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CHAPTER ONE

GEFILTE FISH ON THE RUE DES DEUX PONTS

I have a photograph of my parents taken in 1929 when I was three years old. In that picture, they appeared to be absolutely mad at the world, when actually they were furious with me. Not wanting to be photographed, all I did was cry my eyes out. I didn’t want to face that frightening man with the piece of black velvet draped over his head. My, how I have changed. Mention picture call to me and I’m the first one ready with a big smile. Moishe and Baila look quite handsome, he standing straight with his right hand holding the back of the chair where my mother was sitting. Her brown hair simply coiffed, her eyes clear and blue, projecting tenderness. I have inherited her nose, which is short but wide at the base, and her full lips. My father at that time had a trim Vandyke beard. He always managed to be well dressed. He was slim and of medium height, with straight dark hair, getting grey at the temples, deep brown eyes that could make you tremble with fear when he was cross, and a slightly aquiline nose.

My father was an orthodox Jew. On Friday evening before sundown, he would stop working, bathe, put on clean clothes, and go to the synagogue on the Rue de Pavée, very close by. My mother would prepare the dinner—gefilte fish, chicken soup, and all the marvelous foods orthodox Jews have on the Sabbath. Nobody in our household would work on Saturday or touch the electricity or gas. It was a day of rest. My parents would walk, because they couldn’t use transportation, to visit my brothers and sisters who were married. That was their Saturday. Then my father would go back to work on Sunday.

We lived in Paris on l’Ile St. Louis, in a small apartment on 10 Rue des Deux Ponts. It looked immense when I was a kid, but it was ridiculously tiny. There was a small narrow entry hall, a kitchen, a dining room, two bedrooms, and a toilet. Three sewing machines were in our kitchen near the window where the sunlight came through in the afternoon. We had a large armoire, painted ivory, with a top glassed-in cupboard that held the plates and eating utensils; in the bottom cupboard, we kept fresh, delicious bread and all the canned goods and produce. Next to the big stove, which was fed with black charcoal and small pieces of wood and was used in winter, we had a two-burner gas plate on the sink counter. We washed up at the kitchen sink. On Friday evening before sundown, my mother, against my will, would bathe me there. Later on I was sent once a week to the Bains-Douches, a public bathhouse on the first floor right under our apartment.

There were five girls living at home. Ida and Aimée, the two oldest, shared a couch in the dining room. Hélene, Cécile, Madeleine, and I slept in one of the two bedrooms, except in the winter when my folded bed was moved into the kitchen near the stove. Hanging in our bedroom was an enlarged photograph of my grandparents on my father’s side. They looked directly into the camera when the picture was taken, so no matter which part of the room you were in, their eyes stared at you. Having your picture taken in those days was a serious business. That’s probably why they looked so severe. My grandmother was wearing a terrible wig under a flowered hat. It was required by orthodox law that, when she got married, she shave her head so as not to entice other men. She had a glass eye, and the real eye was glaring at me.

That photograph scared me to death. Because I was the youngest, I would always be the first one to go to bed, and there I would be alone in the dark room, knowing my grandmother was staring at me with her one good eye, and fearing that she was going to come out of the photograph, suddenly alive, grab me and take me with her to wherever she was. I used to sleep with the covers completely over me, except for my nose and my mouth, so I could breathe. I slept like that for quite a few years, even when I wasn’t sleeping in that room anymore. My grandfather didn’t look too bad, with a yarmulke on his head, and a greyish beard. He looked rather nice, but not smiling.

For years I didn’t know where my grandparents were born. My real name is Widerman (pronounced Veederman). It sounded very German to me, and I had always assumed that my ancestors came from Germany. But my half-brother Henri straightened me out. He said, “Your grandparents were born in Poland, and so were your great grandparents.” My mother also had a German-sounding name, Stulman. She was born in 1886, either in Radom, Przyszk, or Pizytyh. None of my family knows for sure. Her father was a wine merchant in Warsaw. Her mother, who sold eggs in a market in the suburbs of Warsaw, was mean and stingy and would never give her anything. My mother became engaged to a man who went to the United States without marrying her. Feeling rejected by her family, she married my father when she was eighteen, fifteen years his junior, and suddenly found herself the mother of his many children, some of them only a few years younger than she.

Until 1978, I always thought I was the thirteenth and last of my father’s children. That year, when I was in Paris, I talked to my father’s only sister, Aunt Saresta, who was eighty-eight years old but still sharp and lucid. I asked her, “How many children did my father have? Didn’t he have five with his first wife and eight with my mother?”

“No,” she said. “He had eight children with his first wife, who died giving birth to the last child, a girl, who shortly thereafter died of typhus. Two others had died, two stayed in Poland, and three went to live in Paris. With your mother, he had another eight children. Between your sister Aimée and your sister Hélène, there was a boy, Bernard, who died when he was very young.” So according to my aunt, I am the sixteenth instead of the thirteenth child. Eventually I was told the truth. I am the fourteenth child, not the thirteenth or the sixteenth.

My father was the second oldest of five children and was born in 1870 in Nadzhin, Poland. In 1913, already married to my mother and with a big family to support, he found out he was no longer able to make a living. He decided to go to Argentina with his younger brother Yankef, in the hope he could have a better life there. In those days, it was customary for men to go by themselves, leaving their wives with all the children. Goodbye, take care—I’ll send for you. They stayed in Argentina for only a few months. Unable to find work, they returned to Poland.

In Paris in 1918, the last year of World War I, my father’s oldest brother had been electrocuted with his whole family in the subway during an air raid. Three years later the French government contacted my grandfather to notify him of his son’s death. Bureaucracy is the same everywhere: slow and incompetent. My grandfather, thinking his son might have left a will, sent my father to investigate. Again, uncle Yankef went with him. They found no will, but they stayed with an old friend from Poland who had his own restaurant in Paris, on the corner of the Rue des Ecouffes and the Rue des Rosiers, in the Jewish ghetto. It took my father two years to make up his mind that the family should live in Paris. In 1923, he sent for my mother, who schlepped Ida, Aimée, Hélène, and one-year-old Cécile all the way from Warsaw. Jacques and my father’s children by his first marriage, Henri, Adèle, and Fanny, stayed in Warsaw a while longer before joining the rest of the family. Sarah and Régine never emigrated to France.

In Poland, my father for a while had run a butcher shop (selling tripe) that my half-brother Henri brought back from the abbatoires (slaughterhouse). But for as long as I knew him, the first sixteen years of my life, he was a tailor. He made pants. For some time, when I was very young, on Sundays he would go with my mother to sell suits at the marché aux puces (the flea market). I was the best-dressed kid in the whole apartment house. He would make me at least three suits a year. I have inherited his neatness. He had an armoire in our little bedroom. His armoire in our bedroom, along with the terrifying picture of his parents, and when you opened the armoire, there were suits, always very clean and lined up precisely the same way each time. And his ties were put exactly the way I have mine in my closet today—exactly! Only recently have I identified strongly with him. I had very little rapport with him when I was a child. My sisters and I always found him to be strict, often short of patience, and at times very cold. He had behind his sewing machine a martinet, a cat o’ nine tails. He never hit us with it; it was just there to threaten and scare us and make us behave. We were devils. We would cut the strips off, until nothing was left except the wooden handle. He never replaced that martinet.

In his later years, my father developed a sweet tooth. He had to have his little candies, at least three or four times a day, and we could not have any—they were his candies. Imagine when you’re a child not to share candies! He kept them in his bedroom, and we all knew where they were. Every day I would steal one candy and put the tin box back where it was hidden, thinking, “He’s not counting them; I’m sure he’ll never miss that candy.” But suddenly there were a lot of candies missing. He exploded. “Who’s the thief? Come on, who did it? Who took my candies?” Nobody answered. Everybody knew I was the guilty one. Even my father knew that. Still, he accused all of us, and I never confessed.

My father couldn’t stand noise at mealtime. There was a huge rectangular wooden table in the middle of the kitchen where we all sat, eating, talking, and laughing loudly. I was always the first one to finish, gulping my food, getting scolded by my mother telling me to “take it easy, the house is not on fire.” I would be drenched with perspiration after swallowing the hot chicken soup with homemade noodles. I couldn’t wait to get the fresh fruit for dessert. In late spring, we always counted the cherries we were given. My mother would manage to slip a few more onto my plate without starting a revolution. Sometimes the commotion during meals bothered my father so much, he would reprimand us and take his plate to his sewing machine, just two steps away from the table. It was his way of telling us to shut up.

But he was proud of us. Whenever I sang and danced, greatly encouraged by my family, by their applause and kisses, I would say, “Kalla, kalla,” my word for orange. I was only three. My father was the one who always gave me my “kalla.”

I was very good at drawing, and though my father never let me know it, he would take my drawings and show them to everybody—family, friends, even complete strangers. “My son, the artiste, did this—how about that! And he’s only six.” I wasn’t aware of this, but people would tell me later. He would never say directly to me, “Reevela, that’s great what you did, that’s marvelous, don’t stop.” Never. In school, at promotion, the pupil with the highest mark would get, along with his diploma, a big red, beautifully bound book. Each time my sister Madeleine and I received this honor (which was rather often), my father would take us with the books to our married sisters and brothers, to let them see our prizes. That was how we found out he cared. It never occured to us to take our books around.

My father would speak to us only in Yiddish, except when he didn’t want us to know what he was saying. Then he would speak to my mother in Polish. We would, naturally, object—in French. There was a rabbi who used to come to our apartment twice a week, like a psychiatrist, to give counsel. He was a short, portly man, with a long black beard and payis, who always wore a black shiny overcoat. He had the sweetness and patience of an angel. He would stay in our apartment from noon until six in the evening, and people in the neighborhood would come to him for advice. I liked his being there, and when I came home from school, I would rush in to the dining room to see him. He would put his hand on my head, asking me if I had been a good boy today, bless me, and then give me five sous. The moment I got the money, I was out the door and on my way to the candy store. He never had a chance to give me advice.

When I was about ten, my father was taken to the hospital for hemorrhoid surgery. There was a huge void at home. He wasn’t there, and he was missed. My sisters Hélène and Cécile, who worked with him, continued to make pants. My father stayed in the hospital for what seemed a long time. I went to visit him in a big ward with lots of beds. The hospital, l’Hôtel Dieu on l’Ile de la Cité, was very close to where we lived, a step away from the Cathedral Nôtre Dame. It felt strange to see him lying helpless in a hospital bed. I had never seen him sick before. After saying hello and asking how he was, I had nothing else to say to him and couldn’t wait to leave and go and play with my friends.

My father loved classical music. When we had our first and only radio in the mid-1930s, when we let him, he would listen to operas. We would scream at him, “Come on! Change the station!” All we wanted was popular music. Opera bored us. Sometimes, he would take me to the Theatre du Chatelet, where they put on big spectacular operettas. We would go up to the last balcony, the cheapest seats he could buy. I was in awe. The songs, the dances, the costumes, the scenery, the glamour of it all enthralled me, and the first time we went I knew at that moment it was what I wanted to do for the rest of my life. My father never took any of my sisters to the theater. I was the only one who ever went with him.

In 1937, when the World’s Fair had opened in Paris, my father one day said, “Reevela, get dressed, you and I are going to visit the world’s fair today!” I was delighted. For days people had been talking about it, how formidable it was, the best fair ever! I was eleven, and the trip alone was a great treat. I even washed my face and ears before going. We took the subway and got out at the Trocadero Station, near the Eiffel Tower, where it was all happening. It was a section of Paris where I had never been. My mouth never closed all day. I had never seen so many beautiful sights, except in movies. Among the pavilions from different nations, I was most impressed by the ones from Russia and Germany. They were enormous, with marble statues in front of them, depicting strong, healthy men and women, proud to be citizens of their countries. The buildings were opposite each other. They were awesome in their imposing stature, and in a way frightening. Their flags flapped in the wind, one with the huge swastika, and the other with the sickle and hammer, both dominated by the color red. I was attracted by the small but beautiful Asiatic pavilions with their delicate art work. After we ate the sandwiches my mother had packed for us in a paper bag, my father treated me that day to ice cream. Riding home on the metro, I was exhilarated and exhausted. I felt special that my father had taken me to the fair, and I talked about it for days, making my sisters envious.

One day my father came home with a used violin and put it in my lap. “All right, Reevela,” he said, “open the case, and play the instrument.” Just like that! I opened the case, took out the violin that looked too big for me, grabbed the bow in my other hand, looked at the instrument for a few seconds, then put it under my chin as if I knew what I was doing and proceeded to scratch at it. The violin responded as if it were in pain. I don’t know what my father expected from me. A boy genius I was not. Precocious, yes. Cocky, yes. Adorable, yes. A violinist, never. Despite the help of a neighbor who tried to teach me to play, after a few weeks of cacophony my father returned the violin. He must have dreamed that I would pick up the instrument and instantly play it like Heifetz. I wish I could have done that for him. It would have been thrilling for my father and revealing to me to discover I was a genius.

My mother had love in her for everybody. Nothing was too difficult for her. She was always the first one to get up in the morning. She would wake up, give us hot coffee and hot milk and a piece of bread with butter, then send us to school. She would go marketing on the Rue St. Antoine—where twice a week merchants with carts sold fresh vegetables and fruits a bit cheaper than in the stores—cook the meals, clean the apartment, help my father sew the pants. Once a week she would go to the quais, to a barge on the river Seine near our apartment house, and spend the whole day washing our clothes. She never stopped and was the last one to go to bed. She was a simple, uneducated woman who was loving, devoted, and completely unselfish.

I can remember only once when she lost control. It was terrible. I don’t know what precipitated it, but there she was banging her head against the wall, screaming, “I can’t stand it anymore! I’m leaving! From now on, you all run your lives without me!” I cried, pleading with her, “Please, Mama, don’t hurt yourself. Please don’t die!” I had never seen her like this. My mother always smiled, never screamed at anyone. My God, I thought, what’s happening? She’s going crazy, banging her head against the wall like that! She just didn’t care. She took her coat, walked out, and disappeared. Where was she going? Nobody rushed after her. We were all paralyzed, not moving, not talking. I felt deserted and desperate. Hours later she came back, saying not a word, hanging up her coat and resuming her life as if nothing had happened.

My mother was very short and overweight—that’s a graceful way of saying it—and she became an old woman before her time. When you bear eight kids, and raise most of your stepchildren, you don’t wind up looking like a fashion model. It bothered me a lot that her stepchildren were not nice to her. My half-sister Adèle had a boulangerie (a bakery). When we would go to visit her, she would cater to my father, give him some pastries, but never ask my mother, “Do you want anything?” It was the same with my half-sister Fanny, who was the last one we would visit before heading home. She would ask my father, “Would you like a glass of tea, some cake?” and completely ignore my mother, a woman who had devoted years of her life to raising them.

It’s hard to say if my mother was ever happy. I guess in her simple way she was. She adored movies. Later on in life, her big treat was to go by herself in the afternoon to a neighborhood movie house. She would always come back with her eyes glowing, as if she had seen the Taj Mahal.


CHAPTER TWO

MADAME HALPHEN

I loved our apartment house. The smell of Jewish cooking meant to me security, stability, warmth, comfort. Entering our building to be greeted by the intoxicating aromas from all the kitchens of fried onions, gefilte fish, and chicken soup made you feel that all was well with the world.

Winter was my favorite season, because it was then that my parents would take my folding bed from the bedroom and put it in the kitchen near the stove, the only heating system we had in the whole apartment. That’s where everybody would gather for the evening.

My father’s younger brother, Uncle Yankef, lived in the annex of our apartment house, and every evening after dinner he and his wife Chave Lea would come over for a few hours. Uncle Yankef was big and fat. He drank water with huge gulps. Everything about him was big—his tone of voice, his gestures, his belches. His laughter could be heard all over the building. After eating cookies and drinking his fourth glass of tea, while people talked he would fall asleep in his chair and immediately begin to snore. His snore was a roar. We would all tease him about it and sometimes scream “Fire!” to wake him up. Chave Lea was my Uncle Yankef’s first cousin. She was a small person, like most people in my family, with dark auburn hair, and her eyes twinkled when she looked at you over her reading glasses. Her smile displayed a few gold teeth. She was also a Widerman and therefore, when she married Uncle Yankef, didn’t have to change her name. My father became her brother-in-law as well as her cousin.

My mother would sit in the kitchen, calmly sewing pants, doing her work, while the neighbors and family all talked at once. The Wnouks, who lived on the first floor of the building, visited our place regularly. They were dear people, Rumanians by birth. Monsieur Wnouk was a shoe repairman who had a stall on the Rue St. Louis en lTle. Madame Wnouk was a very good baker and very often would open her cookie jar to give me some of the delicious chocolate squares she had just baked. I never saw her in a foul mood. She was always sweet and soft-spoken and spotless in her appearance. In her apartment you could eat off the floor. Madame Zilberberg, a widow with five children, was rather on the nervous side. Her eyes never stopped blinking. She talked very fast and would stutter when excited. But she would give you the shirt off her back if you needed it. One of her daughters, Zelda, was a darling, feisty little girl whom I cared about a lot. Madame Tarnegul, our next door neighbor, would often join us without her husband, but mostly her intention was to borrow things, which we had a hard time getting back. All these people sipped glasses of tea with lemon and red wine and ate homemade cookies.

Chave Lea was a good storyteller as well as a knitter. She would make sweaters, shawls, socks, and booties for new grandchildren; her hands were never idle. Above all, there was the tremendous rumble of Uncle Yankef’s snores. All that noise and warmth was very relaxing to me; it was my lullaby. In the thirty-one months I spent in concentration camps, the memory of those evenings helped to sustain me, reminding me in the midst of terrible cruelty how life could be and that not everybody was bad.

We were less than middle class. I don’t remember if there was a depression. We were never richer or poorer at one time than another. We didn’t think of ourselves as poor, because we didn’t know any differently. My mother always managed to have food on the table, and not only for us. I remember complete strangers coming from Poland or Palestine, stopping by to bring news of mutual friends, and my mother immediately inviting them to stay and eat with us, offering whatever we had.

Our island, l’Ile St. Louis, was like a village, but what a village! Cut into quarters, with the Rue des Deux Ponts running horizontally, it is still the widest street, going from the Pont Marie to the Pont des Tournelles, where a stone statue of Sainte Geneviève, who saved Paris in the fifth century, is erected. The Rue St. Louis en l’Ile, a long narrow street, cuts the island vertically, and numerous streets, all short and narrow, make this small island a very warm village. Practically everybody knew each other. L’Ile St. Louis and l’Ile de la Cité are the oldest sections of Paris, two of the most picturesque sites of this beautiful city.

There were in my childhood what seemed to me to be thousands of little shops—grocery stores, bakeries, jewelers, wineries, hardware stores, pharmacies, repair stalls, barber shops, cafés—everything was there, an old church, even antique shops. One didn’t have to leave this island, ever.

I knew most of the store owners, and they called me by my first name when I went to buy food. I remember a small bakery where, for a few sous, you could get all the French pastries you could eat. They were two days old, but who cared? We never got sick or had indigestion. We always bought our bread—baguettes, biscottes, petits pains, croissants—at Madame Goutron’s boulangerie. What a delightful, warm person she was, always a smile on her bright scrubbed face.

My favorite shop was owned by Monsieur Verdier, a small man with a brush moustache. He sold lots of small items, but mostly magazines and newspapers. He had a son my age whom I envied because he had free access to all the magazines. I was an avid reader of comic books. I could not get enough of Flash Gordon, Mandrake the Magician, and all the others. I devoured movie magazines and clipped out the pictures of my favorite movie stars, which I pasted neatly into scrapbooks. I would look at those books for hours on end. When I was sent to the concentration camps, I took my scrapbooks with me and kept them for the first nineteen months, until I was moved to my second camp, Blechhammer, and all our private belongings were taken away.

Directly across the street from the apartment house, Monsieur Hourtoule, who looked like a teddy bear, ran a pharmacy. And next door, Monsieur Bosselut—a roly-poly bald headed man who was very businesslike and not friendly, the only one who didn’t call us by our names—sold all kinds of kitchen utensils, hardware, and paint. He was called un Marchant de Couleurs, a merchant of colors.

On our island, there was an elementary school for boys and another for girls, as well as kindergarten. Surrounding were the quais, the Bourbon, de Béthune, d’Anjou, and d’Orléans, where the elite lived in luxurious apartments with magnificent views. One could see such landmarks as Nôtre Dame, the Panthéon, and the Eiffel Tower.

A rich widow, Madame Halphen, who was an aunt of the Rothschilds, had built the seven-story apartment house where we lived on the Rue des Deux Ponts. It was completed in 1926, and my family moved in from a one-room rat-infested apartment on the Rue de l’Hôtel de Ville. Madame Halphen’s purpose was to provide apartments for underprivileged Jewish families with children, the more children the better. There were only five non-Jewish families among the forty-five tenants, including that of the concierge, Madame Froment. Madame Halphen asked for very little rent. I suspect some didn’t pay any. For families who had lived in only one room, this was paradise. An actual apartment, with three or four rooms! Today there is a plaque on the front of the building, over the entrance, which reads “A la mémoire des 112 habitants de cette maison dont 40 petits enfants déportés et morts dans les camps Allemands en 1942.” “In memory of the 112 inhabitants of this house, including 40 young children, deported and dead in German camps in 1942.”

Madame Halphen was a remarkable person. Not only did she have this apartment house built for poor Jewish families, she also hired a staff of social workers, young women in their early twenties, to take care of us children when we came home from school while our parents were still at work. At four o’clock, five days a week, we would meet in the Locale, a three-room gathering place, on the ground floor of the annex building, where we would do our homework. The first room had round tables where, in addition to doing our studies, we would draw and paint. Our best drawings and paintings were tacked to the white walls. The second room, partitioned by glass doors that could be opened to make those two rooms one, was sparsely furnished with an upright piano, shelves of books, and straight chairs set against the walls. In this room, the social workers would read us children’s stories and passages from the Bible. Madame Halphen’s secretary, Madame Jacob, would play the piano and teach us songs. We would perform in plays about Hanukka, Purim, and other holidays. I was always chosen to be one of the stars, and I reveled in it. The third room was empty except for a sink and was used mostly for small meetings, rehearsing plays, painting scenery, and making our own costumes out of crepe paper.

We would stay at the Locale until it was time for us to go to our apartments for dinner. The social workers were remarkable. I will remember them as long as I live . . . Lili, Mathia, Yette, Lou. In the late 1930s, most of them emigrated to Palestine. One of them, Lou Kaddar, was, until Golda Meier died, her private secretary and companion. Thanks to these wonderful young women, who devoted so much of their time to make us feel loved, not one of us became delinquent. When the weather was nice, after we did our homework they would take us to the nearby Nôtre Dame Gardens to play games in the fresh air. On weekends they would take us on picnics to the outskirts of Paris to one of the Bois. Sometimes we would go to the Tuileries and Luxembourg Gardens. There we would watch puppet shows that intrigued me so much, I decided to build my own theater creating my own puppets. The star puppet was always my hand, my voice. The puppets became a part of the live show that my friends Roger, Zaza, Georges, and I put on in our kitchen. I would design costumes for my puppets, cutting patterns out of paper, and use one of the sewing machines to make them. We would turn the kitchen into a theater by moving the big table out of the way to make room for rows of chairs and hanging a white sheet for the curtain. We would then improvise plays and musical numbers to the delight of the other kids from the building, who paid admission fees to watch us.

Madame Halphen had a big house in Colleville sur Mer, at the seashore in Normandie near Deauville, and during the summer, fifty children a month would vacation there, under the guidance of Lili, Lou, and Mathia. I went there only once. Other summers I was sent to camps run by charitable organizations. I loved the one at St. Ouen le Mône, not too far south of Paris, because they showed us Charlie Chaplin movies. We called him “Charlot,” and absolutely idolized him. We looked forward to his movies, relishing his adventures while sucking on sugar cane candies. We talked about them for days, imitating Charlot.

Every evening before we went to bed, they would give us cold coco in a big tin cup, which we had to finish. It was difficult for me because I didn’t like the bitter taste of it. One night, when the others had finished and were getting up from the tables, I tried to drink the rest of my coco in one big gulp. I got out of breath and started to choke. It was a terrible sensation, like drowning. I began to panic. But my greater fear was that I would make a spectacle of myself. I told myself that death was not knocking at my door just yet, took a deep breath and then another, and somehow emptied the cup.

Drinking coco before going to bed did not help me with the other problem I had at summer camp. Though it didn’t happen every night, there were times when I peed in bed while I was asleep. I didn’t know what to do about it. I was afraid of being reprimanded by the counselors in front of all the kids and being nicknamed “pisher.” In the morning I would try to hide the yellow spot on the sheet by making my bed as soon as I woke up. Maybe it was too much coco, or maybe it was my fear of going to the bathroom in the middle of the night because of the darkness.

At camp that summer, I was examined by the doctor for a sore throat. The next morning I was taken to a ward in the Rothschild Hospital in Paris. Nobody told me that I was there to have my tonsils and adenoids removed. A nurse grabbed my hand, we took an elevator down to the basement through dark corridors, and suddenly I was in a room, sitting on a stool. On my left was a table, full of shiny, spotless instruments. In came the doctor, wearing on his head what seemed like a gigantic round mirror with a little light in it. Then, without putting me to sleep, he placed a clamp in my mouth to keep my jaws open. I thought, I’m going to die. I stared at that table with all those instruments, all kinds of knives, scissors, gauze, everything neatly lined up, and at the doctor who, with the mirror on his head, looked like a monster. Holding my tongue with gauze, he probed down into my throat. The pain was excruciating. My terror was even worse, as I watched those instruments coming up from my throat all covered with blood. All I could do was cry. The operation went on for what felt an eternity. Afterwards my throat was on fire. My family visited me every day, bringing me ice cream. The cool vanilla, strawberry, and chocolate cream melted in my mouth and soothed my misery. A week later I was taken home as if nothing had happened to me. The only thing I missed was the ice cream. How I had always looked forward to summer when, just before dinner time, the ice cream vendor would stop in front of our apartment house! The moment I saw him I would scream for my mother, until she would open the window and throw down a sou or two. I didn’t care where she got the money. I would yell, “Ma! Ma!” until she gave it to me. Much of the time my selfishness blinded me to the realities of life. My father worked very hard to give us what little we had. But I never thought about that.

Until I was twelve years old, I attended school in the Jewish ghetto, on the Rue des Hospitalières St. Gervais. We were taught in French by French teachers, none of them Jewish. We went to school from Monday through Friday. In the regular French school system, the students attended school Monday through Wednesday; Thursday was a day off, then it was back to school on Friday and Saturday. But Saturday was the Jewish Sabbath, so we were sent to a school that took Saturdays off. We had more vacations than any other children in Paris, because school was closed on both Christian and Jewish holidays. In 1981, when my wife Natalie and I were in Paris, I took her to the ghetto to show her my school and the synagogue where I had my Bar Mitzvah. Like the apartment house on l’Ile St. Louis, there is a plaque on the front wall of the school which reads “165 enfants Juifs de cette école, déportés durant la seconde guerre mondiale, furent exterminés dans les camps Nazis. N’oubliez pas.” “165 Jewish children from this school, deported to Germany during World War II, were exterminated in Nazi camps. Do not forget.”
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