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We were very close to our relatives in Poland, and up until 1939, we kept in close touch with them through letters and packages. Then, the German Nazis invaded Poland. After that, we lost contact with our family. 
Then in October of 1945- shortly after World War II in Europe ended- we received a letter from my mother’s sister. She had survived the war! She informed us that she and my mother’s other sister, were currently staying at a displaced persons camp in Germany, and that they were safe. The day we received that letter was the day my parents made a big decision. Our last surviving relatives would come to America and live with us.  

 
They arrived in Fort Ontario, New York. When we arrived at the docks, we watched all the people get off the ship. There were so many! After a long wait and seeing so many unrecognizable faces, my mother caught sight of her sisters


“Eleanor! Lucy!” she called out to them.


They heard her yelling and hurried toward the place where we were standing.  My mom was so happy to see her sisters again. They were all thinner than in the pictures that I had seen. Now they had dark circles under their eyes like they hadn’t slept in a week. Most of the color was drained from their faces, so they were very pale. Each of them only carried one bag full of all their belongings.


“What is wrong?” I asked my father, “Aren’t they happy?”


“They have been through so much these last few years. They are happy to be here of course, and there is nothing wrong. Just give them time. They will be happy and cheerful before you know it,” my father explained. I didn’t believe that nothing was wrong, and I still wanted to know about what they had “been through”, but I decided to let it go. I would save the questions for another day. So, we loaded their few belongings on a subway train and then we too boarded it. As we sat down, I noticed that my aunts and cousins seemed very uneasy. They were fidgeting in their seats with beads of sweat beginning to appear on their foreheads.


“Are you okay?” I asked Aunt Eleanor, “What is wrong?”


“Nothing,” she replied nervously, “I’m fine. It’s just that this is all too familiar. I just keep remembering…” she broke off and looked away.


“What is familiar? You keep remembering what?” I asked again curiously.

“Rachel!” my father yelled before Eleanor could answer me, “That’s enough. No more questions. Save them for another time.”


I spent the rest of the ride in silence. I just wondered what made my family so upset.


When we arrived at Bronx, we showed Eleanor and Lucy to their room, they thought that Ben and Meir would be staying there with them. We explained that the boys would be staying in Adam’s room. I thought it was weird when my aunts said it would be odd having so much room for themselves. They explained to me that this was because they were so used to being around so many people and being in such cramped quarters for so long. I was tempted to ask questions again, but my mother gave me a look that told me to just keep my mouth shut.  They had so few clothing items that I took the four of them shopping for new clothes. This gave them more joy than I had seen so far. They seemed so relieved to get rid of their old, threadbare clothes.

The next few weeks were pretty normal although I still had so many questions I wanted to have answered. Then, one night I woke up to noises coming from next door: Eleanor and Lucy’s room. I got out of bed and walked into their room. I was surprised to find both of them up and out of bed. Aunt Eleanor’s eyes were red and puffy as if she had been crying.


“What’s wrong?” I asked my aunt, sitting down beside her.


“Oh, it’s nothing.” she said wiping her eyes, “I just had a nightmare.”


“About what?” I questioned again.


Just then, my mother walked in the room as well.


“Rachel, she said, “Why don’t you go back to bed. I will stay up with my sisters.”

I was about to stand up and go back to bed when I was surprised to hear Aunt Eleanor say, “No, Clara [to my mother] she is old enough to hear my story. I am willing to tell her if you give me permission.”


After a few moments of thought, my mom agreed to let me hear the story. I was excited by this because I was finally going to learn what happened to my family.


“Come sit by me again Rachel.” my aunt told me. “Come sit and listen. I know you have had many questions and wonderings.


“Yes, I have.” I answered, “But I just want to know what happened to you.”


“This is what happened,” she began. “In 1939, German soldiers marched into our city in Poland. At first we were unsure about them, but they soon gained our trust. They were friendly and never did anything suspicious. They told us that they were there to protect us. We believed them. After a while though, they forced all of the Jews to wear a yellow star on their clothes. These were to identify us as Jews. This was something that worried us because by then, we had heard about Hitler and the Nazis, and their hatred toward Jews. When we wore the stars, everyone treated us differently. They were bitter and hostile, and they always tried to stay away from us. Even our friends discriminated against us.” New tears appeared in her eyes before Aunt Eleanor began to speak again.

“Then, one day the soldiers forced their way into our house. They were shouting and waving their guns. They told us that we had 15 minutes to gather our things. We were leaving. So, we listened. We each filled a sack with clothed, money, non-perishables, and sentimental items. Then, we were herded outside. All of the Jews, hundreds of us, were told to walk. We left the city and walked until we came to a train.  Here, the soldiers took all money and valuables away from us. The cars we not made for people but were cattle cars. The soldiers shoved us onto the train- 80 per car. I managed to hold onto my family, so we huddled together. The doors were shut, and the train started moving. We traveled for days, but we were given no food or water.”

“When the doors finally opened,” she continued, “we were taken outside. We saw a huge camp surrounded by barbed wire fences, with thousands of people inside the fence, and a sign that read ‘Auschwitz’. We had arrived at a concentration camp.”

“A concentration camp was either a death camp or a work camp for Jews. When we arrived, your grandparents were immediately taken away: straight to the crematorium and were killed. The rest of us were assigned to work, but your uncles were separated from the rest of us. They were then lined up in front of a pit and were shot in front of all the people. For months, we worked. Soon the months turned into years. Nazis walked around with dogs to threaten us with. They even threatened to gas people to death if they didn’t listen. Everyday, thousands of us were killed or died of sickness. Three of you’re my children got sick and died in their sleep. The rest of my family members were severely starved, and my other sister died from blood experiments being done to her; they drove her insane. The rest of your younger cousins were also put into the crematorium. In 1944, we were finally rescued. The camp was liberated. And now, we are here safe with you.” She said, ending her story.

I was silent for a few moments, taking the story in. They had the will to live, even though thousands of others died around them; even their own parents and children. 


“How did you do it? How did you survive?” I asked finally. “I now know why my parents said you had been through a lot! That is more than a lot. That is enough for a lifetime.” 


“We were able to survive because…we had to. We had to live for one another. We also had to live so that we could come here and tell you what had happened to the rest of your family.” She answered. “That, and a little help from God.”


“So that’s why you didn’t like the subway train. It reminded you of the cattle cars. And that’s why you were so happy to get rid of your old clothes. You wanted to get rid of any reminders of what you went through.” I said conclusively.


“That’s exactly right.” Eleanor answered.


 Now I understand why my parents invited the four family members to come live with us. I think that now, I’ll wait until they want to tell me about what they had survived.  

