry her once the war ended. He tore out pieces of our paper-filled mattress and used rocks to write her short love notes that he then threw to her from the gate that separated them. Dorothy Katz was her name. She was an eighteen-year-old prisoner from Krakow—a city in Poland—who had arrived to camp shortly after we had. “My gentle sweetheart” is how he referred to her. He talked of how she was a rare beauty; a Jewess with remarkably vibrant, green eyes and rich, black hair that was growing back in and springing out in short little curly tufts behind her scarf. She worked as a typist documenting incoming prisoners, a rather fortunate position. Mendel said she had a smile that was unparalleled. The constraints the camp imposed on her did little to extinguish her spirit. She focused on the positive just like our mother. Writing to Dorothy brought him bursts of joy and vitality. He was as happy as when he was teaching the children in the ghetto. Resting on his stomach in our bunk, he spoke aloud as he tapped his rock like a pencil, groping for the crispest words to weave together into verses to express his heartfelt love to Dorothy.

			By the time he completed his punishment detail and resumed his daily excursions to the fence, knowing just how far he could approach without alarming the guards, Dorothy no longer appeared. Although he checked for her each night for many weeks—asking other women where she had gone when possible—he was unable to locate her. Therefore, he spent an entire week meticulously writing and revising one last letter to his sweetheart. When he was satisfied with it, he folded it into a tiny wad and sewed it into his left shoe. “For when I find her,” he told me. I envied yet delighted in their love. While poetry enabled me to understand what passion was supposed to feel like, I feared that I would only get to experience romantic love vicariously through others.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 31
 
			I would rather not dwell on the time I spent in other labor groups. I saw men beaten to death for stopping to catch their breaths, dogs mauling prisoners for breaking to urinate, and more despair than I care to elaborate upon. Prisoners were losing digits from frostbite and every day at least one person did not survive the always-extended workday. We greedily fought over the deceased’s clothing and shoes as we carried them back to camp—elated to supplement our wardrobe while in turn despising the world for creating such a perverted place. My fingernails were wearing away and my teeth were loosening from my gums due to a lack of nutrients. My uniform was spotted with holes. Our rations were reduced, and reduced some more. Eventually our soup was diluted to the point that if one person in a group of five found a vegetable or a dime-sized piece of meat in their bowl, it was a good day. Our small loaves of part sawdust, part moldy flour bread were shared between more people nearly every week. Two people sharing one loaf multiplied into four people sharing the same loaf, and so forth. The melody of the orchestra—talented mixes of violins, accordions, and brass instruments—encouraged us to march off to work and welcomed us home. This music lost its jubilant appeal because the same musicians who eased our spirits morning and night played similar compositions during public executions and selections of transports. We were all required to attend public executions. They were treated as lessons about what would happen if we disobeyed. The hanging of prisoners who had attempted to escape was the most common reason for our forced attendance. Going through all of this, my soul—the one part of me that made me who I was—seemed to be decaying just as rapidly as my body was.

			What little free time we were given, if it can be referred to as such, was mostly spent sleeping. The strenuous work required and the revolting scenes playing out all around us left our bodies and our minds drained of might, causing us to disintegrate into our bunks at night. This was not always true, however, even though we always returned to our sleeping blocks exhausted from the day, there were times when groups of us would remain awake for a few hours talking. Popular topics of conversation revolved around food and family. Some people used this time to secretly assemble together to pray or to observe holidays.

			Birthdays were commemorated rather than being celebrated. From time to time, a bunkmate would mention that it was his birthday and we would congratulate him and perhaps sing to him, but we had nothing to offer as a present. Only on very few occasions did someone share his slim rations with the honoree; on Mendel’s birthday I let him eat half of my soup and he did the same on my birthday. Without traditional gifts to give, we gave the gift of life through extra calories. By giving up our own food, we in essence gave up a few minutes, hours, or perhaps days of our lives.

			Regardless of how prisoners spent this time, it was important to our well being. Human interaction away from work and punishment fortified our will to live. Without these connections, depression would have surely overtaken our bodies, eating away at it like acid.

			Every day I went to bed and woke up alive, and every day I marched off to work and returned to my block walking and not limping, was a blessing. I stopped noticing my surroundings, finding it easier to look straight ahead with tunnel vision. In this way, I zoned out the chaos created by the guards that was wreaking havoc on my fellow prisoners. Walking over gravel, grass, dirt, and swampland, I no longer noticed the differences in the terrain. Inhaling the repulsive odor that poured out of the chimneys at all times, I breathed in without fighting it. Witnessing the brutality of the kapos and the SS, I tuned out the bloodcurdling cries. I recognized that I could not internalize everything around me. Doing so would break me.

			Suffering from many bouts of sickness, I carefully avoided letting my dwindling health show so that I wasn’t carted away to the sick barracks. Every man had to fight for himself. Over time, I learned more about the inner workings of the camp, making me more capable of survival.

			One lesson I learned was that the soup could vary from ice cold to bubbling hot from day to day. It was fine to gulp it down if it was cold; but after hungrily tipping my bowl back and having steaming liquid scald my throat and burn my skin as it ran down my chin, I recognized the need for a spoon. Having nothing to organize to obtain one, I scraped away at a piece of wood until I formed a primitive scooping utensil.

			Similarly, I found that if I lined up for dinner towards the back of the line, I had a better chance of finding bits of vegetables in my soup. Other prisoners requested that the cooks dole out scoops from the bottom of the pot for them, but having tried this a few times on my own—only to receive lashings from guards who heard my “greedy” requests—I disbanded from using such tactics. I also began to tear apart excess material from my uniform as I became thinner and used it to fashion gloves and socks as an added barrier from the cold. I learned how to crouch down as I walked to and from work, gathering up handfuls of snow to eat. In fact, although the weather dipped down below 0° Celsius (less than 20° Fahrenheit) in the winter months, the snow helped to keep us from dehydrating. The summer months, with temperatures rising into the 30s (warmer than 90° Fahrenheit), were the times when water was so scarce that we came to look forward to our despicable coffee. My fellow prisoners and I suffered from heat stroke in conjunction with sheer exhaustion. The guards did not ease up on our expected work output, and so each day our labor groups dwindled as prisoners passed out from the heat and died or passed out and were killed, never to make it back to camp on their own accord. Meanwhile, our guards stood watching us beneath trees, shading themselves and their so-loved man-eating dogs from the sun. They openly drank refreshing beverages as they relaxed while we worked. It made me sick. During subfreezing workdays, they bundled up in down-lined parkas and thick, woolen hats and gloves, while we wore our second skin only—our scanty uniforms. We were like board game pieces to them; they moved us around at their amusement, sending us this way and that, while they reaped the benefits of our efforts.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 32
 
			Nearly a year into my imprisonment, I discovered a way to utilize the skills my father had taught me during my apprenticeship. I was making my way back from dinner on a Sunday evening when I spotted a baby-faced guard nursing his ankles. His boots were lying on the table beside him so that the soles were facing me. The heels were uneven and there were holes in them. He glared at me, possibly out of shame or maybe to mask his pain. Automatically, I looked away. And then I made a risky decision: to talk to the guard and to tell him about my talent.

			I knew I couldn’t safely approach him, so I pointed to his shoes and told him I could fix them if he’d let me. My conversation angered him; he ignored me. But I stayed where I was, convinced that he’d change his mind since he was obviously miserable. When he eventually did, he walked over to me and pulled me inside a nearby building. A deal was struck, and although I was unconfident that I could produce the results I had promised, I never let him know of my doubts. He had me follow him to his office a building or two over from where we were. Even though the other Germans who shared his office were gone for the night, he hid me in his closet until he returned with scraps of leather, tools, and the other materials I had requested to mend his boots. Frightened yet focused, I worked for several hours until I was sure that the semi-compassionate guard would be satisfied. When I showed him my handiwork he smiled but he also admonished me. “I’ll kill you if you tell anyone,” he cautioned.

			And so I went to work for him and, as it turns out, I pleased him. He decided to have me fix shoes for a few other guards and for people in the neighboring town so that he could earn money from the deal. While I worked he snuck me small pieces of bread and sips of coffee. In fact, within a month, he allowed me to put leather patches on the insides of my useless clogs, which made them less abrasive and slightly warmer. My mangled feet thanked me. Even though I wasn’t supposed to share my secret, I of course told Mendel. I shoved extra bits of leather into my clogs and later used them to cushion Mendel’s shoes. When I was able to, I also brought him pieces of bread.

			I eventually spent all of my free time, mainly Sundays, hidden away in a coat closet mending shoes. There were times when I swore I heard my father whispering in my ear, giving me advice to help me perfect my technique. I used what I had learned during my apprenticeship to guide me. While I had not been good at the trade before, I soon became proficient. The pressure to excel thrust me along.

			This secret job of mine was a win-win for the guard and for me. That is, until a lioness of a woman found out and turned her sickening rage against me. This deceptively beautiful woman was named Irma Grese. Everyone in the camp knew her name. She was more feared than most of the SS men. In fact, she sometimes worked with Dr. Mengele—the man who had led the selections of our transport and conducted bizarre and cruel experiments on prisoners. She liked to wander through the camps stirring up trouble, scowling at us with her wicked eyes. She saw me take a pair of boots from the guard and so she approached me, accusing me of stealing shoes belonging to the SS. With her steel whip in hand, she lashed me across the face, grabbed the boots, and led me away. My nose and cheeks were hot with pain; the whip had sliced my skin like a knife. I tried to explain, but it was of no use. I didn’t know what method she would use to harm me. I wondered if she was going to hang me in the gallows, or take me between two blocks to the soundproofed “wall of death” space to execute me, or tie my hands behind my back and suspend me until I stopped breathing like so many others I had seen. I pleaded with her, not wanting my life to draw to a close. She pushed me into a truck and carted me a few kilometers to the main Auschwitz camp. Arriving at the entrance, I saw hanging above the gates large metal letters spelling the German words “Arbeit macht frei” which basically translates to “Work makes you free.” Reading the words, I knew that they were lies. Having been in the satellite Auschwitz-Birkenau camp for eighteen months by that point, I had worked just like everyone else and had come to realize that the more people worked the closer they came to death, not freedom.

			Our truck finally stopped at a building labeled with the number 11. I was led inside and down into the basement where I could hear shrieks of agony rising up to greet me. In an instant, I was thrown into an unlit cell along with two other offenders and the grate door was closed behind us. With barely one square meter of cement floor space, we could not sit down or stand up. We were locked into what was known as a “punishment cell.” The other men didn’t speak Polish and so I wasn’t able to communicate with them. We received no food or water while we remained crouched; our knees buckled while we strained to hold ourselves up. Blood, vomit, and urine covered the unit from previous inhabitants, revealing to us that we might perish there. I could not determine when the sunlight gave way to the moonlight as the hours went by. With nothing to do, boredom engulfed me, causing my head to spin. My senses had nothing to stimulate them other than bodily odors and hair-raising screams from adjacent cells. We were enclosed in a prison within a prison. The three of us stared at each other blankly. When would the madness end?

			Crouching over, my mother’s ring—still attached to the string around my neck—popped out of my shirt. I grabbed it and tenderly tucked it back beneath my clothing, pausing for a second to rub it between my chest and fingers. As I did so, one of my mother’s poems from the ghetto came to mind, restoring my hope:

			 

			When I can’t see the sun shining,

			I’ll devise a way to make my own light.

			When I can’t feel the wind blowing,

			I’ll find a way for my heart to take flight.

			 

			Only I have the power to control my mood—

			And so everything negative I will exclude.
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			Reciting the poem to myself while enclosed in the damp space brought me a slight slice of happiness. It made me think about mother’s radiant demeanor and her unrelenting devotion to our family. She would have wanted me to make the best of my situation; she would have begged me to feign a smile. Despite how much I tried to pull the corners of my lips upwards, I couldn’t do it.

			I was among the lucky few who spent only one day in the cell. The SS guard I had worked for arranged his own deal with Irma Grese. When he extracted me from the prison I fell, reduced to a lump of skin and bones. Shielding my eyes from the sunlight, he carried me into his truck and provided me with clean water and bread with butter—true luxuries that I had not seen in ages. I didn’t understand why he was so kind to me when all of the other guards were so nasty, but I supposed the war did not take away everyone’s humanity. Maybe he just saved me for my talent. Either way, my life had been spared. He took me back to camp and left me outside of my barracks. When Mendel saw me, alive and whole, he cried from relief. He thought I had been killed. Had I spent another day in the small, damp space and lived through it, I’m sure the experience would have caused me to go insane.

			Surviving the confinement in the prison cell renewed my desire to keep fighting. I was determined to make it out of the camp so that after the war I could someday let the world know how atrocious the Germans had treated us.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 33
 
			Each day spent in the camp brought about eye-opening experiences. Nazi doctors were involved in disturbing experiments on newborns and adults. I learned that Dr. Mengele pulled aside some of the children from the transports so that he could conduct gruesome medical tests on them. He was particularly interested in dwarfs and twins. It was a paradox because the children I saw—infrequently as that was—appeared to look up to Dr. Mengele; they swarmed to him like he was their father and he responded to them with gifts of chocolate and clothing. Did he love them or did he hate them?

			From various sources I found out about the experiments Dr. Mengele conducted in the camp. What he did during the war was so deplorable, so sickening, that I can barely say his name without wincing. He doesn’t deserve the title “doctor”; he doesn’t even deserve to be called a human.

			The “medical research” he performed didn’t benefit the medical community—it shamed it. He had a twisted fascination with people with distinctive hereditary traits. He injected chemicals into the eyes of prisoners to see if he could change their eye colors, causing infections and blindness. He sawed off limbs, collected bags of blood, conducted surgeries without anesthesia, and altered sexual organs. He left prisoners paralyzed, mutilated, and more often than not dead. Sometimes he kept children in cages to monitor how they would react to isolation. When he wanted to see what the anatomical differences would be between sets of twins who were experimented upon differently, he infected one twin with a disease and not the other and then he pumped phenol through their veins so that he could perform fresh autopsies. The list of barbaric acts he did goes on and on…

			Even worse, however, is that Dr. Mengele wasn’t alone. There were other Nazi doctors in the camps who piggybacked on his research and conducted their own equally disturbing experiments.

			But I can’t bring myself to talk about these doctors any further. I have to step away from this topic or my emotions would get the better of me.

			Instead, let me tell you what else I learned over time about the camp:

			When I met a prisoner who had recently been transferred from the main Auschwitz camp, he told me about a brothel for the guards’ enjoyment there. Female prisoners were coaxed into working in the windowless building. He told stories about the factories that employed prisoners from the main camp as well as another sub-camp called “Buna” that was located nearby. He explained how prisoners worked in plants that manufactured rubber, armaments, airplane engines, and so forth. The network of the camps was immense it seemed. The Germans had thought of all ways possible to squeeze every ounce of our strength into producing products and providing them with free labor. The last thing he said to me was eerily horrific. “They use the fat that boils out of burnt prisoners to make soap for our showers,” he said in a barely audible tone. Could this possibly be true? Given everything that I had seen, I knew that it could be.

			I also learned that a large transport had arrived from a camp in Czechoslovakia called Theresienstadt. The members of this transport were allowed to live together as families. They were given the privilege of writing letters to their loved ones back home. At first I felt a sense of jealousy directed towards this group, but when I found out that all of these prisoners were gassed I revoked my feelings. I realized that the letters were dictated by the guards and were merely ploys to make their relatives believe that they were happy and healthy before they entered the chambers.

			We feared taking a shower because we were told that some of the shower heads were rigged to pour out poison instead of water and the rare times when we were handed soap to use we feared that it was the fat of our fellow prisoners. We feared roll call because that was the time when groups of people were chosen to be gassed. We lived in a constant state of uncertainty, never knowing if our number on a list meant transfer to a new work detail or if it meant extermination. We feared standing still, sitting up, sleeping, working, and eating. Everything was dreadful. Nothing was predictable. Our kapos were mellow one day and wicked the next. Our bunkmates—the very people we shared the most intimate details of ourselves with—would steal our bread if we didn’t eat it before falling asleep.
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			Seeing death all around me, from the time I opened my eyes in the morning until I closed them at night, had become the routine. In order to mentally escape from this reality, I would occasionally climb into my bunk, jammed up against Mendel with my head propped up on his shoes, and daydream. In one moment I imagined Blima and father laughing together in his workshop as father pretended to hit his thumb with a hammer while demonstrating how to make shoes. Father would tell her she was going to be a fine shoemaker, and Blima would shake her head and insist that she was a lady and wanted to have children and raise them just like mother had. The next moment my thoughts would revolve around past vacations to my grandparents’ house by the lake. We would all be together like we had always been before, running around catching fireflies until our jars would become so full that more flies would escape from the jar than we could keep trapped inside with every opening of the lid. At other times I thought about mother, about how we used to talk uninhibited as if our souls were one and the same. When I thought of mother, I pulled her ring from beneath my shirt and twisted it around in my fingers as she used to, hoping that some of her spirit had implanted itself within it. The quiet time I spent meditating filled me with hope. The Germans could exert all of the exterior forces of torture and deprivation that they wanted on me, but they could not control my inner thoughts.

			Infestations of lice wrecked havoc on us even more so than they had in the ghetto. These were not the kind of lice you usually find buried in your hair; the lice in the camps patrolled our bodies, entering our crevices and infecting us with their poisoned bacteria. We did our best to dig them out of our skin and fling them away, but for every one that we removed, ten more seemed to appear. Disinfection did little to help us since the lice inhabited the barracks; just as soon as we returned to our bunks after our clothes and bodies were disinfected, we were re-infected. Other illnesses spread throughout the camp, spanning the spectrum from colds to tuberculosis. Most of us, if not all of us, experienced the symptoms that go along with dysentery because the fluids we drank were unclean. There was a constant search for bits of charcoal—most often found in buckets near the kitchens mixed together with discarded rubbish—so that we could neutralize the effects of diarrhea to a small degree. Thousands of prisoners died due to these illnesses, made worse by our diets and strenuous work coupled with our lack of antibiotics and medical care. We did our best to keep ourselves clean in between our infrequent showers, but rubbing ourselves with wet leaves and scraps of potato sacks merely got rid of the dirt from our skin without destroying the harmful germs that were on it. When someone didn’t return to his bunk at night, a new man took his place from a continuous wave of incoming transports. Each one of us was expendable; none of us was valuable.

			The constant movement of cattle cars along the train tracks that crisscrossed through the camp was an ever-present sound, indicating the enormity of the lives affected by the war. Day and night I heard new arrivals entering the camp, going through the same process I had gone through two years earlier. I had assumed I would get used to the noise, that it would fade from my realm of consciousness so that I would not have to notice every time a new set of prisoners was arriving. Each time I heard the trains pull into the camp I relived the torture of my own arrival. My heart went out to each new victim. I imagined their fear as they saw all of the “muselmanner” walking around, and pictured their confusion as they were sorted and shaved. I could only imagine how dreadful, and scary, I must have looked to them. Although there were no mirrors in the camp and I could only catch distorted glimpses of my reflection in my metal bowl, I measured my appearance by how my brother looked. Each night I slept next to him, Mendel seemed to be taking up less of the bunk. Without layers of fat and muscle to fill out his features, his bones poked at my skin as he lay beside me. The healthy, robust brother I had once known was becoming a frail, weak shell with an extinguishing soul. Every kilogram that melted off his body was another anchor in my heart.

			Mendel and I had not quite become “muselmanner.” Like the other prisoners who had survived years of hardship in the ghettos, we had a slight advantage to prisoners who hadn’t been previously confined because our bodies were familiar with starvation-level diets and we had already learned how to trade for necessities. Repairing shoes for the guards in exchange for food and the ability to put patches in our clogs definitely aided in our survival.

			Another reason why we were not resigned to death was because we had developed an alliance with one of the cooks. He smuggled us bits of food and I stole leather patches from the guard’s office closet for him and his father. Without this additional sustenance—though much of it was moldy and stale—it is doubtful that we would have survived our time in Auschwitz-Birkenau. We foraged for the same fare that the excessive swarms of rats also searched for—scraps of potato peels, morsels of rotting cabbage, carrots, turnips, and crumbs of bread—in garbage cans and in the dirt. If we found something on the ground that resembled a food item, we ran to it, seeking something to placate our growling stomachs. The rats nibbled on decaying piles of corpses when the crematoria couldn’t keep up with the disposal. I wondered if any prisoners were ever tempted to follow suit. Even a greater concern than food, however, was thirst. We could fool ourselves into thinking we weren’t hungry but we always knew that we were thirsty. In fulfilling this desire, nothing was out of the question. We scooped up murky handfuls from puddles, placed our heads into drainpipes, and spent our time in the showers drinking the water while bathing.

			Finally, in May of 1944 after suffering through an unseasonably cold spring, Mendel and I were placed on a list to be removed from Auschwitz-Birkenau when two huge transports of prisoners arrived from Hungary and from liquidated Polish ghettos, greatly straining the resources of the camp. Everyone was jumbled around as space was made for the new arrivals. They were considered more precious than those of us already living in the camp because, having not endured a beaten-down camp existence, they were healthier and stronger than us and therefore better workers. By this time, the number of digits in prisoner tattoos had increased; I had even noticed tattoos preceded by offset numbers or letters. There were too many prisoners for the camp to contain. Many of my fellow prisoners were sent to the gas chambers, while others, like Mendel and me, were transported to another location.
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			I would like to interject to provide additional information about the crematorium I had helped to build. After the war, I learned that it had been destroyed several months after I left the camp by a group of prisoners during a revolt. If I recall correctly, the “Sonderkommando” (crematoria workers) learned that they were going to be liquidated sooner than expected and a new batch of workers was to be brought in, but they were unwilling to accept their impending fate. Together with a network of prisoners, including Soviet Prisoners of War and women from the main Auschwitz camp who worked in nearby munitions factories, they banded together to smuggle and transport explosives to the crematorium. On the appointed day, incited by their dwindling life clock, they rose up, slamming the door on death, and destroyed one of the crematoriums. They then made a valiant effort to escape from the camp by cutting a barbed wire fence, running into the woods, and sprinting towards freedom. In the end, the escaped prisoners were discovered and executed, along with their assistants, but not before a handful of SS guards were killed. Amidst the chaos, hundreds of other inmates were murdered. The incident is just one of many testaments to the fact that we did not saunter willingly to our deaths. Some of us lost our lives actively resisting Nazi oppression.
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			But, as I said, when Mendel and I were preparing to leave Auschwitz-Birkenau and its evil crematoria and gas chambers behind, we were unaware of any plans of revolt. We were apprehensive yet relieved to be leaving. By this point, we were among the small group of veteran prisoners in the camp, the group who passed along their knowledge and experience to new arrivals. We had made it through nearly two years of selections, starvation, and sicknesses. We pushed around words to describe this phenomenon such as “luck,” “blessing,” “purpose,” and “fate,” but we decided there was no adequate explanation. It didn’t matter what force had spared us, from within us or from around us. “One more day”: that is what Mendel and I said to each other every morning. If we could just make it through “one more day” every day then we would live to see the end of the war.

			We wondered where we were going. We thought nothing could be worse than the hell we had already lived through.

			We were wrong. Things became much worse.

			We were only given a twelve-hour notice prior to our departure, but perhaps it made no difference if we had only been given twelve minutes because we had no personal belongings to collect and clean or errands to run in preparation for our trip. We also had no one to say “goodbye” to. Such a word was unheard of in the camp—you were never given the opportunity to say “farewell” to a loved one and you never said it lightly in parting because you never wanted your current meeting to be your last. The only two people Mendel would have liked to see before he left were Dorothy and mother, particularly Dorothy. While he was worried about our mother, his romantic young mind was consumed with thoughts of his lover, the one person who had brought him a smidgen of joy while in the camp. Since he hadn’t seen her after his punishment detail, he didn’t know if she had perished, if she had been transferred, or if she had simply lost interest in him. He had no way of contacting her. I was really only concerned about mother. I thought she was still in the camp wondering why we hadn’t returned to see her. I wanted to track her down, but I didn’t have the ability to do so. I was blessed to still have her ring. Ever since she had gifted it to me, I had concealed it in various parts of my body during countless inspections, nearly choking on it more than once. I figured that if it was discovered at least I would die with a part of my family inside me. As I prepared to depart from the camp, I was comforted knowing that my family would be traveling with me to a new place; I believed that their spirits were inside the ring, just as mother had said.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 34
 
			Shuffled around like cards, we made our third move in less than four years. The night prior to our departure, I blocked out the usual coughing and snoring from my neighbors and the typical dribbles of bodily fluids seeping down from the mattress above me.

			When morning came, the nearly one thousand of us selected to be transferred—all of us young men in fairly decent physical condition considering our surroundings—were counted and recounted and then instructed to walk for about three kilometers to a nearby section of railroad track. Making our way under the watchful eye of more than twenty SS guards, Mendel stood close to me, fearing that we might become separated before starting our journey. When we reached our destination, a dozen open-roofed wooden boxcars were linked together on the track, awaiting our arrival. At that moment, despair set in. I feared that the trip might be worse than the one we took to Auschwitz-Birkenau. At least the roofs had been closed in the cattle cars so that while we were sandwiched together we were not completely exposed to the elements. How far would we be traveling like this? How far could we travel like this?

			Then the whipping and beating began as we were quickly pushed into the boxcars. The guards pushed us together into groups and yanked us this way and that, plucking us from one group and introducing us to another. All the while they shouted at us, yelling commands to move quickly as was their usual tempo. There seemed to be no method to their grouping—it was all a game to them. It was always a game to them. We were like stuffed animals in an arcade machine with a claw device and the guards honed in on us until they snatched us from our resting place and then moved us about as if we were toys. But we were not presents to be enjoyed once we were extracted, we were victims to be manipulated and destroyed. In the process, Mendel was shoved into another group. I held onto him with every ounce of strength I had in my body, but a guard beat my arms with increasingly vigorous thwacks until I had no choice but to let go of him. At that moment, my brother, who I had always looked out for, was herded into one of the boxcars. He kept straining his neck to look back at me, but the guards kept pushing him onward. My heart shattered as I watched him drift away. My only comfort was that we would be traveling on the same track. I often wonder if I could have held on to him longer, if I could have fought off the guard. I believe that the guards purposely sought out prisoners who clung together so that they could separate them. They despised alliances. They preferred for us to be isolated and despondent.

			In the next moment, I was handed a fistful of bread and a ladle of soup and loaded into a boxcar along with a hundred or so other men from a host of different countries. I felt the emptiness of the universe as Mendel no longer stood next to me. I imagined that there were others in the transport who felt as I did—no two members of the same family were in my compartment—but I didn’t know and I didn’t ask. No one felt like talking as we pulled away from the camp.

			Though it was the middle of May when we set out on our voyage and the weather was breezy and temperate with a cloud-speckled, sun-filled sky, the warmth from our bodies heated the car to an uncomfortable level. Many of us began shedding our button up shirts, attempting to cool ourselves down. Some of us sat in the car, while others, like me, had to stand pressed up against the communal mass our bodies created. All kinds of odors radiated from the compartment, but we failed to care. We drifted in and out of sleep, in some ways relieved to have time to rest. During the first day of our journey I consumed all but a quarter-sized piece of my bread. I hid the rest of it in my shirt pocket.

			Three days in, we stopped at a rail station somewhere in Poland and were given another ration of bread and soup, this one larger than the first. At that point, we knew that the next leg of our trip would be longer than the last. My thoughts kept wandering to visions of Mendel. I wondered how he was faring and if I would see him when we disembarked.

			As we continued moving along the railroad track, we felt a desire to verbally connect to our fellow passengers. Sitting in silence was too much to bear. Streams of different languages filled the air. I communicated with a few Polish and Yiddish speakers who were scattered within the car. Eventually, everyone shifted to be closer to those they could converse with. Human interaction through animated chatter eased the passage of time.

			Although traveling during the day was awful since insects made their way into the car biting and stinging us, the nights were far worse. The spring air nipped at our frail bodies, reaching through our clothing to release a chill that was absorbed into our bones. During the night we felt the consequences of our loneliness. Even though we felt the bodies of our fellow passengers against our own, the quietness of the night blanketed us in desperation as we were left alone to our thoughts.

			Every few days, the brakes of the train were engaged briefly for reasons unannounced to us. As soon as our progress was halted, a pack of SS men jumped off the train and stood around, barricading us from escaping from the boxcars. Two men in a compartment directly in front of mine timed it so that as they felt the train beginning to decelerate, they hurled themselves out of the boxcar in a gallant effort to flee. One of the men caught his pant leg on a bolt connecting the planks and was sucked underneath the belly of his boxcar and onto the tracks where he was crushed by all of the remaining cars including mine. The other man made it safely out of the boxcar and away from the tracks, but he tumbled awkwardly when he landed, injuring his knee; he was consequently shot when the train came to a standstill.

			Seeing this, we were all reminded, yet again, of the direness of our situation. Only on one occasion were these pauses used to replace our long ago consumed rations and to haul out the deceased from the boxcars. During this instance, a lifeless man was removed from my car. A sick part of me wished that more men had expired so that I had more room to breathe. As our journey continued, twenty men passed away from illness and starvation. We simply lifted these men and threw them out of the moving car. It was the only thing we could do to make the situation more endurable for the living.

			As we pressed on, our stomachs continuously shrank and we welcomed rainy days so that we had something to drink, something to moisten our tongues. Increasingly, our discussions turned to our destination. We came to the conclusion that we were most likely headed to another work camp, not to an extermination center. If the Germans had wanted to annihilate us, they wouldn’t have wasted time and resources transporting us. They could have easily gotten rid of us in the gas chambers back in Auschwitz-Birkenau if killing us was their intention. Would we be treated more humanely in our new camp, if in fact we were headed to a camp?

			Every fleeting day was a day closer to our destination or a day closer to our deaths, or perhaps both. We had no indication of where or when we were going to stop. Like my transport from the Warsaw Ghetto to Auschwitz-Birkenau, everyone handled the trip differently. Some men became consumed with hopelessness, others wailed uncontrollably, many were overcome with the motivation to survive, and still others became mentally unstable, lost in their own spacey world. I experienced waves of peaks of determined endurance and valleys of listless despair. We were all victims of severe dehydration although our bodies reacted varyingly from producing headaches to hallucinations. Countless men closed their eyes in pain grappling at their temples, trying to ease the chiseling throbbing beneath their skulls. I fought off periods of confusion and dizziness although I thankfully escaped the headaches.

			We watched the landscape change as we moved in a southwestward path, observing how the terrain changed from flatland to mountainous and just about everything in between, crossing out of Poland and passing into Czechoslovakia and finally rolling into Austria. The stunning scenery once we entered Austria was breathtaking. Gorgeous evergreen trees flanked the railway, awakening our senses with the fresh smell of sweet pine, calming our nerves. Serene, quaint, bucolic towns also passed through our field of vision. Such beauty had not existed in our lives for years. Our confinement caused us to assume that the war had destroyed everything wonderful, including vegetation, all over Europe. But now we realized life went on as usual in some places. Maybe our lives would return to normal at some point, too?

			The days ticked by and I soon lost count of them. Finally, on a humid evening the train came to a resting state at a railway station in Upper Austria somewhere in the Alps, stirring up curiosity within my compartment. Debates were sparked about how long we had traveled, but the consensus was that it had been eleven days since we were removed from Auschwitz-Birkenau. Looking around, I saw a small sign with the word “Mauthausen” tacked to the platform wall of the station. The word meant nothing to me. Rows of SS guards lined up along the train with their bloodthirsty dogs and we were commanded to rapidly exit from the boxcars and form a line five people across. In so doing, I searched for Mendel in the sea of prisoners, needing to confirm that he had survived the journey. Pushed and shoved as I made my way forward, everything faded from view as I set my sights on finding him, propelled by instinct. My brain registered nothing in my peripheral field of vision as I searched. If he had perished during the course of the trip, I felt that I might not have the strength to continue. I had to find him, for if I didn’t I feared that I might fall into the dirt and plead for death to cloak me in darkness, carrying me into its immense nothingness. I don’t know how long I plowed through the mob searching for him, but it felt like an eternity.

			Relief came when I saw him frantically making his way toward me. Huge smiles took over our faces and we hugged as though we had been apart for years. At the same time, one of the guards saw us and shouted at us to get into line. Doing as we were instructed, we fell into place, forming a row with three other men. When everyone was lined up, we set off on a march that would cover about five kilometers. We were nearly starved, dehydrated, and had not flexed our muscles in almost two weeks. As we walked, we were unaware if the trek would last one kilometer or one hundred kilometers.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 35
 
			As we walked past civilian houses and stores, children threw stones at us, laughing at our misfortune. Adults mocked us, shouting obscenities and taunting us with promises of food and then slapping us in the face if we approached them. It was demoralizing and dehumanizing. I asked myself how a place full of awe-inspiring wilderness could house such despicable people. Had the whole world gone crazy? Was there no hospitable place left on earth?

			More than an hour after setting out, we were led up a steep hill. Reaching the top, we saw an enormous stone complex directly in front of us. To me it looked like something out of a nightmare; a twisted, evil-filled prison where people came to die.

			Climbing up the hill, the dirt forming our path seemed to reflect the foreboding color creeping into the sky as the sun slipped out of view for the night. Chilly gusts of wind battered us as we reached the top, seemingly letting us know that we had arrived at an unwelcoming place. My body vibrated with fear, forming tiny goosebumps along my skin. An uneasy feeling paralyzed me, sending electric pulses from my scalp down to my toes. Before even entering into the compound, I knew that we had reached a parade ground of death.

			In the next moment, we rounded a curve and were face to face with the gates of the building. Elaborately carved wooden doors that would have been perceived as impressive works of art had they been in any other setting stood eerily tall with an enormous brass Nazi-worshipped eagle proudly displayed above them. The doors were bordered by two even taller stone guard towers, both of which were occupied by soldiers with rifles trained on us. Forming the boundaries of the fortress were hundreds of meters of massive stone walls capped with curls of barbed wire. The line of men I was part of broke apart as the sheer scope of our situation set in. The guards fired a barrage of bullets past us, making it clear that no hesitation would be made to kill us if we disobeyed. Since we had no weapons to answer the call of the guards’ rifles, we did as we were told.

			Crippled with fear, we proceeded through the gate. The heavy doors made a banging thud as they were shut and locked behind us. Bumped around as a group of several hundred men filled the space, Mendel and I moved as one unit until we found a place to stand on the edge of the group. Large hunks of granite covered the walls, floors, and many of the buildings, emitting a cold, heartless vibe.

			Unsure of what might happen next, we waited in silence in an uncovered stone courtyard. We were then commanded to toss our bowls into a box and strip naked and toss our clothes into a pile in the corner. At that moment, I knew that we would not be dressing in our own clothes again; unlike the systematic process of undressing at Auschwitz-Birkenau, we were not deceived into believing that our clothes would be returned to us following registration. We were also told to remove our shoes and throw them into another pile. Mendel and I found it easy to give up our threadbare clothing since it had long ago worn to shreds, but parting with our nicely patched clogs with thick leather insoles—our second-chance lifeline—was distressing. We were the last transport to shed our clothing. As the population of the camp increased, the required production of camp uniforms could not be met, meaning that future prisoners had to wear the clothes they arrived in for the duration of their confinement. Our shoes and clothes mixed together with the others, and all that I had left was mother’s ring, which I gripped into the palm of my hand before putting it into my mouth and swallowing it; I would retrieve it later.

			As we unclothed, the guards stormed up to ten or twelve random men and wrestled them to the ground. The jagged edges of the embedded rocks lining the courtyard pierced the victims, bloodying their foreheads, knees, elbows, and hands. The guards then shackled the defenseless men to the stone wall by their hands and feet using iron rings and chains. Such callous cruelty, a hazing ritual, was another method employed to show us that we were entirely at the mercy of the guards.

			It was dark by the time we unrobed and unrelenting waves of wind lashed at our exposed bodies as we stood idle with no further directions as hour after hour passed by. Although my body was nearly twenty-two years old, it felt like the body of an eighty year old because of everything it had been through. Cries of frustration from the restrained men echoed throughout the space all night, disrupting any attempts we made to sleep.

			Finally, when daylight appeared, the guards reemerged in the courtyard. One of them, a burly beast of a man with shoulders so large that they buried his neck, turned and pointed to the ornate gate we had entered through the night before. He told us: “You come in there,” followed with a point to two chimneys off to the left side of us. He ended by telling us: “And you come out there.”

			Having heard those words, we stood reflectively as we soaked them in. At that point, another guard told us we had entered the Mauthausen-Gusen camp complex, a network of more than fifty concentration camps. We were standing in the main camp, Mauthausen. We didn’t know it at the time, but we were in the process of being registered into one of the toughest and deadliest Nazi-led camps.

			None of the information we were given assisted us in any way; it left us with countless questions, which we could not ask. The demeaning initiation process, combined with the nearly two-week claustrophobia-induced travel, proved far too bitter for some of my fellow prisoners to accept. Men who were barely holding on to atoms of sanity when we had set out from Auschwitz-Birkenau were on the verge of aggregated meltdowns. These men stumbled around in a psychotic stupor with their heads pointed to the late-spring sky, muttering unnerving phrases. They proclaimed: “death is near,” “keep your distance,” and “bloodshed all around.” The guards curiously looked on as these men became unhinged, enjoying the fruits of the Nazi-organized full-body brutality. I felt my temperature drop and my skin grow pale as I listened to their menacing words, watching as they mentally drifted off into an altered phantom existence.

			One man hobbled up to me, his knees bowing oddly inward as he walked, shouting for me to look at where he was pointing. “There, over there—can’t you see it? The evil spirit stands robed in ashes on that building, ready to welcome us.” I looked and yet I did not see anything aside from two smokestacks that were connected to the crematorium. Even so, his terrifying predictions petrified me. In the next moment, he leapt over to the “evil spirit” with his last burst of energy, bellowing that he was “ready.” That’s when the SS mowed him down in a storm of gunfire. The man who only seconds before was a living, breathing human, albeit a half-crazed one, had become an unresponsive, contorted bundle that was shedding pools of blood onto the ground. There was no mercy. The guards enjoyed watching us unravel, but they enjoyed slaying us even more.

			As the rest of us clumped closer together out of fear, we had no choice but to remain fully exposed as we waited in line. Hungry and tired from our trip, Mendel and I cautiously slid our way forward for three long hours until we were registered. When we approached the long, generic-looking table, we saw a row of prisoners with green triangles affixed to their shirts—criminal prisoners I presumed, just like in Auschwitz-Birkenau—sitting at the tables, ready to write down our personal identification information into ledgers. One of the men looked up at me and in a monotone, disinterested tone of voice asked me to say and spell my name. This man actually wants to know my name, I thought to myself. For the first time in years I would not be considered just a number. Perhaps Mauthausen wouldn’t be such a horrendous place. Pride shuttled through my veins, pumping life back into my scrawny body, when I said the words “Henryk Frankowski” aloud. Looking over at Mendel, I noticed that he experienced a similar feeling—his eyes brightened as he recited his name. At that moment I realized how important strings of precisely arranged letters are in defining who we are. Numbers made me feel insignificant while letters made me feel respectable. Either way, I was still me in mind and body, and yet this tiny distinction made a world of difference to how I felt. It is remarkable how labels can alter our frame of mind.

			Lost in my own pensive thoughts, I failed to notice the object dangling in front of me. I was standing there mulling over the importance of names when the prisoner who registered me demanded I grab hold of the object he was presenting me.

			And in that moment I once again became just another number.

			A rectangular piece of metal engraved with a row of numbers fastened to a short piece of metal twine declared my new identity. Affixing it to my wrist as the other prisoners did, aside from those who were given wire long enough to fit around their necks, I felt my soul wilting in despair. Inwardly decomposing upon myself, shriveling and curling up like a flower that has been deprived of sunlight and nutrients, I begged for death to cradle me. My feet glued to the stone floor, I felt like giving up.

			I was beginning to wonder who I truly was. I had one number indelibly imprinted on my left forearm, another number knotted around my left wrist, and a name no one seemed to care about.

			Snaking around the walls of the courtyard, our line of naked prisoners tainted with periodic inclusions of guards made its way through a long wooden building, an occupied barracks, where we took turns having our heads, chests, underarms, backs, and pubic hair shaved as we stood in front of the gaunt prisoner barbers. It was a similar experience as my encounters at Auschwitz-Birkenau, complete with the rusty blades and flesh-stinging sensations, but it was no less mortifying each time it was done. The only difference was that our entire head was shaved slightly further away from our scalp, leaving a few centimeters of hair sticking out from the root, and then a deeper swipe of the blade, the width of the razor, cut from our forehead to the nape of our neck.

			We were hurried out of the barracks and into a stone building where we were visually inspected and individually fully submerged into a giant vat of disinfectant. As I waited in line, I watched the men ahead of me disappear into the metal drum only to reappear a few seconds later flailing their arms as they gasped for air. If only I had been the first one in line, then I wouldn’t have had to witness what lay ahead for me. Fearing that I might hyperventilate, I took a slow deep breath as two guards pushed me into the sterilizing liquid. My lips curled underneath my teeth and my eyes sealed shut, I clutched my flimsy glasses in one of my hands and held my breath as my head disappeared under the cloudy water, which was dirty from hundreds of soiled men. Immediately, I kicked my feet frantically until I bobbed to the surface, gulping steamy, bitter air smelling of rancid almonds because of the insecticide. My open wounds pulsated with pain. One of the guards pulled me out of the trough and called for the next prisoner in line to take my place.

			Following this, we were corralled together into a cement-lined shower room. Worrying if gas or water would stream out of the shower heads, we stood in waiting as the metal door was closed, looking up at the thin pipes in the ceiling with apprehension. It was like the guards wanted to tease us—we saw them looking at us through the rounded glass window in the door—because they waited more than ten minutes before they turned on the water. Although it was lukewarm but bordering on cold, we greeted its arrival with the presentation of our tongues. Feeling it soak into my pores, my outlook changed yet again. Throughout my life in the camps, since the outbreak of the war, my emotions constantly teetered like an unbalanced seesaw.

			As soon as the water stopped flowing, the door was opened and we were ordered to vacate the shower room. As we did, we were handed an armful of clothing, which we were told was a uniform consisting of a pair of pants, a shirt, a button up jacket, and a pair of shoes. There was no time to verify the contents in our hands as we exited the stone building. What we were given was what we would wear. Only after we were outside could we look at our uniforms as we dressed in them. In my arms I found a striped gray-blue paper-thin jacket, just like the one I had worn before, already adorned with a yellow triangle and marred by loose stitches on the breast pocket. It was obvious that my jacket had previously belonged to another prisoner. I found it unsettling that the guards didn’t sew our numbers into our uniforms; they probably didn’t want to waste their time in doing so since they knew we wouldn’t last long here anyway. Aside from a small percentage of matching uniforms, even our pants didn’t coordinate with our jackets. My pants were a khaki beige color while others were black, white, or plain gray. My shoes were wooden clogs with wooden soles and canvas upper coverings. Other variations of the shoes given out that day were fully wooden clogs and wooden clogs with leather uppers. I greatly missed my perfectly modified old clogs. Having to resort back to wearing uncomfortable shoes was deflating.

			Once we were dressed, the same two guards who had addressed us hours prior reappeared, this time with pistols. They notified us that we were going to be divided into factions—a small portion of men would be staying in the main camp while the rest of us would be transferred to satellite camps. We didn’t know which of the two choices was the most favorable.

			Very swiftly, we were divided into ten or so groups. Leading up to this, it hadn’t even occurred to me that Mendel and I might be separated. We had both made the trip to the camp and I assumed we would be staying together since everyone from the transport was registered in the same fashion. All of a sudden, clarity overtook me and I whispered to Mendel, telling him to move away from me. I figured that since the guards routinely tore apart families we would stand a better chance of ending up in the same group if we didn’t appear to be acquaintances. Mendel pushed his way through the crowd, ending up roughly six meters away from me. All we could do was hope for the one-in-ten chance that we would wind up together. I said the words “Mendel, me, Mendel, me” repeatedly in my head as we waited for our assignments. In a matter of seconds, I was pointed into what ended up being the smallest group and Mendel was pointed into one of the largest. All hope was lost. There was no goodbye, no hugging, as I watched my brother take one last look at me as he was led away and out of the front gates, his hands holding up his baggy pants.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 36
 
			I wouldn’t let myself believe that was the last time I would ever see Mendel. I begged for father and Blima to comfort me. I had to shake the pessimistic thoughts that were plaguing me. I had to resuscitate my dwindling energy supply. I knew that I would not survive even until the next morning if I let negativity overtake me.

			Realizing this, I shook my head, effectively casting away my feelings of gloom. I instead turned my focus on the thirty or forty men standing together with me. We were the only group remaining in the courtyard; all of the others had been taken away to other camps. We were all Jewish, which I easily concluded from the yellow triangles on our jackets, and were men of varying builds, although we were all corpselike from our time in Auschwitz-Birkenau. Stunned from our sudden separation from the other groups, we wondered if we should feel blessed or cursed.

			With no time for introductions, we were led to the left side of the courtyard to a green-painted wooden barracks with functioning windows. Making our way inside by scooting clumsily in our uncomfortable new shoes, we saw that it was full of bunks but devoid of men. The hundreds of current inhabitants were laboring somewhere in or around the camp. We were assigned to bunks that already slept two to four men on each level, so that we would be sleeping three to five men across. For the first time, I was assigned to a top-level bunk. I only wished Mendel could share it with me. Even so, it was impossible to imagine how I would fit into such a small space. The three-level wooden bunks with burlap-covered straw mattresses looked similar to the ones we had slept in while at Auschwitz-Birkenau; they were too small for even one man to sleep without feeling cramped, let alone three, four, or five.

			Bunks assigned, we were then each issued a cup, a bowl, and a spoon. I greeted my new possessions with fondness—they meant we might finally be given something substantial to eat and drink. As it turns out, we had to wait for several more hours until the workday was over and dinner was served. Beginning to tie these items around the string of our pants for safekeeping, the guards jeered at our bizarre behavior, pointing to a wall of shelves parceled into tiny cubbies. We were to store our utensils in our assigned spaces when not in use. Apprehensively, I tucked my objects into my cubby as the guards left the barracks. Immediately, I worried about their safety.

			Three inmates approached us, all of them political prisoners. I can’t recall their names; by that point in my camp tenure I found it pointless to memorize names. While I have mentioned that our “superiors” demeaned us by referring to us by our prisoner numbers and not our names, conversely our “superiors” commanded respect—which obviously none of us had for them—by requiring us to address them using their names. This distinction was just another way we were debased. Moreover, even though my peers and I spoke to each other by name, with the constant reorganizations and selections I preferred not to learn their names so that when they disappeared I could pretend they had just been a figment of my imagination. Not knowing their names made it easier for me to cope when they went away—to suffer or to die.

			The three political prisoners introduced themselves as our block elder, block registrar, and room elder. They were the leaders of our barracks. As they went over the camp protocol, we learned that they we were replacements for prisoners who had recently perished in “an accident” at the stone quarry. We also learned that we would not be isolated from the non-Jewish prisoners and we would bypass the typical quarantine period because our labor was immediately needed. This meant that there was no time to get acquainted with the fundamentals of the camp—we were expected to dive right into the grueling routine.

			As I listened to these men, these strangers addressing us, I began to question if in fact the other groups were taken to different camps or if we had all been duped as we had been in Auschwitz-Birkenau. Was it possible that the nine other aggregates were already on their way to the gas chambers? No matter how hard I kept trying to cast aside similar questions, they kept lurching their way back inside my brain. I feared that my brother, one of the people I had vowed to always protect, might never be able to fulfill his dream of becoming a teacher. I wondered if my grandparents were still living covert lives in hiding or if they had been discovered. I questioned how my former teachers, childhood friends, and neighbors from Warsaw were faring and if they ever thought about me, too. Churning years of unsoiled memories over in my head, I thought back to innocent little Blima with her doll-like, sweet face. I felt the guilty weight of all of the souls of my family who had been killed since the war began. The Nazis held our lives in their rifle-wielding hands and they decided when it was our time to leave this earth. Traits that the Germans favored varied from day to day so that no one knew what was advantageous and what was disadvantageous. The same group of young women judged as desirable candidates for work one day could be rejected during selections the very next day. If labor-related voids didn’t exist, entire transports were sentenced to death. They treated us like perishable food, disposing of us when we were no longer beneficial to them. When I thought about it, I realized that perhaps our expiration dates were encrypted within our unique prisoner numbers. Maybe they were already recorded in the camp ledger so that each day we were unknowingly getting closer to our imminent doom.

			Lost in a sea of unspeakable visions, I was thankful when an annoyed prisoner shouted for me to move. Judging by his tone, it was not the first time. I had zoned out during the leaders’ introductions. I shrugged, unconcerned. I hadn’t noticed that a small band was playing outside somewhere in the background, indicating that the laborers were arriving back to camp for the evening. While I stood with my group outside my newly assigned barracks, I scanned the borders of the rectangular-shaped camp as the sun began to set, watching hundreds of deathly thin prisoners—all bearing shaved heads with stripes down the middle—sluggishly shifting up the hill to the outdoor stone-covered assembly ground for roll call. I found it odd that very few of the inmates displayed yellow triangles on their jackets like me; instead most of them appeared to be political, criminal, or asocial prisoners. Equally as strange, I noticed an almost total lack of women in the camp. Throughout roll call, which was held individually by barracks, I mentally cataloged my observations. The senseless beating, repetitive recounting, and motionless standing were no different than roll calls had been in Auschwitz-Birkenau. I was unfazed when the process took three hours that night.

			At last, once we had all been counted and accounted for, we were fed. The thick, dark veil of night accompanied us. I can’t recall how many days it had been since my last meal, but I gulped down my bowl of foul lukewarm soup like it had been a month since I had exercised my taste buds. I wanted to talk with the men who had just returned so that I could ask questions about the camp, but they were unapproachable. They grabbed their soup and walked away with it. With only an hour of free time between dinner and sleep, most of them headed to the washrooms—which were ill-equipped and a several minute walk from the barracks—where they attempted to clean themselves and their uniforms. My first bit of downtime was spent in a fog. Fear of the unknown caused the line between my desire to live and my acceptance of death to blur. I had to forcefully push that line apart and swing the pendulum back towards wanting to live. It would have been so easy to give up before I ever started working in the camp. I knew that death by my own accord would have ended my suffering in a flash, but I couldn’t do it even though I knew it meant months, or even years, of misery were ahead of me.

			In the end, recollections of the long ago advice about endurance from my mother compelled me to gather intelligence about surviving in the camp. Therefore, I returned to my barracks to look for a seasoned prisoner to talk with. After using one of the round cleaning basins inside the barracks to rinse out my cup, bowl, and spoon, I headed to my bunk. My bunkmates had not returned from the washroom so I looked around for someone else who might be willing to answer my questions. Sitting on the unfinished floor several bunks away from mine with his head bent in concentration, a red-triangle prisoner was using a simple, splintered needle he had carved from a stick and a small pile of straw ripped vertically into thin threads to darn a hole in his pants. He looked both resourceful and knowledgeable. No matter how standoffish he might be, I decided to demand he be of assistance to me.

			Full of confidence, I approached the man and introduced myself to him. He looked up briefly without recognition, absorbed in his sewing. I moved closer to him and repeated myself in a louder voice. He grunted sharply, threw some straw at me, and muttered to himself. Figuring he was attempting to get rid of me, I prepared to plead with him. Luckily, I didn’t have to. Instead, his behavior reversed. He put down his needle, nodded at me, and invited me to sit down on the floor beside him. I respectfully thanked him for accepting me into his personal space and although I was slightly troubled because of his conduct, I took a seat next to him. I shouldn’t have found his behavior so unusual; camp life bent everyone’s social skills. Our tempers flared uncontrollably and our emotions changed suddenly and unpredictably. With his hands moving instinctively over his torn garments, he continued sewing as I rattled off a series of questions about Mauthausen, probing him incessantly. Under the glow of the one bare bulb hanging from the ceiling, we engaged in a lengthy discussion until the rest of the five hundred prisoners returned to the building and the light was extinguished. Over the next several weeks, he acted as my mentor.

			Lying on my straw mattress that first night, the full length of my body uncomfortably pressed like a canned sardine between two men I hadn’t even met yet, I turned the words of my newest acquaintance over in my mind. I sifted through the information I had learned, mentally categorizing it into files, storing it away for when I might need to unearth it later. Through that kind, selfless man I learned a bounty of knowledge, useful and otherwise.

			Much of what he said gave me a general background about the camp, allowing me to understand where I was and what the Mauthausen-Gusen complex was all about. He had survived the arduous conditions of the camp for nearly a year. Immediately following the outbreak of the war, he had fled to Czechoslovakia from Poland where he was rounded up for political reasons. A spiteful coworker had accused him of opposing the Nazi party; therefore he was imprisoned in various camps until he finally ended up in Mauthausen.

			Apparently, the entire camp complex spanned more than thirty-five acres, comprising about fifty camps, with Mauthausen as the main camp and a much-feared sister camp called Gusen located about five kilometers to the northwest. He told me about the nearly useless camp hospital where first aid was the relative extent of the services offered since life-saving medicines were in short supply. He explained that spotted fever had run rampant a few years prior, killing off many prisoners, and how Soviet POWs were formerly secluded in a separate camp where they were treated cruelly. He also told me about the camp band, which he said had just formally split up, although a few members continued to play during roll calls, executions, and when prisoners walked to and from work. He explained how the camp was a vast melting pot of prisoners from across Europe, including men from Spain, the Netherlands, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, France, Belgium, Greece, Luxembourg, Italy, Hungary, and so forth. He fathomed that the lack of women might be attributed to the demanding physical labor required of the inmates, although he did mention that some women worked in the SS brothel. He could not answer my questions about the disproportionately large number of intelligentsia, asocials, and political and criminal prisoners that outnumbered the Jewish prisoners, but he presumed that “they are coming.” He told me that some lucky prisoners—none of them Jews—could receive letters and packages and were even earning small wages that they could use in the camp canteen to buy food and supplies. These prisoners were also treated to bed sheets and weekly showers. Moreover, a few of the very lucky were invited to participate in the Sunday football (soccer) games the SS played on the open field adjacent to the camp. I further learned that the labor force had previously been focused on mining granite in the nearby rock quarry for reconstruction projects in German towns but had recently shifted towards digging underground facilities to manufacture armaments for the German Army. He had worked in the stone quarry since his arrival despite the cutbacks, and he recounted frightening scenes about his experiences, warning me about a landmark connected to the quarry known throughout the camp as the “Stairs of Death.” Tales of torture, including witnessing men being drowned alive in large barrels and seeing prisoners tormented to the point where they committed mass suicide in order to escape the pain, mixed with stories about extreme forms of punishment made me realize that the camp I was a part of was no less horrifying than Auschwitz-Birkenau. In fact, after that conversation I knew…it might be even worse.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 37
 
			I slept that first night restlessly, wrestling with the information I had just absorbed. Less than four hours after I had climbed into my bunk, I was awakened by the earsplitting sounds of a bell announcing it was time to spring to life and begin the day. It was not yet five in the morning. I mimicked the actions of the other men, helping to flatten the straw mattress while crouching on the edge of the bunk, balancing so that I would not fall to the floor. Then I ran through the darkness the half a kilometer or so to the toilets, taking my turn sitting on the bare planks with rough-cut holes running the span of the building. Following this, I fought my way to the communal basins, splashing a handful of muddy water on my face, and grabbing my cup, bowl, and spoon from my cubby. I hurried to the food distribution site, eagerly awaiting something, although I knew it wouldn’t be satisfying or tasty, to soothe my hollow stomach. Showing my metal bracelet to the cook, I received my cup of vile coffee and watery soup. By that point, I failed to care how horrendous the food tasted. If it quenched my thirst and placated my growling belly, it was a welcomed gift. Having eaten, I returned my utensils to their proper place and joined the rows of twenty men across already forming beside my barracks for roll call.

			With no executions to carry out and no discrepancy in the numbers, we were quickly led away in our labor groups to our work sites. I joined the group of men I had arrived with from Auschwitz-Birkenau and many of the men from my barracks, including my new, self-appointed mentor. Marching out the front gates in our rigid wooden shoes with SS guards and kapos intermingled between us, we walked past the lower level of the camp where the SS barracks were and continued walking for probably a distance of a kilometer and a half before coming to a steep incline. The group hesitated for a moment, as if fear disabled them, before heading down a multitude of stone steps that led down to a vast stone quarry. In that moment I realized I was walking down the infamous “Stairs of Death” my new friend had warned me about. I sensed a heavy shade of misery floating above me as I descended into the quarry, feeling cold nips of pain from the ghosts of those who had perished there. I knew that quarry work would not be easy.

			When we reached the bottom of the steps, the guards wasted no time in firing off a string of commands. They yelled the usual orders to “hurry,” “rush,” and “run.” In response, the kapos rounded us up and directed us into groups of five or six, telling us to grab a cart and pickaxes and shovels from the pile of supplies in the near corner of the quarry and to begin breaking apart sections of granite into large chunks. My group of six men consisted of prisoners from Italy and France, making it impossible for us to communicate verbally. Aggravating at first, we eventually fell into a routine. Our job—along with most of the other groups—was to hack away at the embedded stone with our handheld tools until large sections were freed from the earth, at which point we hoisted them onto the edge of the cart and shoved them inside. Oftentimes, tiny shards of rock would break apart from the impact, sending projectiles at us. Facial cuts and ocular injuries were unavoidable. Once our cart was full, we wheeled it for a few minutes along specially designed tracks until we reached the edge of the Danube River. Here, all of the carts were unloaded by another labor group and the contents were loaded onto ships bound for Germany. We did that for ten or eleven hours, with a short break for our lunch ration, as the kapos badgered and violated us and as the SS guards hungrily eyed us, always at the ready to fire their rifles and unleash their dogs when they needed a spark of entertainment. Over time, I found that the kapos were generally more mean-spirited than the SS guards; it seemed that they felt as though they had something to prove, like they feared that if they were too soft on us then they might be replaced (i.e., annihilated).

			Adjusting to the strenuous work proved to be an extremely slow process, especially since my body was already dangerously thin. Despite this, I somehow managed to make it through my first day in the stone quarry while three of my fellow men did not. One man was crushed under the weight of a falling rock, while the other two collapsed from exhaustion. These men were carried back to camp where their identification numbers were recorded before they were disposed of. The Nazis didn’t care how many men perished that day or any day, they were only concerned about balancing their ledgers—the number of prisoners on their lists had to be accounted for. I felt fortunate that everyone I shared a cart with survived to see the following day.

			Roll call lasted for several hours that night, probably because once we arrived to the assembly square it began to rain and the temperature plummeted. The guards loved watching us suffer through extreme weather conditions from the protection of their towers. Our misery was their pleasure. A torrential downpour hosed us in a bitterly cold shower, flirting with the layers of dirt covering our bodies, sending streams of muddy liquid down our soaked uniforms. Despite constantly wiping my glasses, I couldn’t see through the lenses. I cursed my nearsighted eyes, hating how they only added to my grief. All I wanted to do was to eat my dinner and fall into my bunk.

			Finally, when they had humored themselves enough, the guards relented and excused us. Our soup was as cold as the ambient temperature by that point, but it made no difference to us. We just needed calories to carry us through to the next day and it didn’t matter what they tasted like. That night our hour of free time was deleted; we only had three hours between dinner and breakfast.

			And so my days were consumed with working in the stone quarry Monday through Saturday afternoon with only a break on Sunday to rest. It was backbreaking, soul-eroding work. The massive slabs of granite cut apart my hands as I chiseled away at them just like the bricks had sliced my hands in Auschwitz-Birkenau, except the granite was sharper and bit down deeper. My hands were a bloody mess by the time each workday ended; eventually I no longer felt the pain. Muscles in my shoulders and back strained to flex a little further every day, resulting in recurring convulsions. With only a few ounces of soup and bits of bread and perhaps the occasional cold, thumb-sized piece of meat or potato, the flesh around my ribs sank deeper towards my organs a little more each week. My feet—confined to my ridiculous wooden clogs—became full of blisters and sores. All around me, more and more men took on the look of walking corpses. Lice ran up and down my body at all hours of the day, biting my nearly destroyed body. Although our clothing was occasionally disinfected, our bodies rarely were. As a barracks, we were taken to the showers only once every one or two months, but only those who were strong enough could fight for a coveted spot under the spigots. Weekly we were annoyed with the shaving of our heads and bodies when a collection of prisoner barbers entered our barracks and sheared us.

			The kapos further aggravated our situation by berating us for the most trivial of matters, finding any excuse to criticize us. The SS guards used us as bait for their twisted games by parading us past the dog kennels and letting German shepherds loose at random. For sport, they sometimes even asked for volunteers to join phony work parties; once the group assembled they plowed them down with gunfire. There was no relief anywhere. The situation for all of us in Mauthausen was beyond bleak.

			As spring and summer made way for fall—glossing over my birthday without a pause—fall then made way for winter and our situation inside the camp only diminished. An epidemic of typhus tore through the camp, eradicating hundreds of prisoners. By that time, many large transports of Jews, women, and adolescent prisoners had arrived and workshops were converted into barracks. I had become well versed in the ins and outs of the camp, due in large part to my mentor. He taught me valuable information, including how to bandage my wounds using discarded items found in trashcans. Without his guidance on all levels, I am doubtful that I would have survived. I owe my life to him. When he failed to return to camp on his own accord on a November evening in 1944, my heart burned in agony as I lowered his stretcher to the ground. My mentor had died and a piece of me did, too. With pieces of my soul breaking off with each loss I experienced, I feared that there would soon be nothing left of me.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 38
 
			It is unfathomable how much heartache and pain the human body can endure. Even if that pain is not directly pinpointed at you, you can obliquely feel it. A prime example of this played out during morning roll call after I had been in the camp for six months. As we were visually examined, one of the SS guards approached a prisoner who appeared strangely fuller in appearance than the rest of us. His body looked lumpy and plump. The guard walked up to this man and tore open his jacket with his hands, causing short fibers of straw to spill onto the man’s feet. He had packed straw from his mattress into his uniform—attempting to conceal it by folding the excess material from his clothing over it—in order to form a barrier from the frigid temperatures. “What’s this? You think a cockroach like you deserves warmth?” the guard yelled, yanking the trembling middle-aged man out of line and pulling him to the front of the assembly square, instructing all barracks to coagulate together. We were forced to watch as the reprimanded prisoner stood there, frightened, awaiting his sentence. Within minutes, another guard walked up to the prisoner, bearing a handful of raw pork he had taken from the SS kitchen. He tore apart the loose stitches holding the straw to the clothing and replaced the straw with the meat.

			Meanwhile, the man thrashed around, trying in vain to fight off the guard. In the next instant, two guards who were holding onto the leashes of their trained attack dogs joined the scene. Their dogs lunged forward gnashing their teeth, hungry to bite into the meat, but the guards didn’t let them loose. The unconditioned leather of the dogs’ leashes cracked in areas from the stress, straining and stretching to a near-snapping point, extending the prisoner’s terror as he anticipated their release. The next thing I knew, the dogs were let loose and they knocked the man over. They stood on top of him eating away at his flesh, trying to get to the pork, and in so doing, ripping the man’s meat off his bones. Ear-piercing, gut-wrenching screams projected from the man, petrifying us all.

			I tried to distance myself from the scene, attempting to retain my composure, putting up an emotional shield from the situation. I had been surrounded by similar scenes for years and so I told myself that I shouldn’t be intimidated or disturbed by the gruesome, malicious act. I drifted back to my childhood in Warsaw. In that moment I was riding my bike over a cobblestone road, thudding along, pedaling next to my friends. In the next frame, I was standing in front of a grand cathedral, awaiting my princess. With the blink of my eyes, I was then standing in our apartment, breathing in the aroma of potato pierogies, my mouth salivating. I was lost in a trance, reminiscing about the way things were when my family was all still together and no worry was too great for mother to ease away with her words.

			But, I could only reminisce momentarily. The collective reaction of those around me, their verbal outcries and the general feeling of despair, influenced me physiologically. Their dread became my dread. Their fear became my fear. Spastic undulations of fear and dread took hold of my body. There is no shutting off your brain from registering such acts of extreme cruelty. Even today, recollections of that incident come creeping back into my dreams. Visions of the man, whose only crime was ingeniously implementing a way to keep warm, still haunt me.

			Once the man was more bones than flesh, the guard who had initiated the incident indicated for the guards ranked below him to clean up the “mess” and we were directed to work like roll call had played out without so much as a hiccup. That’s just how it was in the camps. Each time a prisoner was sent to the punishment bunker or isolation area before being executed, we had to pretend everything was normal. If we attempted to empathize with the victims, we would divide our attention away from our own needs. Ignoring the vent from the gas chamber in the courtyard and the puffs of smoke from the crematorium, we continued our daily rituals.

			Some prisoners got wind of a place maybe thirty to fifty kilometers away from camp where mass killings were taking place. They said prisoners from Mauthausen were being transported there and were being killed by lethal injection or gas. They identified the killing center as a place called “Hartheim Castle.” Why was a castle being used for violence?

			I came to dread roll call even more than work.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 39
 
			In the beginning of December in 1944, I experienced how horrible Mauthausen could be when my resilience was supremely tested. I awoke to the familiar sound of the bell just as I always did—since it was wintertime our day started about fifteen minutes later than the usual time—and went through the motions of my morning routine. When the men from my barracks gathered in our columns for roll call and the total numbers failed to match with the roster after repeated tallies, it was clear that two men were missing. Standing in nearly a foot of ice-glazed snow, our frozen fingers locked into a curled-claw position, we cautiously awaited our looming sentence. The guards scurried up to us and shouted, taking their anger out on those standing closest to them. Not allowed to move our feet, we slinked backwards from our waists in an effort to distance ourselves from attack. Bobbing and weaving like a boxer in the ring who’s avoiding a knockout power punch from his opponent, I looked on with disbelief as one of the guards approached the prisoner nearest to him—not a meter away from me—pressed the cold barrel of his Luger against the back of his neck, said “bang bang” into his ear, pulled the trigger, and then casually holstered his gun. Gunpowder lingered in the air as the prisoner fell to the ground and a splatter of red fluid garnished my face. I feared that the next bit of warm blood to be shed that day would be my own. We all felt that way. We wondered how many more of us would have to die in retaliation for the actions of those two missing men. Had the score been leveled or would one more of us, or quite possibly all of us, be executed?

			After a thorough discussion between the guards, our lives were spared, at least for the moment. However, half of us were led to the punishment area for torturing and half of us were assigned to the punishment detail. I was directed into the punishment detail group along with two or three hundred other men.

			As we were guided to the “Stairs of Death”—the same 186 steps we had descended daily for months—the lot of us trembled. Trepidation punctuated our movements. The unequivocal smell of flesh-rich smoke hung in the air so thickly that I could taste it in my mouth. The temperature was well below freezing and the wind was gusting relentlessly as we made our way to the bottom of the stairs. I could feel the follicles on my arms straining to hold in the roots of my frozen hairs. The guards made no effort to clear the steps of snow. Stairs that were normally slick because of the well-trodden rocks became deathtraps when covered in precipitation.

			Winter coats and gloves were luxuries we didn’t possess. We had nothing to protect our bodies from the elements. Prisoners who were in the camp even a year prior to us were given such items, but as the war dragged on, the supply decreased and was never replenished. Therefore, hypothermia and frostbite constantly plagued us, particularly on that day.

			Once we were all clustered at the base of the stairs, the wretchedness began. Without so much as a pause, we were mustered into lines five men wide. We peered up at the stairs, not able to see the last few because the hill was so steep, and wished them away. As happened so often during the war, things that were ordinarily used for one purpose—to make life easier—morphed into things that were used for another purpose—to make life harder. Stairs that usually acted as a bridge to help us conveniently get from one place to another became a treacherous avenue to challenge our bodies and our resolve. Throaty, grimacing German commands pelted our ears. In response, each of the men in the first several rows lifted a piece of granite, weighing 45 kilograms (about 100 pounds) or so, onto their shoulders and began running up the steps in unison. Immediately, the next few rows followed suit, chasing them. When my turn came, the weight of the rock, most definitely heavier than my body weight, nearly knocked me on my face. It was a pointless exercise; it was merely another sadistic, sick victimization. Slipping and struggling to find our footing was no easy task. Our bulky, burdensome clogs provided no traction and the thin, ragged clothing that hung loosely over our skeletal frames was a menace to our movements. Snow crept into our shoes and up into our legs, nipping away at our sockless toes and ankles. Within minutes, our emaciated appendages stiffened from the cold. The line moved forward until all of us were galumphing up the stairs. Our faces were only centimeters away from the serrated slabs of those in front of us.

			Our first pass was not without incident. A man on the opposite side of the cliff a few steps above me lost his footing as his shoe became trapped in the snow, causing him to fumble and lose his grip on his rock as he steadied himself, resulting in it rolling off his back and down the hill. It gained momentum as it tumbled, knocking over and critically injuring the men standing in its wake. In its motion-filled state, the jagged chunk struck the men’s faces and chests, tearing away at their defenseless bodies, fracturing their skulls and breaking apart their ribs. Deafening cries of anguish filtered from their mouths, terrifying all of us. They had no way of avoiding the calamity. Had I not been standing at one end of the stairs and he at the other, I very well might have been killed by the impact. In retaliation, the kapos—dressed in heavy overcoats and quilted hats—counted out a faster pace to us, delighting in our agony. When all of us reached the top, we were immediately ordered back down the stairs. Stones in tow, we crouched forward in severe pain. The descent was perhaps even more dangerous than our trip upward. The compacted snow, melting in places from our pounding feet, had become a treacherous sheet of ice as it thawed and refroze.

			Once we were all again gathered at the bottom of the hill, alive or otherwise, we were surprised to hear that we would have an opportunity to rest before repeating the madness. This change in treatment seemed to stem from the sudden disappearance of the kapos and all but one of the SS guards. The remaining guard, a fairly young lad with strawberry blonde hair, expressed remorse for our treatment. He examined the wounded and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, pressing it against a man’s gushing gash. Speaking kindly, he addressed us with compassion—a character trait I hadn’t before seen in Mauthausen—apologizing for the brutality that had been inflicted on us. While most men discounted his words as lies, I did not. That small glimmer of humanity spoke volumes to me; it reminded me that good can outshine evil.

			Catching our breaths, our stones on the ground beside us, we massaged our pulled muscles as we begged our maker to spare us from another trip up the stairs. I dragged myself over to two men I was friendly with and the three of us commiserated with each other.

			It must have been at least twenty minutes before the rest of the guards returned. Who knows where they were during that time. Finding us spread out in the quarry, they went on a crazed rampage against us. The guard who had just been so kind to us suddenly discharged an entire magazine, targeting random prisoners, arbitrarily killing a handful of us. Then he coolly reloaded his rifle, emotionless, as he stepped over the lifeless prisoners, one of whom was clenching a bloody handkerchief. As it turned out, he was not so kind at all; when it came to being reprimanded or doing the reprimanding, he chose the latter. He was pushed into the group-think mentality; when he was alone he acted very differently than when he was part of an influential collective unit. Again, it was clear that no one could be trusted. Evil reigned supreme that day, just as it had on so many other days since the war had begun.

			In response, we were herded back up the mountain with our hefty stones. The guards hurtled threats at us, telling us to run as fast as we could regardless of our starting place in line. They bet on who would make it up the stairs first, like we were sprinters in a track and field race and the cliff was our finish line. My will to live once again diminished as I dragged myself and my stone up the hill. I was tired and defeated. I damned the time I had spent as a child sitting in decorative, safe classrooms learning about arithmetic and reading. The time devoted to academics seemed like a waste; I wished I had spent that time learning survival skills. Biting my lip to draw attention away from my aching back, I felt as though my soul was removed from my body and I was watching myself striving to make it to the top. In that moment I was no longer in control of my feet; they were moving automatically like I was a marionette controlled by some external force. I felt myself giving up. I wanted to drop my stone and plummet downward. Feeling my hands letting go, I became fully aware of the weight of the cold, gold circle hanging around my neck, and I pressed on, thinking about my mother’s poetry from the ghetto. One poem in particular came to mind, and I recited it to myself over and over until I finally reached the top:

			With certainty, death’s distinct call will one day of course come,

			Toiling, tasking, and thinking lets me know I still exist,

			Even when my senses powerfully persecute, inviting pain to persist,

			Feeling, faltering, and fantasizing, though damaged, I have not yet gone numb.
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			My mother’s comforting words provided me with the motivation I needed to get through the rest of the day. Sometimes living for ourselves is not reason enough to drive us. Sometimes we become blasé about our own existence, treading water in an indifferent state where suspending the paddling movement of our hands and legs, the very actions that keep us afloat and therefore keep us alive, seems inviting. We might easily give in to death, since it seems to be calling out to us, if it were not for vivid flickers of our loved ones seeping into our minds. At these times we live for these other persons, recognizing the devastation they would incur by our passing. We imagine their heartache, sensing the magnitude of the sorrow of their mourning. In response, we begin to pull away from the stronghold of death, finding renewed purpose in our lives. For me, I carried on for my mother and for Mendel. I longed for a blissful reunion, one where the three of us would meet back in Warsaw after the war, never again to be separated.

			A sudden, radiant burst of electrifying adrenaline ignited from my veins from a pent up reserve far within the bowels of my body. My heart began to pulsate rapidly and my palms began to perspire as a rush of vigor incentivized me forward. In that instant, I felt more alive than I had ever felt. Everything became strangely clear as I pressed onward with the now seemingly weightless stone. I no longer felt my shoes slipping to steady themselves on the ice or my face getting thrashed by the wind; I didn’t even feel the cold air that was filling my lungs. My mind protected my body from the pain, somehow masking it from me so that I could keep moving. How I made it without falling or being sent down to the bottom of the hill by a cascading boulder I don’t know, but I’m fairly certain my mother guided me.

			Other men were not so lucky. The taxing punishment pushed people who were already on the brink of death to become overwhelmed with feelings of depression and insanity. We all watched as these prisoners, men who could no longer stand to live another second, jumped off the cliff at the top of the steps. It was tempting to join them. I avoided standing close to the overhang so that I wouldn’t give in to this morbid path of least resistance. Even so, the guards made the decision for some of us; they roared with glee as they indiscriminately pushed men off the cliff. A defiant prisoner spit in one of the guard’s faces, unable to tolerate the abusive behavior any longer. He was the next man thrown over the cliff.

			I was horrified when I witnessed a guard approach a small group of men and order them to each push another prisoner off the cliff or, if they failed to do so, they would be shot. I didn’t let myself watch as the men made their split-second decisions. I heard a series of bullets being fired and when I turned back around I saw one man standing and five others heaped on the ground next to him with gaping wounds; one man was lying on the bottom of the quarry. All color had been bleached out of the remaining man’s face as he blankly stared at me, his hands tugging at his cap. He had sacrificed another man’s life to save his own. Would I have done the same? Or would I have been shot like the five men who couldn’t bring themselves to do it?

			Walking back to camp that evening, we were several dozen men fewer than when we had started the day nine hours earlier. Our souls and our bodies were broken seemingly beyond repair. When we joined the other half of our barracks back at the assembly ground, we learned that they had been sprayed with icy water and had been left to stand outside all day. Dozens of men from this group also died and although some men hung onto life for a few more days, pneumonia ultimately settled into their already weakened immune systems and did them in. It seemed both forms of punishment were equally as devastating. In Mauthausen we did not undergo frequent large-scale selections in order to be sent to the gas chambers as we did in Auschwitz-Birkenau; a majority of us were exterminated simply by overexerting ourselves.

			We were appalled to learn that the two men who had been missing that morning had been admitted to the hospital barracks the previous night. As it turns out, it had all been a miscommunication. The hospital staff failed to report the admittance of the men to our barracks leaders, and so we had all been penalized. A simple clerical error resulted in the death of nearly seventy-five of us. Misdirected resentment caused some of us, including me, to curse the two sick men.

			Without a shred of strength left, I couldn’t even chew my bread or my sugar beets that night. Hiding my dinner in my pocket, I somehow managed to scale up my bunk and slide into a fetal position. I was so far gone in every meaning of the phrase that I didn’t notice that both of my bunkmates never arrived back to the barracks.

			It sounds insensitive, but I was relieved that they didn’t return from our day of punishment. Having a bunk to myself allowed me to finally slacken my muscles and stretch out my limbs during the night, greatly reducing my pain. Since my barracks wasn’t insulated and the windows were drafty, the only drawback to losing my bunkmates was that I missed out on the supplemental body heat they had provided me. But, as was always the case in the camps, as soon as I got used to my new surroundings, a change was initiated.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 40
 
			February of 1945 my number made its way onto yet another list a few days after hundreds of prisoners began pouring into Mauthausen. Arriving in droves from Auschwitz-Birkenau, Sachsenhausen, Ravensbruck, Bergen-Belsen, Gross-Rosen, and other camps because of the approaching Soviet Army, they more than doubled the size of the prisoner population. The largest group of inmates came from Auschwitz-Birkenau. As it was rapidly liquidated, the Germans “protected” their free labor force by evacuating prisoners ahead of the advancing Allied Forces and condensing them into centralized, established concentration camps within Europe. As soon as we saw the first groups of arrivals entering the camp, we knew that the Nazis’ plan was ridiculous; the men and women we encountered were largely “muselmanner.” A majority of the prisoners were scarcely able to walk when they arrived, let alone work. These inmates were emaciated to the point where they looked like they had been to hell and back, and they probably had. Many of them had walked under heavy patrol for days or weeks on end in the cold and snow, trudging along without coats or other winter attire, shuffling along in wooden shoes or even without any shoes at all. Some of them had traveled in part in boxcars, but they looked no better off than those who had walked the entire way.

			The saddest image I can recall about this whole ordeal, one that brought my own morality into question, was described to me by a fellow prisoner who was a messenger for the German soldiers. Because of a special patch adorning his arm, he was granted access to restricted parts of the complex as well as areas outside of the camp. One day he was instructed to carry a letter to a guard posted at the railway station about five kilometers from camp. Heading out of the front gate, the blustery wind stung his nose and lowered his core body temperature such that his movements became greatly restricted. He shielded his face with the envelope-wrapped letter as best he could and sank down to his mid calves in the snow with every step. When he finally arrived to the station, he noticed a string of cattle cars resting idle on the tracks, presumably containing human cargo. He found this odd because the transports were always unloaded in the typical fast-paced German style so that the arrivals could be sorted through and the trains could be sent away to pick up and transport other prisoners. Thick blankets of white covered the roofs of the cars and the tracks; it wasn’t hard to deduce that the transport had arrived before the most recent snow had fallen, which was three days prior. Feeling a necessary urge to find out if there were people inside, he tiptoed up to one of the cars, placing his ear up to its wooden side. He listened intently, eyes closed in an effort to funnel his hearing, until he heard deep-throated, hollow moans bellowing from the car. At one point, he swore that a woman groaned “save me” to him. Recoiling in repulsion, his curiosity had been satisfied. People were locked inside, freezing to death. He had no idea how many detainees were in the cars, but he only heard noises coming from a few individuals. He gulped, realizing that since the Nazis generally over stuffed the cars and only a couple of people were making noises, than most of those inside were already dead. Letter in hand, he stood there searching his conscience for the appropriate response. If he unlocked the cars the people might have a chance of escaping, but if he was being watched as he lifted open the hatch then the guards would kill him and continue to let the men and women trapped inside perish. In the end, he decided that protecting himself was a higher priority than trying to save those who were already so close to death. Besides, he rationed, there was nowhere for the trapped prisoners to hide if they were able to escape. Therefore, he turned a deaf ear to the groans and proceeded to fulfill his assignment. Once he handed over the letter, he waited for a written response and then walked past the occupied railroad cars and headed back to camp with a freshly inked letter in hand.

			Would I have jeopardized my safety by opening even one of the cattle cars? Would I have been willing to risk my life for another person? What about fifty people? What about five hundred? I ran the scenario through my mind many times, imagining that I was the messenger and came across the loaded transport. Each time, I refined my actions slightly, never sure of what I would have actually done.

			The men and women who did reach Mauthausen defied death, failing to let it gain the upper hand. Manifested by their blistered, blackened toes and fingers, they had more aches than I could even imagine. Somehow, some way, they had made it. The cold had dramatically slowed their thought processes so that they reached a tipping point where they could have easily succumbed to unconsciousness and lunacy, and some did. Upon seeing such prisoners, we began describing the torment they endured as “Death Marches.”

			When I became aware of my transfer from Mauthausen, I feared a similar fate as the new arrivals. I wondered how soon the war would end and if the German Army would be defeated or if they would be victorious. Would the war ever end? A German victory could mean that I might spend the rest of my life caged like an animal in the camps. It made me wonder if the captive animals I had seen all of those years ago in the zoo had felt the same way I was feeling then. I had to believe that the conclusion of the war would be a favorable one because, after all, the Germans wouldn’t be running away from the approaching armies if they felt they could fight them off. But why would they send me away from the same camp they were sending other people to? How would I survive when death had already been lurking around me for so long? Anxiety gave way to panic and panic gave way to dread. I didn’t know if I could handle another move. The six hundred men whose numbers were on the same transport list as me spent the afternoon obsessing over the uncertainty of our pending reassignment.

			And then the news came that we were not being sent on a “Death March,” but rather we were being relocated less than five kilometers away to Gusen II, a prime sub-camp of the Mauthausen-Gusen camp complex. Even though we were only traveling a short distance, in our condition it was not an easy journey. I joined a row of five men and we set off. All the while, I couldn’t help but stress about a possible forced mass exodus in the future.

			Since I had lived so close to Gusen II for the past eight or nine months, I knew, everyone in my group knew, that a transfer to it was the ultimate damnation. Terror surfaced. Rifles were fired. Dogs got riled up. We didn’t want to leave Mauthausen despite how horrible it was because we feared that the graphic stories about the Gusen camps were true. Gusen II was like entering the fiery pits of the underworld. No story can ever even scratch the surface of the events that took place there. For this reason, my recounts will not dip too far into the details. At every turn death was there to stalk you, constantly grinding down your will to persevere until it nearly reached oblivion. Even the strongest of men could not shake away from the iron grasp of extreme melancholy. You wanted to die, and felt like you were already dead, but you had to keep on living to see if the evil would ever end. That was Gusen II.

			However, as we set off for Gusen II, we relied only on the secondhand accounts from our fellow prisoners about what we might expect when we arrived. We hoped their tales were only hype; we didn’t want to come to grips with the possibility that the camp might actually be worse. After all, we recognized that if the prisoners who made it out of Gusen II alive retold such awful encounters then the prisoners who didn’t survive would have probably described even more grisly experiences chronicling the moments surrounding their last breaths.

			With our cups, bowls, and spoons in hand, we walked shoulder-to-shoulder westward through ankle-deep snow. Though the frozen accumulation was less than a third of a meter high, it provided a host of problems for us as we moved forward mainly because it was the perfect depth to swallow our shabby clogs when we stepped down and to bestow our feet with cakes of ice crystals when we stepped up. There was no opportunity to stop and remove the compacted snowflakes from our shoes. Instead, they stuck upon themselves so that our feet gradually became heavier and less agile.

			Shuffling along in route to our destination, I reflected on how much my life had changed since the war started. It was amazing how my life’s possessions had been compressed down to three vital items and some clothing, all of which were weather-beaten and flimsy. Nevertheless, I especially treasured my bowl and my cup; many prisoners had theirs stolen. So far, I had not been the victim of such thievery and I did not intend to lower my guard.

			Only five years prior, a move to a new location involved bringing material items such as bulky furniture and posh linens, and yet I felt lucky just to take along a beating heart, rags covering my body, and a couple of objects in which to obtain sustenance. I also still had the golden ring hanging around my neck, but to me it felt like an appendage not like a possession. I pondered whether I would have been content to live with these few things in Warsaw without experiencing the camps. The truth was that no matter how full our houses had been with riches before the war, none of that mattered in the camps. Exquisite artwork adorning our walls back home and designer fashions folded away in our closets did nothing to aid us. Sure, some people were able to buy or bribe their way out of Europe before the outbreak of war and they were able to take some of their fortunes with them, but once the Nazis rounded us up, valuables back home were useless.

			In the concentration camps we had become grateful for anything we had with us regardless of how insignificant these possessions would have seemed before the war. The camps also largely leveled the socioeconomic playing field. You could share a bunk with someone who had previously been several rungs higher or lower in terms of class rankings. For example, I had bunked with both a former pediatric dentist and a former garbage collector.

			I had come to realize that in life the only person you can truly count on is yourself. As long as you can still think clearly without yielding to desperation then you can survive. Once your will to live is tainted then you become a ticking time bomb. No object can save you when you mentally defeat yourself. Why do so many people measure their self-worth by the monetary value of the items surrounding them? Why do some people need to be constantly coddled and fussed over by others? In that moment, my entire perspective about life had evolved.

			My mind was racing with thoughts during the entire walk. I felt as though it was lit up with activity just like the lightning bugs I used to capture in glass jars at the lake as a child. I was sure that if I could see my reflection I would see a brightly illuminated beacon radiating from my skull. This sense of mental stimulation was refreshing. I was invigorated and very much cognizant of my situation. My mother had long ago expressed her belief that I would endure to see the end of the war, and something just then made me believe she was right. It didn’t occur to me that she might have made such a prediction as a placebo in order to comfort me, like when someone tells you that you look “good” when you are ill so that you don’t feel so down about your condition even though you know you look detestable. She wouldn’t have said she thought I would die during the war even if she thought I might. If she had, perhaps I would have had the excuse I needed to give up. But to me, her words forecasted the future: I would survive. That conviction made the walk to Gusen II—a place that I already knew would be hell—more tolerable.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 41
 
			Upon arrival, I noticed that the Gusen complex was in stark contrast to the Mauthausen compound. It looked less like a sturdy fortress and more like a dilapidated collection of shabbily constructed buildings. It was obvious that we had arrived to a place that was built in haste as an afterthought. This realization didn’t sit well with me. Poor planning during erection meant that our basic needs might not be met. The differences began with the short metal gate we entered through and the unpainted, untreated boards nailed together to form barracks. Even the electric wires running in trios along the edges of the camp failed to seem intimidating. From the corner of my eye I saw that a smokestack discharged thick, misty clouds. Peering up, I noticed a small number of wooden watch towers dotting the fields, but the guards manning them didn’t have their guns lifted and ready to shoot. It was as though everything about the place was temporary or just for spectacle. The fence, the watch towers, the gate, and the crematorium were all elements in every camp I had lived, but I viewed them as lacking muscle in Gusen.

			Maybe life in Gusen wouldn’t be as awful as I had expected it to be? Or maybe my first impression was wrong?

			Details of my first day are spotty, but what I do remember is that the registration process was brief and painless. We were not assigned new identification numbers. Instead, our Mauthausen numbers were logged in a paperbound ledger and then we were divided into groups. I was placed in an all-Jewish group and led away to the separate Jewish section of the camp. Passing by the Gusen I camp as we walked several hundred meters to the west through a barbed wire fence, we expressed our disappointment to one another that there was no redistribution of clothing, delousing, or showering. I’m not sure why these steps were skipped, but to me it seemed like the guards eliminated them in the interest of saving time. I felt especially grungy by then since my barracks’ monthly shower at Mauthausen was supposed to be that same day. The odor and stickiness of compounded cold sweat, layers of dirt, soiled underwear-less pants, and a body that hadn’t been scrubbed for thirty days disgusted me. Missing two bottom teeth, which had rotted out of my inflamed, infected gums during the last few months, I knew that I looked loathsome. I don’t know why I was so ashamed of myself that day. Maybe it wasn’t shame that overtook me; maybe it was despair. My emotions were unstable from hour to hour. No sooner had I convinced myself that all would be okay than I would tumble into a hopeless state. In that first hour in Gusen, I was miserable. I knew that I had to find a way to bathe so that bugs wouldn’t prey on me, mistaking me for the decaying corpse that I felt like. As it turned out, I would not have the opportunity to shower my entire stay at Gusen II. But, I did find ways to clean myself, such as standing in the rain and vigorously wiping my hands and feet over my body like a fly and fighting for the first splash through a puddle after a downpour.

			Unclean and unconfident, my group followed behind a clean-shaven guard with an impeccably spotless uniform. He showed us to a one-story building where four or five hundred Jews were already living. Opening the door, a burst of rancidity ran up to greet us. Nauseated, I covered my nose with my hand, pushing back the urge to spew. Droplets of melting snow fell onto my striped cap from a hole in the roof. Insects crawling in zigzags on the bare floor turned and headed in one direction…ours.

			Although it was a Sunday afternoon, a segment of the prisoner population was at work. With an eerie smirk, we were notified that we would be working the graveyard shift. We weren’t assigned to a bunk as we had been in the past. The understanding was that since a portion of us would be working at any given time, then the rest of us would find a place to sleep in whatever bunks we could cram ourselves into. This meant that upwards of six of us shared one tiny level of a bunk; we were even more crushed together than we had been at Mauthausen. Having just returned from work, the other occupants were either sleeping or lying around, limiting their movements and preserving their power. Nearly all of them were sickly and looked like “muselmanner.” Most of them were coughing or convulsing. I didn’t know how any of them were fit enough to work, but I knew they—like the rest of us—had to anyway.

			Would we even be capable of making our own decisions when we one day were allowed to? Had our ability to choose for ourselves been permanently wiped away?

			In the midst of wondering if my free will would be restored at the conclusion of the war, I was jostled into a bed frame. An angled, loosened nail protruding from a beam caught my fall, scraping my shoulder and cutting my shirt. Righting myself, I saw that some of the other prisoners were surrounding us. From the moment we entered the barracks, they began hunting us. They eyed us from afar at first, sizing us up and calculating our movements. Eventually they lurched at us like famished tigers. However, instead of exhibiting nimble, cat-like reflexes and stealing from us, they clambered over to us, begging us for our possessions. Some of them didn’t even have a bowl in which to obtain food and so seeing us with our bowl, cup, and spoon, they hungered for our “excessive” supplies. A few men offered up their cups to the needy prisoners, but I fervently hung on to my things. I didn’t see the point of giving something I had protected for so long to someone else just because they wanted it. I had to continue to look out for myself. Therefore, I tied my items around my waist just as I had in Auschwitz-Birkenau.

			In no time—maybe five or six hours since our arrival—sixty of us were rounded up, counted, fed a half a cup of tepid, contaminated broth, and then escorted to our work site which was less than a half of a kilometer from our barracks. We passed other labor groups in the dark, many of them containing Soviet POWs, and saw cadaverous prisoners shoveling snow from walking paths and roads. With no prior indication of what our job might be, our gyrating nerves silenced us.

			When we arrived at our work site, three hundred men were standing outside of a tunnel that had been carved into the side of a mountain. Loud drilling and hammering echoed from inside the tunnel. Our SS guard broke away from us and joined the two other guards at the opening of the tunnel under a pair of floodlights. Dancing from foot to foot to keep warm, I concentrated on my breathing to calm myself from the unknown. I didn’t know what we would find inside the tunnel.

			When the machinery ceased, I looked around at my fellow laborers, sensing that they were just as frightened as I was. Before we knew it, an outpouring of prisoners emerged from the opening of the tunnel covered in soot and grease, looking frazzled and weak. Scooting back to camp, their faces reminded me of ghosts. About to walk inside, our progress was halted when ten men walking with five stretchers lifted above their heads marched straight for us. Four of the carried men were motionless and pale, but one man—with his limbs spilling out over the sides of the taut canvas—was still alive, though barely. His eyelids were fluttering wildly as his jaw opened slightly, revealing a severed tongue that was hanging on by the slimmest of muscle tissue. Making a mighty effort to roll onto his bruised and lacerated side so that he wouldn’t choke on his blood, he hollered in pain, giving up and staying on his back. I couldn’t decipher his age—camp life had blurred the usually apparent signs—but the delicate skin around his eyes was smooth and unblemished. To this day I don’t know who or what was responsible for his injuries, but seeing someone in such an irredeemable condition coming out of the very place I was about to enter unnerved me. I told myself that a stretcher would never find me on it. Who would be the first casualty of our shift?

			When the tunnel had cleared of workers, we filed inside. Most of the prisoners, aside from my new cohorts, already knew their responsibilities and so the cloud of laborers quickly dispersed. Guards lined the walls and the entrance, kicking the dirt up with their boots as they engaged in quirky lighthearted banter; but their playful demeanor did not fool any of us. We knew that they could turn into cold-hearted killers without provocation at any moment. As my group stood around waiting for orders, we puffed our warm breath onto our hands to keep them from going numb. The chill from the outside easily coiled inside the opening of the passageway.

			While continuing to wait, I looked around at my new environment. Lit up by dozens of hanging light bulbs, I saw that deep inside the tunnel rows of ladders were leading up to what appeared to be a partially constructed airplane. Next to it were tables with grease-spewing machines and tools. Further back were open flames, ready to melt pieces of steel. Based on my observations, I guessed that we would be assembling fighter jets for the Germans. The men standing with me discussed the implications of such a job. In this tunnel we might help to build a plane that could end up destroying our loved ones. Some men said they would refuse to participate in the operation, but our new kapos forced them to change their minds. Therefore, we followed our two kapos to the right side of the tunnel, and after a brief lesson regarding proper usage of the machines, we began working. Men who had prior welding experience were singled out and taken to other areas. The rest of us split up the tools and set to work assembling sections of the aircraft. I was assigned to the mid-underbelly of the plane.

			That first day I must have twisted my screwdriver thousands of times from a stooped position. By the end of the continuous shift, with no break for a meal, my wrists and thighs felt like jelly and my face was glossy with perspiration and bruises. Countless times, the heavy bolts I was fastening to the metal sheets fell on my face.

			When we arrived back to camp the next morning we went through the usual course of events—standing at attention for roll call and then standing in line for our measly rations. A few mouthfuls of pitiful broth consumed, I retreated to my barracks, searched for the closest available bunk, and drifted to sleep for a few hours until the growling from my stomach stirred me awake. Before I opened my eyes I became aware that a man next to me was sitting up with his feet dangling over the side of the bed; his back was curled so that he wouldn’t hit his head on the bunk above us. Skipping past introductions, I probed him for information.

			What I found out from this man, a pockmarked and disfigured Jew who had arrived from the Buchenwald concentration camp in Germany three months prior, was that any prisoner who survived for longer than four months was considered an exception to the rule and presumably blessed with assistance from the leadership. Almost all of the people from his transport had already perished. He couldn’t tell me why he thought he was still alive since he had not been offered any incentives thus far. What he could tell me was that the camp’s central purpose was to manufacture armaments and to assemble the fuselages of Messerschmitt II fighter planes, or Me 262 planes, for the German Luftwaffe. In response to my questions regarding the evolution of the camp, he said that in the early years of the camp’s existence prisoners had carved out the sides of mountains and constructed underground tunnels; these tunnels were turned into factories to produce the armaments. Prior to 1940, prisoners were marched daily to and from Mauthausen to the Gusen camps since living quarters had not yet been constructed. There was nothing more he could tell me and so he staggered out of bed and as he left me he lifted his arms and said, “To the next life.”

			That was the last I ever saw of him.

			Dismounting from my bunk after my conversation partner left, I walked for roughly ten minutes before finding a latrine. When I came upon a wooden hut with a long line extending from it, I took my place behind the others. For the men with dysentery this line was too long for them to wait. After about ten minutes, I was able to enter. I found just a few planks with large oblong holes drilled in them. The holes were overflowing with human waste and smelled dreadful, but I didn’t care. A filthy bathroom was the least of my worries.

			On my way back from the latrine, I heard a bell signaling for us to gather for roll call. Roll call in Gusen II was just as dreaded as in the other camps except it was conducted at varying intervals because of our shift work. The aforementioned process, however, does not warrant repeating. Following this, we were served a sad excuse for a combination of breakfast and lunch. That day we received the same meal we had eaten for dinner. Our caloric intake seemed to be equivalent to what a mouse might eat.

			Day after day we worked through the night in the tunnels, coming back to camp a little weaker and a little more battered. Surviving on broth and tiny pieces of bread—on the days when we were fortunate enough to be fed—we gradually wasted away. The typical concentration camp related diseases ran rampant through the barracks, taking all of us hostage.

			The guards showed their savage tendencies often, grabbing axes and shovels away from prisoners who were assigned to carve tunnels into the mountains and then pummeling us with them when they felt exceptionally macho, and making us stand in thigh-deep excrement in the latrines when they felt overly crazed. Sometimes they dragged us by our feet over rough stone pathways until our faces were cut so badly that we couldn’t open our eyes or our mouths for days. Other times, they filled barrels full of freezing water and tossed inmates inside, holding their heads underneath the surface until they drowned. The guards were crueler than they seemed to be at the other camps I had lived in, or maybe I was just so weak by that point that their nastiness seemed magnified. They were under intense pressure from their superiors, and from the leadership back in Germany, to make sure we met strict production deadlines and seemingly unachievable quotas. They worked us into the ground.

			Weak or ill prisoners were pulled from their bunks and taken to an unknown location on a regular basis. Some said these men were taken to another barracks to be injected with poison while others supposed they were taken to Hartheim Castle to be gassed. Rumors were always floating in the air and at the time I didn’t know what to believe. What I did know, however, was that people didn’t last for long in the camp. Many of my fellow prisoners simply stopped breathing when their frail bodies could no longer fight off illnesses or feed off their decaying muscles. As a result, stacks of corpses piled up around the camp.

			The ovens couldn’t cook the bodies fast enough; they simply weren’t able to keep up with the death toll.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 42
 
			You didn’t worry about your aching muscles, you worried about not feeling the aches. When you became numb to your body’s senses, that’s when you knew you had given up. People with frostbitten toes who swore off their shoes because they could no longer shove them inside: those were the people you worried about. Delirious men who sat down in the snow as though it was a warm down comforter, oblivious to the cold, who neither responded to nor understood your pleas to stand: those were the people you worried about. Unmindful of their whitish-yellow faces and hard, darkened skin and blood-filled blisters, they passively allowed the final stages of hypothermia to ravage them.

			I’ll never know why disease or severe hypothermia did not touch me while in Gusen II. Perhaps I was somehow immune to the usual diseases and accustomed to the harsh climate and poor nutrition by then. In any case, I am forever grateful.

			While I somehow escaped illness, I was unable to avoid injury. About a month into my stay, I was hurt during work. Having nearly completed the assembly of a fuselage after an onerous night full of complications, with the painting of a swastika on the tail of the plane complete, my team was preparing to make the final modifications to the aircraft. Just before the announcement was made to switch shifts, a member of my unit tripped on an oily spot on the dirt floor, causing him to fall onto the equipment table I was standing beside. With a heavy metal sheet in my hand, I had no time to react as one of the tabletop machines crashed into my left knee. Whimpering in agony, my other knee buckled and I faltered. My busted kneecap felt fractured. A few men gathered around me to see if I was okay, but a kapo instantly called them back to work. I stood up, leaning on the table for support, testing the strength of my left leg. Overcome with excruciating lightning bolts of pain, I winced. The kapo came up to me, not to see if I was alright, but just to know if I could still work. Even though I felt my body going into shock and turning cold, I shivered while telling him “yes.” The last thing I wanted was for him to think that I was unable to work. To this day, my knee still irritates me, causing me to rely on a cane to balance out my limp. For the duration of my camp life, I disregarded the pain in order to stride as normally as possible to avoid repercussion. The inability to walk rendered prisoners useless to the Nazi war machine; when an inmate became crippled he knew that the end was near.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 43
 
			Everything about the scenery in Gusen II was lackluster and completely devoid of color, lacking both flowers and other foliage, which was especially noticeable on the warm days when the snow melted and the landscape was exposed. Thousands of wooden soles milling about over the years had stomped away the vegetation until growth was all but stunted. Even the grass didn’t thrive in the springtime. There were no trees in the confines of the fences to shield us from the tempestuous winds. The underbrush in the adjoining areas was also absent, not from the weather it seemed, but from decomposition. All of the greenery had been choked away due to the poor air quality attributed to the repugnant smokestacks. It was hard to tell if we or the plants were declining at a faster rate.

			Insects were our enemies but, in a warped sense, in times of sorrowful loneliness they were also our companions. A louse climbing on our arm could dig into our flesh and infect us with lethal bacteria, bringing about our ultimate demise, but in the same token, a louse on our arm could be something to talk to, something to coexist with us. I often found myself swearing at the lice as they irritated my skin, but there were a few exceptions when I looked upon them as things that were merely trying to live another day, just like me.

			On one occasion, I untied the string around my neck, which I had repaired so many times with pieces of straw that it was full of knots, and let my ring fall into my palm. Picking a louse from my elbow, I placed it onto the inside of the little halo, smiling as the tan-colored parasite rounded the circumference like a circus animal. This activity brought me a few minutes of joyful pleasure. The louse and I: two beings that needed each other. The louse needed to feed off my blood and I needed it to entertain me. I would never resort to such activity now, but all of those years ago I found any means I could to placate my lonesomeness.

			By the time April rolled around, I was more isolated than I had ever been. Nearly all of the men I had been transported from Mauthausen with had gradually disappeared for one grim reason or another. Their places in our labor group were immediately filled without so much as an acknowledgment. The flow of human traffic into and out of the camp reminded me of an out of control carousel except no one was able to choose when the rotating platform stopped or when or if they could live through the experience.

			While I had already acquired an abundance of physical, mental, and psychological scars, in April I witnessed something so unthinkable that it left a blemish on my heart. As I made my way back to my block one morning, the sound of what I thought must have been sticks being thrown around outside behind my building caught my attention. Fearful, I stayed where I was until the sound stopped. Soon after it did, three Nazis dressed in blood stained long white coats and black rubber gloves up to their elbows rounded the corner, smirking, carrying glass jars with unknown objects and liquids inside them. The pungent smell of formaldehyde lingered in the air after they walked by me, causing my eyes to water. Rubbing my eyes with my hands, I walked around the side of the building until I reached the back. Two skinless, eyeless skeletons were on the ground. Most of the organs had been ripped out of the carcasses. Blinking my eyes, I leaned my back up against the building and slid down onto my knees.

			I felt scared and vulnerable. So very vulnerable.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 44
 
			Some nights I felt just like a capsized sailor in the middle of a vast, tumultuous sea even though I was surrounded by other people. There were many times I just stayed awake with my limbs crumpled beneath my core, my bony shoulders digging into the base of my bunk, my back pressed up against another prisoner staring at the space in front of me, searching for hope in the darkness. The routine gusts of warm air from my neighbors tickled my cheeks as their chests rose and fell, making me feel as though I was adrift in the ocean with the breeze blowing around me as I bobbed up and down in the rippling, pitch-black current. Just like the stranded sailor, distressed and disoriented, I also felt as though I was drifting into an endless, dark abyss. Maybe someone was forming a search party to look for the sailor, but I thought that there was no one in the world who would be able to rescue me.

			However, the nights were not the only time I felt alone and lost. My situation seemed no better in the morning. I awoke once to a man staring directly at me. I stared back at him, wondering why he wouldn’t stop looking at me. He just kept staring. It took me a few moments to realize that I had slept next to a cold, lifeless body all night.

			While I feared death, I was even more fearful of being the last one left alive, of being stuck in this twisted world all by myself.

			[image: flueron.jpg]

			The dull sounds of bombs bursting apart in the distance became louder each day, jostling our beds as we slept. These noises let us know that the front was moving towards us. We hoped that the Allied Powers were battling through the Axis Powers, but we didn’t know if we would be bombarded, too, whether accidentally or intentionally.

			Living with the threat of attack from the land and from the air, a part of each of us craved social contact. While many of the men in the camp formed strong bonds with one another, my depression isolated me from the others. I yearned for Mendel. Although I hadn’t seen him for almost a year, I pictured him standing at the front of a classroom holding a piece of chalk between his fingers and teaching a roomful of young pupils. I wanted so badly for him to have the opportunity to achieve his dream. I wanted to share in his excitement when he reached his goal.

			What I wanted to happen in life and what ended up happening had been polar opposites up until that point. I assumed that the trend of letdowns would continue indefinitely much like the drawn out war. We were not endowed with foresight. We didn’t know what day the combat would draw to a close. Today, we know the dates each camp was liberated leading up to the Allies’ victory, but in those days, without an end in sight, we had no date to look forward to.

			You can imagine my delight then, when I was reunited with my own flesh and blood. But the encounter I had fantasized about for so long was far different than how the reunion played out.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 45
 
			During breakfast one day following my shift it finally happened. I found Mendel. Or maybe I should say that he found me. While standing in line with my bowl and spoon on that particular day I noticed that someone new was doling out the soup. With his oversized striped cap drooping over the bridge of his nose, he looked just like the rest of us—fatigued and defeated. After this initial glance, I thought nothing more of the new cook. When I found myself at the front of the line, I automatically extended my bowl towards him, watching it fill with warm, putrid stock. My demeanor changed when a piece of potato and a cube of meat dumped into it. I had been gifted two coveted items.

			Breaking away from the table with an inward grin, I suddenly stopped, looking backwards after sensing the unmistakable pull of eyes staring at me. Adjusting my focus back to the table, I saw that the cook was looking at me with recognition, ladling out spoonfuls to the hungry line without paying attention to his work. Finding his behavior uncharacteristic of the usually detail-oriented servers I was used to, I stared back at him.

			Repositioning his cap with his free hand, his movements seemed memorable. Why did he look so familiar to me? I studied the contours of his face, but his skin looked vacuum sealed just like the rest of us. Who was he? Why was he watching me?

			And then it all made sense. Spotting a clover-shaped birthmark on his cheek, I knew that it was Mendel. To say that I was shocked would be far undercutting my emotion; I was surprised beyond all words this planet has ever conceived. It took every bit of restraint I had not to scream. Our eyes locked, communicating with one another as our souls leapt from our bodies to intertwine. I wanted to run towards him so that I could embrace him, but our inconspicuous, nonverbal interaction had already roused suspicion from the guards. Fearing for the security of my brother’s advantageous work assignment, I reluctantly walked away, suspecting that we might have to be satisfied with the visual exchange we had shared. Risking each other’s safety was out of the question. And so I headed on my way, already looking forward to the next meal, hoping I would see Mendel again.

			But there were to be no more meals at Gusen II for me or for the thousands of other prisoners.

			Later that morning, as the dull sound of bombs exploding in the distance grew more explosive, we were rounded up and thrust into groups without warning. Small amounts of food were thrown to us, including cans of sardines, loafs of bread, and chunks of cheese and potatoes. Only those of us who were mighty enough to reach for these products could catch them. I shoved a wedge of moldy cheese and a can of sardines into my pocket before anyone could rip them away from me.

			It was a chaotic scene as the guards ran amok, scrambling orders as they shouted to one another, bulldozing prisoners with each step. The situation went into a tailspin as no one seemed to know what was happening. Those who were too weak to peel themselves from their bunks were commanded to stand, but after repeated orders to do so were ignored, they were considered useless and left right where they were. I later learned that some of these prisoners were injected with deadly phenol solutions. Intentionally set fires erupted from the SS buildings as the guards filled shallow, burning pits with camp related paperwork. In the midst of the confusion, I saw one of the guards with a piece of paper in his hand hustling a couple of men, most of them criminal prisoners, through the front gate. I read the guard’s lips as he spoke to the prisoners, telling them to “get out” and to “run away.” The prisoners complied, stepping outside the gate as a number of other guards looked on with acceptance. It was clear to me that the guards had alerted these favorable prisoners in advance about their release from the camp. For some reason unbeknownst to me the leadership felt obliged to free these men. The rest of us were not so lucky.

			Several prisoners attempted to squeeze by the guards, hoping to ride on the coattails of the one guard’s kind gesture so that they could also be freed, but these men were struck down by bullets while trying to escape. Even though there was a general sense of turmoil in the camp, it remained clear that the guards were not confused about their cruelty towards us. What was in store for the rest of us?

			My first thought was to split apart from my group in search of Mendel. Now that I knew he was there, I had to find him again. I wanted to hug him, speak to him, and keep him safe from danger.

			I headed for the kitchen, ignoring the deranged swearing from the guards as I made my way there. On any other day I wouldn’t have had stood a chance of surviving if I disobeyed protocol, but that day was unusual. A majority of the guards were standing together near the main gate, involved in a seemingly heated discussion, by the time I broke away to look for Mendel. They had been thrown for a loop, having just received orders from high ranking Nazi officials to evacuate the camp. It was the first time I saw the SS looking unsure of their roles as they attempted to decipher mixed messages amongst each other. Usually confident and organized, they became confused, self-doubting men that day. Even so, they were still intimidating because of their hatred of us and their weaponry.

			Scrambling to find Mendel, I kept falling to the dirt as I wobbled in my shoes because of my injured knee. A myriad of stray, partially burnt papers tumbled in the wind in front of me, somehow seeming to steer me in the right direction. Pushing past masses of prisoners, I kept plugging along towards the kitchen. Once there, I noticed that it was unprotected and empty. Enormous metal pots containing the last meal’s remnants caked inside were thrown on their sides, spilling their scant contents onto the floor. Pausing to scrape one of the neglected pots and scoop the nourishment into my palms, I then left through the back door, frantically looking for Mendel. I asked each prisoner I passed if he knew where the new cook was. I looked everywhere for him.

			I was determined to stay in the Gusen complex until I found him even if that meant I would have to hide in the barracks pretending I was one of the sick. Fortunately, it did not come to that. I saw him standing with a group of prisoners near the lavatory building preparing to exit the camp. Running for him, I felt rejuvenated. My knee no longer ached, my organs no longer felt deprived. It was a surreal experience.

			At last I would be able to be with my brother, the male in this world whom I loved most. When he saw me, he reached his arms out towards me, fervently hugging me. This time, the guards, who were young and inexperienced, were too preoccupied to punish us. By the time the jumbled messages trickled down to them they were inaccurate, but the rookie guards had no way of knowing that they had received erroneous information. As a result, we were steered out through a side entrance with another group while the rest of the prisoners left the camp through the front gate. We questioned our leaders about the disparity, only to be told to “shut up” because they were “just following orders.” I was sure that they must have been afraid just like we were, but they never let their emotions show.

			Therefore, we set out on foot in our typical rows of five into the unknown. Except for the rumbling of artillery in the background, it was a beautiful, mild late-April afternoon, without wind or rain. The temperature was only slightly chilly and the fluffy clouds from the morning were strewn apart, melting into the blueness of the sky. Only later would we learn that the Nazis were centralizing the Mauthausen complex satellite camps; we were supposed to march towards Mauthausen, just five kilometers away, but our novice commanders had interpreted the orders to centralize as meaning that we were supposed to head to the heart of Germany.

			I often wonder how my life would have played out differently if Mendel and I had been part of a different group.

			I must admit that at the time I hardly gave it another thought as the other groups went one way and we went the other. My focus was on Mendel not on which direction a compass needle was pointing us. Wanting to hear every detail of his life since we departed in Mauthausen, my mouth could not keep up with my thoughts. We talked about everything as we walked along under heavy guard in the rear of the pack.

			For some reason the soldiers didn’t stop us from communicating; perhaps they were too preoccupied with their own thoughts about the advancing troops to bother to quiet us. Maybe they were wondering what consequences they might have to face if, by some chance, the Allies happened to win the war. Were they afraid that they would become prisoners of the very camp they had been in charge of?

			Not realizing our own weakness during our conversation, our dialogue was uninterrupted for two or three hours until we noticed the toll the hike had been taking on our bodies. The bones in the kneecap of my injured leg grated together, causing me great pain. My feet were blistering and hurting from my shoes; men weren’t meant to walk on rigid, wooden blocks.

			I told Mendel about my experience on the “Stairs of Death,” omitting only the most morbid of details. I described my time working in the granite quarry and in the Gusen tunnels. Telling him about how mother’s poetry and her ring kept me afloat, I choked back tears. Years of tough camp life had desensitized me to many things but it had not wiped away the sentiment I had for my family. Mendel actively listened, nodding his head and reacting to my stories with passion. His first question to me, however, was if I had seen his lovely Dorothy. When I told him that I hadn’t, he rubbed the side of his face, closing his eyes for a moment, looking deflated. Maybe I should have lied to him, telling him I had seen her and she was happy, healthy, and anxiously awaiting seeing him again. Maybe I should have told him something recent about her whereabouts to give him hope. Would a white lie have been more beneficial to him than the stone-cold truth? I don’t know.

			Following this awkward moment, Mendel expounded on his life since our separation. He told me how he had wound up in Gusen I after being removed from Mauthausen. Shortly after arriving, he ran into the very cook—a man of commendable character—we had both established a relationship with in Auschwitz-Birkenau. Upon seeing Mendel staggering about in a decrepit state, his heartstrings bled for Mendel, prompting him to help Mendel get a job in the kitchen. Although Mendel had no culinary training or interest, the man had vouched for his qualifications. As a result, Mendel had prepared the twice-daily dreadful soups in all three of the Gusen camps over the course of his enslavement. He said it wasn’t hard to learn how to slap a few rotten vegetables into a pot of simmering water; the challenge was serving his distasteful concoctions to the hungry men who he knew would not live off of them. Connections were so important in the camps. They brought about turning points for many of us, Mendel included.

			My brother spoke with a mature air about him that I had not noticed before. It was then that I realized he didn’t need me to protect him as I thought he had and for that I was thankful. He had fended for himself for nearly a year without my assistance. The boy I still viewed him as had disappeared. Every parent hopes that their children will one day grow into capable individuals who can lead their own lives, and although I was not Mendel’s parent, I viewed myself as a father figure for him. I felt proud to see that he had blossomed into an adult despite the frightful events we were living through. I couldn’t wait to kick back with him in the local gathering places back in Warsaw after we were liberated.

			Only when we flinched upon hearing a gun blast did we stop talking. Behind us, a frail prisoner who had fallen to the back of the pack had been shot in the temple. It was a sign to all of us to keep up or be killed.

			For the next six hours, the lot of us, all of us ill to some degree and basically lumbering along as motile packages of skin and bone, continued on without pausing to rest. We were in no condition to walk, let alone hike for the entire day. Thirst, hunger, and pain consumed us. Due to our low input, our output was almost nonexistent. When I had to go, I tried to keep it in as long as I could; I didn’t want my body to become dehydrated even quicker. If I’d had a container in which to collect it, I would have drank it. I tried aiming it into my hands while moving, but it leaked through my fingers before it could accumulate.

			There was no way of knowing how long our journey would last. Having learned to ration our food many years earlier, we only nibbled on our supplies. Our cans of sardines, however, provided us with intense frustration; without an instrument to pry the lids off, they remained in our pockets, adding to our agony as they weighed us down. Because of this, a few men hurled them onto the pavement in exasperation, refusing to lug them around after ineffectively clawing at them. Other prisoners were happy to pick up the discarded cans. I held onto mine, trying to devise a way to open it.

			When the moon had risen in place amongst the stars, we finally stopped walking and passed out in an abandoned barn for the night. By that time, four men had found their final resting places on the road. Without Mendel, perhaps I would have been one of them.

			When we entered the barn it smelled of old manure and hay, but once we all filed inside it reeked of bleeding feet and infection. Coughing and moaning, we nestled into the hay. Smoking and talking, the Germans sat outside around a small campfire as we slept.

			It seemed that as soon as we stopped to rest we were back on the road walking. Not all of us joined the group though; two or three men gave up and were subsequently killed as they sat in the barn. For the rest of us, that day was similar to the previous one, except we were met with sneers and projectiles from onlookers. How the people we walked by could treat us, sickly and skeletal, in such a hurtful manner is beyond my comprehension. We did nothing malicious to them, but they felt a need to attack us. Having become accustomed to criticism over the years, we did our best to brush aside these encounters.

			As the next three days went by, Mendel and I kept each other moving along through both rainstorms and sunshine. His health, however, rapidly declined. He developed a barking cough and a burning fever. We both did our best to pretend he would be alright, but deep down we knew that he wouldn’t be able to keep up with the group’s pace for very much longer. At night when we stopped to rest, I wiped his brow with my sleeve, quietly whispering jokes so that he would keep his spirits up. He humored me by smiling even though he must have felt his life slipping away.

			As a collective unit, our row initiated an energy saving practice that we learned from the prisoners who participated in the “Death Marches” from Auschwitz. We took turns sleeping while walking. How this worked was simple: one man in the center of the row nodded off while continuing to move his legs forward automatically as the rest of the row squeezed tightly together, holding the dozing man upright. While asleep, you didn’t feel your pain or realize how exhausted you were. We let Mendel, the weakest of the row, stay in the center for longer than the rest of us. It seems like it would be impossible to execute today, but back then it somehow worked. Who knows how many lives were saved by using this method.

			Before we set out on the morning of the fifth day, a German riding on a motorcycle zipped by us and then circled back around. He got off his bike and then walked up to one of the guards, obviously angry. The two men spoke for several minutes during which time their voices grew louder and eventually ended in shouting. Unable to decipher what the argument was about, we waited in fear.

			And then we were told that we were turning back towards where we started. When we received the news, our response was not positive. No one wanted to go back to Gusen. Walking without a destination seemed more appealing than returning to that diabolical camp. What would happen to us once we returned to Gusen?

			Mendel and I were lying in an open field, the place where the whole group had spent the night, sucking the dew from blades of grass when the information reached us. Mendel immediately said “no” over and over again like he had become delusional. He tugged off his too-tight clogs, showing me a multitude of festering, flesh-invading blisters. Infected, puss-filled sores covered the bottom and top of both of his feet—evidence of their repeated exposure to damp and cold conditions. His toenails were peeled away from his skin, exposing the tender, spongy nail bed underneath. Soaked in a moist bath of sweat, he reached out and grabbed my hand, shoving a lump of paper in it, telling me to “find Dorothy and tell her I knew I wanted to marry her from the first time I laid my eyes on her.” With that, I knew that he had resigned himself to death.

			I bargained with him to stand up and continue walking. I told him that the war wouldn’t last forever; the Allies were advancing and we might soon be free. I told him how much I loved him and needed him to stick with me, but he just didn’t have the strength to battle through any more obstacles. I felt that I would surely die without him. I pleaded with him to keep fighting for the both of us. I reminded him of his dream to educate and how so many children would miss out on having a wonderful teacher if he gave up. He squeezed my hand when I mentioned teaching, but what he needed was medical attention not motivational discourse. I felt pitiful knowing that I couldn’t help him. My brother was wasting away right in front of me and I had no power to reverse his decline. Even worse, the guards were rounding up the group for our departure as he was taking his last breaths. I had to make the decision to stay with him and to hold his hand until the end, thereby solidifying my destiny, or to stand up and to join the group, thus leaving him to die alone.

			In the end, I chose life just as mother had always told me to do. I kissed Mendel on the forehead as I untangled my fingers from his, slipping the note to Dorothy into my pocket. As his arm fell into the grass, his identification bracelet slipped off his bony wrist, a sure sign to me of his imminent demise. Before I moved away from him, I stole the morsels of food he had stored in his clothing, knowing that he would not benefit from them. Had it been colder, I would have taken his clothing, too.

			Of all of the lamentable memories I have, losing my brother is the most tragic.

			I can’t believe I just walked away from him as he died.

			He didn’t even have a chance to drift off peacefully.

			As I turned around to face the group, I heard a single gunshot behind me. The sound caused my eyes to shut and my shoulders to lift. I knew that Mendel had been killed, but I couldn’t bring myself to look back at his immobile body. I felt a mix of relief, horror, sadness, and anger. Part of me was relieved that Mendel didn’t have to suffer alone, but most of me was angry that he—like the rest of us—had to suffer at all.

			Would he have survived if we weren’t mistakenly marched in the wrong direction?

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 46
 
			By the time I made my way towards the group, a guard was making his way towards me. Unable to tolerate tardiness, he knocked me over in anger, causing me to smack my face on the ground, cracking one of the lenses of my already broken frames. The frames had long since bent out of shape, but I had repaired them with pieces of discarded yarn over the years. However, once the lens shattered, my vision became distorted. My eyes took time to adjust to their new view of the world. Rather than feeling upset, I felt grateful to have kept them intact for so many years. I took the necklace from around my neck and placed the ring on my smallest finger, cupping my other hand around it to conceal it; I needed to see it to remind me what I was staying alive for. Falling into step with the rest of the group, I felt certain that my mother must still be alive somewhere.

			Attempting to keep my mind occupied, the following words came to mind as I walked along:

			 

			I will put one foot in front of the other—

			Walking for my brother.

			Although my vision is teary and blurry,

			Although I’m going back, I will not worry.

			I will hold my head high, just like my mother.

			 

			One step, two steps, so many steps I take as I go—

			Clomping and stomping, my frailty I will not show.
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			Over the next five days, we made our way back to Gusen as the calendar flipped to May. During this time, our group thinned by dozens of men. Regrettably, during our second pass of the streets, we walked by the lifeless men who had fallen behind during our first pass; they were decomposing in the same places they had been killed. All we could do was to step around them as we walked, but not all of us had the power left to take the additional steps to avoid the bodies.

			All around us the Austrian infrastructure was collapsing as the warfront moved closer. Store windows were shattering from the blasts as the smell of gunpowder filled the air. At that moment we were all afraid. Whenever an explosion occurred so close to our group that it sent debris flying our way, we all jumped to the ground, even the guards. But the bombs weren’t the only things we were scared of; we were also fearful of the future. Since the war seemed to be in its final days, the guards were beginning to wonder what would become of them. As prisoners, we didn’t even know if the Germans would let us live to see the end of the war.

			The only bright point of the grueling march occurred when a young girl clothed in a frilly orange dress handed an apple she was holding to the man on the end of my row. She was waiting to cross the street with her mother when she saw us limping along. Her mother gazed at us meekly, sympathizing with us. I looked at her and lifted my fingers, but stopped short of waving. Their reaction to us was in contrast to the actions of all of the other people we had passed. As I heard the crisp apple being bitten into, I imagined that I was sitting under the trees on my grandparents’ farm sinking my teeth into apple after sweet apple.

			Pining for water and struggling to continue, my mucus membranes dried out and my throat turned to cotton. My saliva vanished and it became impossible to swallow. Each night, I worked to open my can of sardines—the last of my food supply. When I finally broke through the aluminum shield with a sharp stone, I dropped the tiny fish into my mouth with satisfaction, devouring every bit of water inside the can. To this day, I haven’t eaten a fish that tastes as delicious as those sardines tasted on that day. A part of me thinks that I wasn’t able to open the can until my body truly needed the extra fuel. Had I been able to open the sardines sooner, I would have consumed them before my body desperately required them. However, my momentary satiation was suspended when the saltiness of the meal intensified my desire for water.

			When we approached the Gusen complex, the guards pushed us onwards until we arrived at Mauthausen. Once we were inside the gates, they wandered off, looking for the other soldiers. So much had changed since I had last been in the camp. A colony of tents filled the surrounding area, flooding the adjoining fields with masses of prisoners. Every patch of earth was littered with something: bodies, feces, tents, men, and so forth. Roughly ten thousand corpses filled a gigantic, uncovered hole, many of them causalities from the recent typhus epidemic.

			Small fires were burning throughout the area fed by camp records and incriminating documents. The furnaces ran constantly, but they couldn’t dispose of bodies rapidly enough. We knew that we were being kept alive in case the Germans were victorious. But what if they lost the war? As prisoners we had witnessed and experienced the Germans’ crimes, so we wondered if we would be destroyed along with all of the other evidence.

			The atmosphere of the place had also changed and had become disorganized. The camp no longer seemed like a fortress; the guard towers were unmanned and no prisoners were working even though it was Thursday, a working day. The sound of gunfire and artillery was moving closer. I knew that the Allies were approaching and that any day might bring about the end of the war.

			Famished from my absurd ten-day journey, all I wanted to do was to find space in a bunk and dissolve into it. I was too hungry to recognize my churning hunger pangs. I was too thirsty to realize my mouth was crusted over and felt like sandpaper. My body couldn’t exert itself any further. I was beginning to hallucinate as my internal networks were shutting down. Dragging myself over to the closest barracks, I couldn’t even make it into the doorway because it was packed full with prisoners. Alas, I made my way over to the tents, only to find them also filled with prisoners, mostly Hungarians. My last choice was to jeopardize my safety by looking for an empty bed in the hospital barracks. I figured that at that point I had nothing left to lose; I would either eventually die outside in the mud or inside in a bunk. My body craved indoor rest. My feet were killing me; they were bloody, swollen stumps.

			And so I clomped along, pressing my shattered spectacles to my nose to keep them from falling. Along the way, I happened upon a rat that was headed in the same direction. With that rodent as my guide, I followed it until it joined with a mischief of rats that was swarming around the front of the building. Instinct told me that whatever they were doing was not something that I wanted to see, but curiosity got the best of me and so I looked inside. What I found was absolutely unthinkable.

			At first I figured that what I was seeing was simply another hallucination, and maybe it was. I hope that it was. I swear I saw dying prisoners sinking their teeth into a corpse, tearing apart the skin to get to the muscle. A horde of rats was partaking in the meal alongside the men like fellow diners at a restaurant. I froze in disbelief, half expecting the vision to have disappeared by the time I opened my eyes again, but there it was just the same: I had witnessed cannibalism.

			Although my body was tipping the scales in favor of death, I couldn’t bring myself to participate and so I stepped away from the hospital and found a spot, maybe a square-meter wide, to curl up on in the stone-laden courtyard. Something tickled my forehead as I laid my head down. When I tried to brush the culprit away, it swung back and graced my skin again. I looked up to see three tiny weeds that had avoided detection from everyone else. Elated, I pulled them from the soil and gobbled them up.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 47
 
			I can’t remember anything from the following day. I must have spent it in and out of consciousness on the ground. No matter how many times I’ve tried to extricate some small fragment, some insignificant detail, from that day, all I recall is blackness. Had what happened the next day not occurred, I’m sure that I would have been married to the darkness permanently.

			Jolting out of a semi-unconscious state, I opened my eyelids to find that they were covered with rain droplets. The misting rain that morning was not what startled me awake, however. It was the piercing, grinding sound of an army tank climbing up the hillside on its way into the camp. Sitting upright, I looked around the courtyard, reading the reactions from my fellow prisoners in the courtyard. Many of the men stayed where they were, either from fright or from weakness. I couldn’t see how most of the prisoners were handling the approaching army because they were largely enclosed in the barracks or the tents. I wondered if I should run for shelter or remain out in the open.

			Was the approaching army coming to liberate us or to exterminate the rest of us once and for all?

			In the end, I made the decision to stand where I was, propped up against the cool stone wall, and accept the consequences either way they fell. I was tired of running from one place to another, of being yanked around this way and that. I didn’t have a bit of fear left inside me. I really don’t think I had much emotion at all left to express.

			I stared at the beautifully carved front gate, looking on, waiting for whoever was about to enter through it. All around me other prisoners began to stand and watch with me as the rumbling grew louder and the ground vibrated more violently. When it sounded as though the tank was hovering right outside the gate, its progression was halted. Five, ten, fifteen minutes must have passed before the tank finally charged into the camp.

			The first part of the tank I saw was the gun turret, a jaw-dropping rotating structure that was pointed right at us. But I still felt no fear as it moved ever closer. I observed a white star on the side of the vehicle, but this still provided me with no clear indication of what country the tank belonged to. It was only when I caught my first glimpse of the soldiers who were manning the tank that I realized that the United States had come to save us.

			Once the rest of the prisoners became aware of the news, cheers of jubilation filled the air. Men stumbled from their resting places to greet the soldiers of the U.S. 11th Armored Division, filling the courtyard in order to welcome our liberators. We saluted the men and hailed them as heroes, parting so that their tanks could move freely.

			The day was Saturday, May 5, 1945. It had been nearly five-and-a-half years since the war began, and more than four years since I was first rounded up and removed from my home. My nightmare had lasted from my seventeenth year to three months shy of my twenty-third year. I had passed into adulthood without the free will most adults are able to enjoy. I had missed out on half of a decade of my life. It seemed like an eternity. Somewhere during that time, between the ghetto and the camps, most of my family had perished. I wondered if any of them had survived.

			I joined in the celebration as the American soldiers took command of the camp, but I couldn’t help feeling a deep sadness for my loved ones. I had always imagined that liberation would mean embracing my family so that we could all rejoice together. Instead, I hugged the men standing closest to me, pretending that they were my family. In a sense, they were.

			The scene that next played out is unforgettable. A group of relatively able-bodied prisoners shimmied on top of the front gate and used ropes to pull down the hefty brass Nazi eagle above the entryway. Expressing emotions we didn’t know we still had, we pumped our fists, smiling and egging them on. As it crashed into the dirt, we all shouted with delight. Its destruction symbolized the disintegration of the Nazi regime. The war was in its final days and we were confident that the Germans would be defeated.

			As a result of our liberation, some men burned their uniforms, throwing them into fiery pits along with their prisoner identification numbers. Having nothing else to wear, I tossed my metal bracelet inside the bonfire but kept my clothes. Other men wandered directly to the gate, wanting to immediately vacate the camp, only to be told that they had to stay. Prisoners who spoke broken English acted as translators, telling us why we couldn’t leave. Apparently we were not the first camp to be liberated; Allied forces had liberated dozens of other camps and had learned from these experiences. In the past, diseased prisoners walked away from the camp only to collapse on the street or meander around helplessly with no real destination, no intact home, to return to. Looking around at the thousands of unburied corpses on the ground, the soldiers knew we were all sickly. They also feared that we might harm the local civilians or that they might harm us. Therefore, we had to remain in the camp with our liberators. They said that they would take care of us until we could be released. Could we trust them?

			I, like many of the prisoners, did not take this news gracefully. I longed to return to Warsaw and to look for my mother and my grandparents. Sitting around in the camp seemed like a ridiculous waste of time. I didn’t want to spend another day in confinement. Attempting to raise my voice in protest, I overexerted myself and returned to the darkness once again…
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			When I woke up in a hospital bed, three days had passed by. Upon opening my eyes, I didn’t know where I was. A radio was blaring from one corner of the room, spreading what seemed to be cheerful news, based on the broadcaster’s inflection, in a language I couldn’t understand. Looking to my left and right, I saw other ill prisoners in the same position as me, except they were plastered with casts and some of them were amputees. A steady stream of nurses carrying clipboards entered and exited the building, pausing in front of certain beds to take notes. Paint and pictures adorned the walls of the building, letting me know that I was not in the camp hospital but rather in an old SS building that had been converted into an infirmary. Perhaps our liberators were correct to keep us in Mauthausen for awhile until we were healthy enough to be released.

			Looking under the covers, I saw that my uniform had been replaced with a new pair of cotton pants and a thick white shirt that draped across my frail body like a dress. One of my pant legs was rolled up above my knee and a large bandage was wrapped around the leg I had injured during my accident in Gusen II. Even though I was in pain, I almost felt contented lying there on the plush mattress; what a difference it was from sleeping on sacks of paper and straw. I hadn’t felt that comfortable in years.

			However, panic overtook me when I reached underneath my new shirt—which felt heavy and strange after wearing my threadbare camp shirt for so long—and realized that my necklace wasn’t there. I sat up and screamed to catch the attention of one of the nurses. My mother’s ring, the only family heirloom I had left, had been taken away from me. How had I managed to keep it hidden from my captors but not from my liberators? What would I do without it? My palms began to sweat, my heart raced, and I flung myself around trying to collect enough momentum to swing myself out of bed. Finally, a stern, heavyset nurse made her way to my bedside. I asked her where my necklace was, but she couldn’t understand me; she stared at me and shook her head, frustrating both of us. She left and returned with a young, blonde nurse who smiled sweetly and asked me what was wrong. A nameplate on her white uniform let me know that her name was Mary. After I explained my predicament to her, she nodded sympathetically and told me she would check the hospital lockbox to see if it was there. “Don’t worry, we’ll find it,” she assured me. Several minutes later, she came back and placed a necklace in my hands. “Is this it?” she asked me. When I felt the familiar weight, I knew it was my mother’s ring even before I looked at it.

			Mary then explained that a doctor had opened my swollen knee and drained the excessive fluid from it. Tucking a blanket around me, she informed me that I was also being treated for severe malnutrition and dehydration as well as an acute upper respiratory infection.

			In her next breath, she screamed with delight as she said that Germany had just surrendered to the Allies. World War II had just ended in Europe! The day we had all been looking forward to for so long had finally arrived. The news seemed like a dream. She danced around the room and raced down the hall, embracing the other nurses. However, despite feeling a rush of pure elation, I was unable to join them.

			I sat up in bed and my pathetic reflection stared back at me from a cracked, patina-stained mirror on the opposite wall. My yellowed teeth were rotted and my inflamed gums were full of gaps. My sunken cheeks were the shape of an over-mixed soufflé. My withered, bony wrists were the diameter of a child’s. My blemished skin was the texture of a piece of cheesecloth. I weighed just 30 kilograms (about 68 pounds).

			Quietly, Mary walked over to the mirror, unhooked it from the nail, and placed it face down on a cart in the hallway. After instructing me to stay in bed for another week or two in order to recuperate, she handed me a clean ceramic bowl of soup. For the first time in many years, I ate broth that did not resemble lukewarm wastewater. It was a mouth watering, very thin potato soup that easily coated my stomach. I had only ingested a few spoonfuls and was about to press the bowl directly to my lips when Mary took it away from me, warning me of the deadly side effects of overconsumption following starvation. She told me about all of the prisoners who had died after liberation simply because their bodies couldn’t process large quantities of rich food. For this reason, she slowly increased my rations so that I alternated between eating a few ounces of potato soup and a few bites of unleavened oat bread until my bodyweight began increasing.

			My kind nurse even assisted me with taking my first “real” shower since my last one in the ghetto. When I hesitated in turning on the water, fearing that gas would spew out of the spigot, she reassured me that only water was in the pipes. Since I was used to trickles of water from faucets in the camps, once the water came pouring out the pressure was so strong that it knocked me backwards. The water was so warm that it seemed to wrap my body in a hot, wet blanket. Steam flowed out of the stall, moistening the walls and opening my clogged pores. When Mary handed me a bar of creamy soap, I held it to my nose and breathed in the smell of roses. Working the soap into a foamy lather, I coated my body and hair with it as dirt ran down my legs and into the drain. Had I been allowed to, I would have stayed in that shower for hours enjoying all of the delightful sensations. When Mary was satisfied that I was clean, she handed me a fluffy white towel. Rubbing myself dry, I thanked her for letting me feel like a human again. I was clean and happy for the first time in such a long time.

			She assisted me with short walks around the interior of the building to strengthen mobility in my legs, and, little by little, I relied on her for support less and less. I slowly gained weight. My gashes healed and faded into scars.

			Every time I tried to talk with her about my past she hushed me, telling me not to speak about “such horrible things.” Therefore, as my body repaired itself, I forced myself to forget. Paramount to my recovery process was pushing away my past.

			Perhaps I became too good at that.
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			Three weeks later, Mary put a chocolate bar and a pair of pre-worn leather shoes into my hands and told me it was time to let someone else take my bed. The ill far outnumbered the hospital capacity. Before leaving, I asked her if I could have my tin camp bowl to take along with me. I told her that it looked like every other camp bowl, but I had carved my name into the side of mine with a rock. She gazed at me strangely, tilting her head as she asked why I would want such a nicked-up item back. I told her that she wouldn’t understand, but that I wanted to keep it as a reminder of my experiences. She agreed to look for it in the neglected items room and returned a few minutes later, holding it in her hands. I took it from her, inspecting it to make sure it bore my name, which it did. With that, I was discharged from the hospital.

			I decided to treat my taste buds to the chocolate bar as soon as I stepped outside. Opening the wrapper, I sank my swollen gums into the chocolate, bringing back memories of when my father had surprised my mother with those tiny morsels of chocolate in the ghetto. I wished so much that they both could have been with me that day so that they could have bitten into the full size bar with me. Blima would have been old enough to share the candy bar, too. I’m sure she would have had a sweet tooth like the rest of my family. Nostalgic thoughts breezed through my mind, greatly diminishing the pleasure I experienced from eating the sugary snack.

			Walking around the camp, I became aware that during my hospitalization I had missed out on the lynching of SS guards who had been hiding in the camp, pretending to be prisoners. Although most of the leaders had fled prior to liberation, a few dozen had stayed behind. I would have liked to see them suffer, but I’m not sure that I would have participated in the torture.

			Relief organizations had taken up posts in the camp, including the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) and the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee. They provided former prisoners like me, who were now considered Displaced Persons (DPs), with vital resources: food, clothing, and assistance in locating relatives. Of supreme importance to me was the Central Tracing Bureau, which was established to help DPs find loved ones.

			Despite this, the place was overcrowded and still felt like a concentration camp even though the enemy had left. We slept in barracks and tents just as we had when the Nazis ruled the camp, although we were treated humanely, fed adequately, and not forced to participate in wretched labor groups. Even so, many of us still walked around in our dirty concentration camp uniforms for weeks until clothing was distributed to us. I carried my dented food bowl around my waistband, fearing that someone might dispose of it. Walking around in my clean outfit from the hospital made me feel like a king.

			We all just wanted to be able to move on with our lives; we were tired of camp life. We thought that liberation should mean freedom. In truth, by that point we were free to return to our former residences if we so chose, but in reality we were scared to return to the very cities we had been extracted from. We feared so many things: being shot by an anti-Semite as soon as we exited the gates of the camp, being harassed on the streets, and dealing with the conditions we might find in our hometowns. We knew that anti-Semitism hadn’t just dissolved over night. We feared encounters with civilians who might harbor bitter feelings of resentment towards us. In actuality, it seemed far safer to remain with the other war refugees in the DP camps than to wander the roads alone and unaided. For the first time in nearly six years we were allowed to make our own decisions and yet we struggled with making them. I, for one, didn’t know what my next move should be.

			How do you restart your life?

			A small fraction of my fellow inhabitants chose to return to their homelands in the hope of finding a piece of their old life there. A larger portion of the DPs in my camp sought assistance with immigration efforts to countries like Canada, France, Australia, South Africa, and the United States. Most of them, however, longed to establish roots in what was then British-controlled Palestine. Therefore, illegal yet unsuccessful efforts to enter the country ensued. In fact, it was not until mid-1948 after Palestine was divided into a Jewish and an Arab state, thereby forming the State of Israel, that survivors and refugees could enter freely. I remained indecisive about where I wanted to go and what I wanted to do. All I knew for sure was that I had to find out if anyone from my family was still alive.

			For that reason, when I was given the opportunity to board a passenger train bound for a larger, more established DP camp in Germany in July, I accepted the offer. I needed the change of scenery and I hoped that a larger camp would provide me with better access to information with which to locate my relatives. I joined a thousand or so other men and women on a train ride to British-occupied Bergen-Belsen. Along the way, we paused from time to time as DPs from other camps joined us on our week-long journey. Parentless children cried in their seats as men and women still clothed in their prisoner garb spent the time in silence, staring out the windows. It was a time of reflection for the adults onboard. I can’t recall many specifics of the trip—I slept through most of it—but I do remember that we were delayed for quite awhile due to detours imposed by the damaged railroad tracks. The delays didn’t bother or bore me; because of my experiences, I had become a patient man.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 48
 
			When we finally reached Germany, we were relieved to discover that the camp was not actually located in the former Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, but instead it was nearby in a former German Army camp. We were treated to housing assignments in real buildings with sealed walls, a gigantic step up from living in the drafty barracks of the concentration camps. Originally, we were all housed together—Jews and non-Jews—leading to discontent because of the prevalence of anti-Semitic behaviors, until Jews were segregated in November.

			Lonesome and miserable at first, I soon came to enjoy my time in the Bergen-Belsen DP camp. It was here that a gracious optometrist, also a refugee, fixed my glasses so that I could see clearly for the first time in more than three months. Time quickly flew by and I easily cultivated friendships with the other survivors. We shared our war stories with one another, creating an instant bond between us. Together we watched as the rebirth of Jewish culture took shape in the form of theater, religious celebrations, music, athletics, journalism, and education. We attended weddings within the camp, celebrating the unification of lovers. Within a year, we celebrated life as countless babies were born. All the while, we listened to radio broadcasts and read newspapers, scanning through daily lists of survivors for the names of our loved ones. We were supportive of each other to the point that we wouldn’t let each other believe that our relatives were anything but alive.

			But, as we all slowly learned heart-wrenching news about our loved ones, our optimism faded away. Receiving positive news about those dearest to us was a rarity.

			Day after day, we scanned the camp newspaper as well as newspapers from other DP camps, searching for answers. Simultaneously, we kept our ears glued to the radios. Names of survivors were repeated and circulated for months before lists of casualties made their way into news outlets. We learned of pogroms, or violent mob attacks, throughout Europe and were particularly saddened upon hearing of an exceptionally brutal one in Kielce, Poland; this massacre resulted in about forty Jewish casualties.

			When a year had gone by without a sign indicating that anyone from my family was still alive, I sought emotional support from the camp psychiatrists. The doctors worked to pull me out of my depressed state and provided me with invaluable guidance. They helped to prepare me for navigating a brand new life, one that involved dealing with the trials of possibly being the sole survivor of my family. By then, with the help of various relief organizations, I had moved into an apartment building on the edge of the camp with other Jewish survivors. We became each other’s pseudo-family.

			Just like my father, I became a smoker. When my companions and I smoked together we spent the time socializing, but when I smoked alone I spent the time thinking. I was always drawing on cigarettes and thinking of my family, my blood relatives.

			On a rainy day near the end of 1948, I received my first concrete piece of bad news. In response, all I could do was to shake my head in grief. My paternal grandparents had been exterminated in Treblinka in April of 1940. The news saddened me but only slightly since I had barely known them. However, when my maternal grandparents were listed among the dead a few days later, the news crushed me. They had survived until December of 1942—until they lost their lives in Auschwitz. Finding out about the passing of two people I cared for so deeply, my body reacted by depriving my lungs of oxygen as an imaginary weight compressed my body. My grandparents had either been betrayed by those individuals who were hiding them, had been discovered during random searches, or had grown tired of waiting for the war to end and had surrendered to the Gestapo. Salt-and-pepper haired and fragile, they didn’t stand a chance in making it through the initial selection process. Like Blima, they would have been directed to the left after they arrived at Auschwitz. Looks can be so deceiving. My maternal grandparents were young at heart and still vibrant. They would have worked alongside prisoners many decades younger than them without a problem, at least for awhile. Thinking about that, I was outraged.

			Over the years, my close-knit group of Jewish friends thinned as individuals immigrated for the purpose of establishing new lives or returned home in order to try to salvage their old lives. As time went by, the hope of finding survivors dwindled. I never learned what happened to Rivka’s parents despite outreach efforts to find them. No inquires about Rivka from them ever reached me.

			I remained confused as to where I wanted to go, and so I stayed near the camp with other refugees, keeping busy by playing on the football (soccer) team and by writing for the newspaper. I took advantage of vocational training opportunities, trying my hand at agricultural endeavors, but decided farming was not my calling—shoemaking was. Along with others in the camp, I also enrolled in English-speaking classes to prepare for a possible life in the United States one day. Studying the language and the culture consumed a great deal of my time, but I enjoyed it.

			All the while, I held onto the hope that my mother was still alive. Everyone, including my most trusted psychiatrist, told me to “let go” of my hope, but I couldn’t. When her name appeared on a list of deceased victims, the tragic news hit me like a crushing blow to the chest.

			I couldn’t eat.

			I couldn’t sleep.

			I couldn’t think.

			She had perished in Auschwitz in June of 1943, which corresponded to the same time a massive typhus epidemic wrecked havoc on the camp, taking thousands of hostages. Was she murdered or did she die from disease? What would have been less painful? During all of those years I had spent thinking about her, she was already gone. My mother, my best friend, had been my guiding light through every transport and every camp. How could I go on without her?

			And then it dawned on me: I was the only survivor of my family.

			I felt so empty—so alone in the world. I needed closure. How is it that a man’s entire extended family could die and yet he doesn’t get to go to a single funeral?

			Deciding what to do once I learned of my utter solitude was a challenge. In the back of my mind I had always considered returning to Warsaw. My psychiatrist warned me about the potential ramifications associated with returning to my childhood home, but by then I had become tired of listening to his advice. I needed to make my own decisions for once. I was convinced that I must return to see the place I had grown up. Everyone told me that I should move on with my life and not look to the past before I looked to the future, but it was just something I had to do.

			Therefore, I took a train to Warsaw so that I could fill the void in my heart with one last glimpse of my boyhood apartment; the place I had once thought encompassed the entire universe.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 49
 
			During the journey, I found that even though I wasn’t wearing a Star of David on my clothing, I was still the brunt of insensitive jokes. Having endured far worse during the war, I ignored the ridicule, letting the mockery bounce off of me. As the train neared Warsaw, it became obvious to me why everyone told me to avoid the city.

			Walking from the train station to my old home, I could barely navigate through the destroyed streets. Stores were boarded up and still bore anti-Jewish graffiti. The cafes and restaurants I used to patronize were long since neglected and abandoned; their windows smashed and their innards gutted. The city was deserted of Jews. The ruins made the city feel dirty. But, I pressed on, a part of me still hoping that when I arrived at my apartment I’d find my family gathered around the mahogany table as mother pushed aside her beautiful curtains just in time to catch a glimpse of me walking up to the front door. In my vision she would float over to the door to greet me, the familiar savory smells of her cooking billowing out of the oven as she corralled me inside. Father would smile as Blima would run up to me with a drawing she had colored in school. Mendel would tell me about his newest batch of students, eager for me to share in the triumphs of his day. Everyone would laugh and scream in celebration of our reunion. We’d talk of wonderful things; there would be no need to talk of the war-torn years.

			What I found once I reached the building was of course very different from the fairytale I envisioned in my daydream. Nearing the front door, I noticed that the linen curtains mother had sewn were replaced with heavy, woolen shades—my first indication that someone was living in my old home. Since I had traveled so far, I knocked on the door anyway, needing to know who the new residents were. The family that my mother and father had given the responsibility of watering our plants and making sure no one broke into our apartment had shattered my family’s trust and had moved in, staking a claim to the apartment. When they saw me they slammed the door in my face, refusing to acknowledge me or to let me enter for a final look around the place.

			Pinned to the steps, I stood there for several minutes, shocked. Not only was I concerned about my boyhood treasures and family heirlooms inside, but I also wanted to feel the warmth of my old home. But, with no fight left inside me, I turned around and left.

			Why had I suffered through the war only to be left alive in a world that no longer cared about me?

			Following my disappointing return to Warsaw, I boarded a train bound for the DP Bergen-Belsen camp the very same night. From the moment I returned back to the camp, I spent all of my time working toward a common goal: leaving Europe. I had seen everything that I needed to see and I knew it was time for me to carry on with my life. I couldn’t think of a more appropriate place to begin anew than the Land of the Free: The United States of America.

			Together with the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, the UNRRA, and other relief organizations, I obtained a sponsor in America to assist me with the financial burden. The man who sponsored me was someone I had never met before but would go on to have a life-long friendship with. His name was Andrez Wolski and he was an old coworker of my father’s who had moved to America just before the war broke out.

			While awaiting my visa, I continued learning English. I practiced by writing letters and engaging in lengthy conversations with others who were also learning the language until I became not only competent but nearly fluent. Finally, in June of 1950 after the Displaced Persons Act of 1948 was amended, allowing for more refugees into America, I made my way onto a list of immigrants headed for New York. There isn’t much to say about the nearly two-week trip other than to tell you that the ship was full of refugees fleeing Europe. As we neared the harbor, we were treated to a brilliant firework display. It seemed to symbolize our rebirth. Only later did I learn about the annual tradition of lighting fireworks on Independence Day.

			Once we arrived at Ellis Island we had to remain on the ship while we docked for the night until the offices opened the following morning. Then it was a long day of waiting in lines for various inspections, from health to literacy. The process took me five hours, but it was nothing compared to the lines I had been accustomed to over the years. As officials marked seemingly random refugees with colored chalk, people around me feared being barred from entering the country, but I wasn’t afraid. It was the first registration process I didn’t mind going through since registering for school as a child. Other people chose to either shorten their names or change them, but since I had just been a number for far too long, I proudly kept my name as my parents had spelled it.

			The day was Wednesday, July 5, 1950.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 50
 
			I had to start my life over in a place I barely knew with only the clothes on my back, my tin bowl, and my gold ring. I spent that first night, and the following ninety nights, at Andrez’s house in New York City. He welcomed me into his home and place of business with open arms and for that I am deeply indebted to him. He took me under his wing, hiring me as an intern at his shoemaking store so that I could relearn the trade using the most current techniques. I soon became obsessed with the art, studying its history and keeping up with the latest fashions in my spare time. With his help and with the assistance of relief organizations throughout the city, I eventually earned enough money so that I could move into my own tiny studio apartment. Lacking in the typical cozy items found in most homes, such as decorations, I nonetheless fondly referred to it as my “mansion.” To me, the aging, dingy apartment was an immaculately perfect haven.

			Working seven days a week and sleeping far less than my body craved, I earned Andrez’s respect. When he retired four years later, I was the first person he asked to take over his business. And so “Stefan’s Shoes” was born, a name I chose in memory of my father. He never saw the gift I inherited from him, his talent, at its finest. When I apprenticed with my father I was too immature to take the art seriously. I didn’t care to cultivate my shoemaking skills because I saw it as his field of expertise, not mine. In truth, I owe my life in part to his passion for shoemaking, for it had carried me through Auschwitz-Birkenau and it had provided me with a way to make my living in America. Without knowing it, my father had helped to save and to shape my life.

			I had always thought that my mother was the one who had kept me going throughout the war, but my father had played a pivotal role in my success, as well. The mental toughness instilled in me by my mother and the physical handiwork taught to me by my father played vital roles in my survival.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 51
 
			I only had my name on the lease for a few days when my life took another unexpected turn. I was sitting on the stool behind my cash register reading the newspaper, wasting time before the morning rush came in, when a photograph on the bottom of the fourth page caught my attention. A beautiful woman with a cherub smile and curly dark hair beamed back at me. The caption below her picture was: “Local woman wins area-wide Teacher of the Year Award.” The description made me think of Mendel; perhaps he might have won the award if he had been in the running. Without reading the article, I flipped the page, sipped my coffee, and browsed through the rest of the paper. When a customer walked in, I tossed my newspaper in the trashcan and got back to work. But I kept thinking about the striking teacher who had won the teaching award. There was something about her that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

			It was only after a few customers came and went that I reached into my trashcan and pulled the newspaper out of it. Shaking off scraps of gunk that had landed onto it, I pressed it flat onto the counter and opened back up to page four. I stared at the woman, unsure of why I couldn’t stop looking at her.

			When I finally peeled my eyes from the picture, I read the article above it. In the second paragraph the name “Dorothy Katz” sprang off the paper. There it was spelled out in black and white—it couldn’t be any clearer.

			Had the impossible become possible? Was this the woman my brother had fallen in love with in Auschwitz-Birkenau?

			I had to find out.

			Since it was almost lunch time, I decided to close up early and take the rest of the day off. But first I opened the locked drawer underneath the cash register, pulled out a small cardboard box, and put it into my pocket. With newspaper in hand, I hastily affixed a note to the door and ran out of my store and onto the sidewalk, maneuvering around sightseers, until I flagged down a taxi. I was headed for Dorothy’s school.

			Once the taxi driver dropped me off in front of the schoolhouse, I sat down on a metal bench and waited, facing the building. I could have gone inside, but I wanted to wait. I didn’t want to take her away from her children. Waiting also provided me with the opportunity to think about what I’d say to her.

			But what if it wasn’t her? What if I had wanted for her to be Mendel’s Dorothy so badly that I had just convinced myself that she was?

			I sat and waited. I smoked and I thought.

			I watched squirrels chase one another in the grass in front of me, and listened as the birds sang to each other in the trees behind me. I inhaled the sweet aroma of fresh, spring blooms. I tasted the salty sweat of my body as tense perspiration dribbled down my forehead and into the corners of my mouth.

			Finally, I heard the school bell ring. Dozens of children raced down the front steps carrying armfuls of books and papers. I remained seated on the bench, waiting for the dark-haired beauty to exit the building. Tapping the fingers of one of my hands nervously onto my thighs, I chewed on the nails of the other one. What was I doing there? The odds of the woman in the paper being the woman I was looking for were so slim. I felt so stupid.

			And then I saw her.

			Wearing a flowery, feminine chemise dress, black velvet pumps, and long white gloves and delicate pearls, she took my breath away. I had to avert my eyes away from hers so that she wouldn’t see my blushing cheeks. I didn’t know how to react.

			I stood up when she walked by me, admiring her black curly hair as it tousled in the wind, and I began following her. When I caught up to her she glanced over at me and I blurted out the words “Mendel’s brother” and “Auschwitz.” She nearly fainted upon hearing those three words. She smiled so big that I swore she could have swallowed me whole. Her shrieks of joy ended with tears of happiness from both of us. It was Mendel’s Dorothy.

			She sank onto the bench next to me, both of us looking at each other with disbelief. After the initial shock faded, I handed her the cardboard box, holding my breath as I watched her open it. Very carefully she removed her white gloves, placing them onto her thighs as she gently lifted the top off of the box. She looked at me inquisitively as she pulled out a crumpled piece of tattered, yellowed paper. I sat motionless as she unfolded the paper, smoothing out the wrinkles with her hands. It took her less than a minute to read the letter Mendel had written to her more than ten years prior, but her reaction lasted quite longer.

			“He’s…gone?” she asked me. I slowly nodded my head. She leaned into me, shaking from a range of emotions, urging me to hold her.

			Though I never read the letter myself, wanting to keep my brother’s expressions to his lover private, I always wondered what powerful words he so desperately wanted to tell her. I was relieved to finally give the note to its intended recipient.

			In that moment, a chapter of my life closed while another one opened. I finally felt as though Mendel could rest peacefully knowing that his last wish had been honored.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 52
 
			Dorothy and I bonded instantly due to our backgrounds and our experiences during the war. After liberation, she had bounced around from one DP camp to another, just like so many other survivors, before she found comfort in the Schwandorf camp in Germany. As fate would have it, she had arrived to the United States in 1948 at which point she began her studies to become an elementary school teacher. Although I felt that it was a little inappropriate to court the very woman my brother had loved, I knew that he would have wanted me to make sure Dorothy was taken care of.

			And so began a lasting love affair that led to a wonderful marriage. Our wedding was small and simple, for there were only a handful of people to invite. During it, I gave Dorothy my mother’s special ring. Sliding it onto her finger, she and I became one. When she presented me with the ring she had chosen for me, it was a replicate of hers; she had hired a local jeweler to make a copy of the original. When I looked at it pressed against my skin, I understood for the first time how mother must have felt when she looked at hers. Wearing it around my neck, keeping it safe for so long, it represented my hope and my family. Wearing it around my finger, it represented our commitment and our partnership. While all of Dorothy’s friends wore expensive diamond rings, she was never jealous of her simple gold band. She treasured her ring because she valued the history behind it. Mother would have adored her.

			As husband and wife, we started our married life in a modest one bedroom apartment. Although we lugged our old mattresses, couches, and other ratty items into our new place, Dorothy was insistent that we buy a new kitchen table. Later that week, I surprised her with one from a secondhand store—it was mahogany. In a miniscule way it made me feel as though my life had come full circle. The craftsmanship was nothing compared to the table we had in Warsaw, but it reminded me of my childhood and Dorothy was thrilled to own it.

			In the transition, I came across a barely recognizable object in one of Dorothy’s dresser drawers: a ragged bracelet—the very one Mendel was punished for giving to his lover in Auschwitz-Birkenau. She had kept it for all of those years through transfers and selections. I wondered if my brother knew just how much Dorothy had cared for him. I wondered if he had known how much he had meant to me. My eyes pooled with tears as I kissed it and blew a kiss up to my brother. Not wanting to break it, I gently tucked it away without mentioning it to Dorothy.

			Life reminded me of that threaded bracelet; it is fragile and can fall apart at any time.

			With Dorothy’s encouragement, I found joy in life. I began to attend synagogue and to join Jewish associations. Slowly, I replaced my awful experiences from the war with positive ones. In the process, my daily nightmares became more infrequent as my past slipped further away from the present.

			Life progressed.

			Had I not continually chosen to keep fighting every day to stay alive, I would have missed out on a fulfilling life. I became grateful for everything, for every moment I had and every personal connection I made.

			Dorothy and I went on to have three healthy children (twin girls and one boy). Together we raised them in a traditional Jewish household, teaching them about the faith but sparing them, or quite possibly ourselves, from the painful details about the Holocaust.

			As our children grew up and studied World War II in school, they began to inquire about our tattoos, but Dorothy and I regrettably always breezily brushed aside their questions. We wanted to protect them from everything evil in the world, but perhaps we should have been more open with them. In many ways, I suppose I am very much like my father.

			I rarely wore shirts without long sleeves because I loathed the comments and questions I received from strangers. Even in the summer, I covered my arms in fabric. It wasn’t until I reached my seventies that I embraced my past and exposed my tattoos to the world; but I was still never able to talk about my experiences with anyone.

			Thank you for allowing me to tell them to you.

			But now I’m weak and I can’t fight it anymore. Here I am lying in my hospital bed with my faithful wife seated by my side. I’m rubbing my ring and clutching my tin camp bowl while taking one last look at my wrinkled reflection before I put down my pen and paper for good.

			Would my family who had perished during the war have been proud of the life that I had lived? As the sole survivor, did I make the most of the precious gift that I was given? Looking into my wife’s green eyes and then over at the pictures of my children and grandchildren, I know the answer.

			All I have left to say before I join my mother is: I survived. I loved. I lived.
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