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  Prologue


They were in love, but you already knew that. For a moment, their life together was sweetness and bliss and joy unrivaled across the ages. 
Then came the war.
Every battle, all the bombardments, each incarceration, the physical brutality, the events that led to death after death after death, were like a vise around their hearts, squeezing the innocence from their young lives. Yet somehow they persevered; they endured. Were they anyone else, they surely would have surrendered and groveled for mercy from their tormentors. And it would have been understandable. The evil that encompassed that time was incomprehensible, so much so that people dared not speak of it. Even those who were firsthand witnesses to the madness either became blind to the truth or were willfully ignorant of it.
But not so for Miriam and Dante.
They were one with the other, always and forever. Never, though, would they forsake others in crisis, and so many were in crisis. Both, according to their peculiar circumstances, pledged to help save the helpless from the oppression. And they did, time and time again.
You already know about Dante. He entered the war as a nascent scout aligned with the Allied forces to identify the buildup of enemy forces that would threaten his town and its people. He later became a soldier fighting in the mountains to bring freedom to trapped villagers. As the fighting escalated, he lost his mother in the caves of Ardeatine and discovered his brother and his best friend lying in the ashes at Sant’Anna di Stazzema. He was taken prisoner and suffered in captivity for months on end. When escape beckoned, he unknowingly became ensnarled in the rampage of Salussola, where two more close friends perished. Ultimately, he found himself in the company of those wanting to end the war by killing the Fascist dictator who began it.
Through it all, he remained devoted to his one true love. When Miriam was taken from him, Dante never relented in pursuing her freedom. He traveled alone across the countryside, navigating the slopes and the valleys, surviving on the fruit in the fields and the warmth of the trees. Once he found her, he begged her to go with him that very same moment and, oh, how she wanted to. But despite her love for Dante, she would not leave; she could not leave, because the lives of many others depended on her. Her going free would bring their dying day. Which brings us to the second book of this wartime duology.
In the first book, the romance and tragedy of our Star Cross Lovers was told from Dante’s eyes. We spoke sparingly of Miriam and the persecuted souls with whom she was imprisoned. Their excruciating suffering, their valiant attempts to live humanely, their desperate pleas for help, all seemed too much to grasp. And it is too much for no one should have to bear such agony. Yet in defiance of that understanding, this story—her story—demands to be told because it’s worth knowing what happened to Miriam; it’s worth knowing most of all.
So here now, dear reader, is Miriam’s tale. The story you haven’t heard and the things you thought you knew, but didn’t really.

      [image: image-placeholder]Greetings and grace to our Star Cross Lovers!

Remember them so innocent and sweet?

Here you will hear, if allowed my druthers,

Miriam’s tale to reveal and repeat.

-

Compelled to comply with hate’s ghoulish goals,

She feared her fate should she foil their foray.

‘Til she solved the secret and saved the souls

Of those due to die at dawn the next day.

-

She schemed and she dreamed and she risked it all,

To undo the doings of the depraved.

And when Dante came to fetch her ‘fore Fall,

She demurred to procure all still enslaved.

-

A girl with a star, a boy and the cross,

Cast adrift in an abyss vast across.








  
  Chapter One


“There you are, my love.” 
The flower basket swung on her arm as she recalled in her mind the very first words he had ever said to her.
It was foolish, she knew, to have wandered away alone in the dark that night. But it had been a long day of travel and she needed some fresh air; she needed time to think. So she walked, not far, perhaps a mile, maybe more, and strolled up the mound to a plateau overlooking the sea. The moon hung over the water with its light sparkling upon the rolling waves. She breathed deeply and looked over the enchanting sea. How serene it was.
She heard a noise. A bird flew away from a tree, two pigeons fled, as well. Her head snapped around to discover what was lurking behind her.
She saw one, then another, both in a familiar, though unwelcome, uniform, both pushing up the hill. On the plateau, they stopped. They looked around to see if anyone was in the vicinity. Satisfied it was only the two of them alone with her, they drew closer. Instinctively, she stepped back. But she was at the edge of the hill overlooking a rocky coastline a hundred feet below. There was nowhere to go.
One of the men smiled mischievously and started to unbuckle his belt. The other nodded as if to say, ‘You first.’
If she couldn’t go backwards, could she run through them? Not likely. Should she scream? Who would hear her from the top of a remote hill? She looked down and saw a broken tree branch. That was her only chance, if she had any chance at all. She would fight. She stiffened her jaw and was about to reach for the branch.
“There you are, my love.”
The voice appeared from nowhere, and suddenly an arm was wrapped around her waist. She turned to the side. An unrecognizable face was drawing close to her. As the face drew closer, she leaned away and then further away. But his grip tightened and inevitably their lips met in a kiss.
When their lips parted, she glared at him, confused by his conduct. Was he with the other two men? Was he expecting to meet another young woman he mistook for her?
He said something to the men about having lost his lady in the darkness, although she was too disoriented by the situation to comprehend it. After a few moments of indecision, the two uniformed soldiers retreated back down the hill.
“Ciao!” he said cheerily with a wave.
She examined him as he said goodbye to the interlopers. In the moonlight, she could see he was young, about her age, and had a full head of blonde hair, not often seen in these parts of Italy. He stopped waving and looked at her, his arm still around her waist. His expression indicated that he was pleased with his quick-witted action of pretending to be her beau in order to chase away two armed Nazi soldiers with malicious intentions. His tilted smile and raised eyebrows were clear measures of his self-satisfaction with his conduct. But while he seemed to be happy with himself, she was most definitely not.
She wrenched his arm from her waist and slapped him across the cheek.
“Ow!”
The memory made her both blush and laugh. She had slapped the cheek of the boy who pretended to be her romantic lover in order to protect her from Nazi aggressors. She shook her head at the thought of her being more concerned about preserving her virtue than surviving an assault.
Nevertheless, it was a moment that changed her life forever. And how blessed she was for that moment.
Now, here she was on the olive farm just yards away from their second meeting, when the boy and his friends were playing soccer and their ball was kicked onto the dandelion garden that she had been nurturing. She hadn’t stopped thinking of him since the night on the hill, but several days had passed, and she was skeptical she would ever see him again. After all, her father was a professor in Rome and they only came to Ortona for a few weeks in the summer to visit with Nonno and to help him with his olive farm. But when they met again in this very field after that soccer game, she knew it was love. Which she didn’t understand because she was only 17 years old and hadn’t had any real boyfriends and hadn’t ever thought of herself as ever being in love. There was a boy named Irwin who asked her to the school play once. But that was nothing, less than nothing. When he tried to kiss her good night, he twisted his face left and then right and his eyes were shut and his lips were puckered, and she could only giggle at his awkward effort, which embarrassed poor Irwin and he never called on her again. And, yes, she did hold hands with Samuel for a week when she was 13, but that was because her friends said she would never have a boyfriend because of all the freckles she had, many of which still remained. So she took little Samuel by the hand and pretended to be his girlfriend until Samuel said he was preparing for his bar mitzvah and he didn’t think it was appropriate to be spending time with a girl. Which made her glad because she had no idea of what was to happen after the hand-holding phase of their relationship.
But her feelings for Dante Sabbato were different. He was handsome with blue eyes and an engaging smile. His blonde hair in a population of dark-haired Italians made him stand out, for sure, but what got her attention most of all was his kindness. The first time she saw him smile, she thought he was being vain for having successfully chased away the German soldiers. But it wasn’t vanity, it was happiness for having saved her from tragedy. That’s how he was with people he cared about, ready to help at any moment. She learned then that he would always protect her and would do anything in his power to keep her out of danger.
And soon they were to be married.
It happened so suddenly.
They had an enchanting courtship, as it turned out. They spent time together tending to Nonno’s olive trees, and Dante assisted Miriam with her experiments with dandelions. Dante was at ease with her family, especially her little sister, Rachel. Mother Mondella, Ruth, appreciated his appetite and eagerness to try her Jewish recipes. Her father, Michael, was wary of Dante, but only in the way any father would be suspect of a new boy dating his daughter. Nonno only got to know Dante briefly before he became bedridden, though he commented once about how strong Dante was when bringing in the olive nets. She wished she had the chance to meet Dante’s family, but that couldn’t happen under the circumstances. Those circumstances being that the Nazis had commandeered the Sabbato’s house meaning that Dante, his parents, Emilio and Rosa, his brother, Sergio, and his sister, Silvia, were under lock and key of the German Army. 
Still, the early summer of 1943 was a sweet time for them. When the Mondellas had to go back to Rome hurriedly so that Mr. Mondella could fill an open teaching position he desperately needed, Dante drove with them in Nonno’s truck. Miriam relished showing Dante around the sites of the city and discussing Roman architecture. The next morning when he left to bring the truck back to Ortona, they kissed.
“Our first kiss,” Miriam had said at that time.
“Our second,” Dante replied, remembering their initial introduction on the hill overlooking the Adriatic Sea.
Though they didn’t hear from each other for some time, she never stopped thinking of Dante, how he was, what he was doing, what their future would be. Late one morning, there was a knock on the door. It was Dante. Her joy at seeing him was tempered by his message that Nonno was very ill and the Mondellas needed to return to Ortona.
They packed and got into the truck for the trip. But when they entered Ortona, they found it to be a different place from when they had left. The Nazis had completely taken over the town. Before, it wasn’t uncommon to see German soldiers in and around Ortona. After all, the government of Italy was formally an ally of Germany in the war. But because they were Axis partners, most of Italy had been shielded from the hardships of battle. For most Italians, the war was something they read about in the newspapers.
That changed in the late summer, when the United States invaded Sicily. From there, the Allied naval forces stormed across the sea into the western outskirts of Rome, overwhelming German and Italian troops. The war had finally come to the Italian mainland. Now, as the Mondellas drove in Nonno’s truck, passing from one military checkpoint to another, they knew the war had come to Ortona, too.
They managed to get Nonno home from the clinic and into his bed. He had a brief revival upon seeing his family. But as the days wore on, he continued to decline.
Then one day, one awful day, Miriam’s father went into town for supplies while Miriam and Dante worked in the field. When he returned, he was shaking. He struggled to speak and eventually thrust a piece of paper at her with a notice that was posted all over town.
It was titled: The Manifesto of Verona.
The Jewish population had a long and largely favorable history in Italy. Even though Catholicism was the predominant religion in Italy, Jews were not restricted in how they practiced their own religion and observed their time-honored traditions. In the early stages of the war, there were signs that the Jews were being discriminated against, which was one reason Miriam’s father was having difficulty finding professorships. There were also instances of Jews vanishing in the night. Some speculated that they had been abducted and charged with war crimes, while others believed they had simply left for something better. Still, the Jewish people could live freely and safely.
But the Manifesto of Verona changed that. It declared that Germany was aligned with the Fascist dictator, Benito Mussolini, who would head a new Italian government called RSI. Further, it determined that the existing Italian government under the direction of King Emmanuel III was no longer its partner, but instead, an adversary. This mandate essentially instituted civil war in Italy on top of the ongoing foreign war.
It did one other thing as well. Beginning in November of 1943 the Manifesto declared:
All Members of the Jewish Race Shall be Regarded As The Enemy

Enemies? The Mondellas had spent their entire lives in Italy; this was their home, their future. They were Italian and would always be Italian.
But because they were Jews, they would now be subject to persecution by the Nazis.
Miriam and her parents were in shock. They told Rachel to go to her room to shield her from their anxiety, but even she at her tender age, knew something was amiss. Nonno moaned in bed as he heard the hysterical voices in his home. The parents thought of all the scenarios in which they might be saved from the Nazis. None of them were viable. They couldn’t leave Nonno and he couldn’t travel. They had to earn a living, which meant they had to go to market with their olive harvest, which would expose them to the German command. And they couldn’t go back to Rome because there was no teaching position available for Mr. Mondella, and would never be again as long as the Manifesto was in force. There was no way out for Italian Jews and there was no hope for the Mondellas.
After a couple of hours of tearful consternation, Dante stood up.
“Miriam, I love you. Marry me.”
At first, Miriam didn’t understand what Dante was doing. Yes, she loved him and wanted to marry him. She wanted that more than anything in the world. But now, the lives of her family were in danger. Addressing that had to be their immediate focus.
But then he explained to her that if she married him, a Catholic, she could become a Catholic, as well, along with the rest of her family. That would save them all. And it would do what he and Miriam wanted to do all along—be together for life.
Realizing this was the one and only thing that could save them, she turned to her father. Marriage could only be allowed if he permitted it. His instinctive response about his 17-year-old daughter marrying this boy she had met just a few weeks earlier would not have been supportive, to say the least. But it made sense. Then he looked at his wife. She smiled. Though they had only known Dante for a short while, they trusted him, and they knew the love Miriam and Dante had for each other was real. He smiled back at his wife and nodded.
Miriam leaped into Dante’s arms and kissed him as Rachel covered her eyes. The family walked into Nonno’s bedroom to share the good news, not knowing if he would understand. But his eyes opened and his lips widened in happiness. He lifted a crooked finger at Rachel and directed her to the jewelry box on top of his dresser. She brought the ornate box to him, and he opened it, picking out a small case. He handed it to Dante. Opening the case, Dante’s eyes widened in surprise. He looked at Nonno for assurance. Nonno smiled his approval.
Dante turned to Miriam and slipped the diamond ring onto her finger, the same ring her grandmother had worn for nearly sixty years of marriage to Nonno. Miriam gazed at the sparkling diamond as tears streamed down her face. It was a small chip of a jewel, but it meant everything to her. The initial devastation the Mondellas had felt upon hearing the news of the Manifesto of Verona had turned into remarkable joy.
They had one item to complete before they could be married and for that, Dante asked the parish priest, Don Raimondo, for help. The priest who had baptized Dante as a baby, agreed to lead Miriam in an expedited preparation for initiation into the Catholic faith. The only problem they faced was that the Vatican had imposed an age limit of 18 years old in order to marry, and Miriam wouldn’t turn 18 until January. But that gave Miriam several weeks to study the Catholic doctrine before she would be baptized at San Tommaso Apostolo Church at the Christmas Mass on December 25.
She recalled one of their sessions where she and Don Raimondo had a long dialogue about the relationship between Judaism and Catholicism. In their exchange, she asked the priest, “Don Raimondo, I’m worried about not maintaining fidelity with the teachings of my family and the lessons I’ve learned since I was a child. Must I reject Judaism to be a Christian?”
He responded unequivocally. “Absolutely not. Judaism and Christianity are two religions worshiping one God. We come to that faith in different ways. Becoming a Christian does not mean rejecting Abraham and Moses. It means accepting Jesus as our Lord and Savior and knowing he is the way to everlasting life.”
She was comforted by that understanding of the union of the two faiths that would now define her.
She continued her lessons into December, preparing for her baptism. But in December, something else happened. Something that would lead to her life being changed in unimaginable ways.
The Battle of Ortona.
The German Army, which had invaded Ortona months earlier, was being attacked by Allied forces. In what would later be described as one of the fiercest examples of hand-to-hand combat of World War II, much of the small town was decimated, and many of the townspeople became casualties of war. For one day, though, the combat ceased: Christmas. And during the hours while the guns and the artillery were silenced, Dante and Miriam went to the church for Miriam to be baptized.
Don Raimondo offered prayers on behalf of Miriam in the well of the church as Dante stood by her side. She acknowledged her belief in Jesus Christ and in the Catholic Church and the priest blessed her with holy water, baptizing her. She was Catholic.
Miriam recalled the peacefulness that came over as she was baptized, but she shuddered as she remembered the very next moment when a bomb ripped through the Church signifying the end of the ceasefire. Dante had grabbed Miriam and rushed her to Raimondo’s car. He told them both to head north to the Mondella farm while he went to help his family.
Now here she was on her knees in their olive fields one week later, and so much had changed. She wistfully looked at the ring on her hand and twirled it around her finger. Sighing, she took some flowers from the wicker basket on her arm and placed them on the grave beneath her. A tear streamed down her face.
“May God bless you, Nonno.”
They knew the end was near because it had been a while since Nonno was responsive in any meaningful way. They had hoped he would survive until the wedding, but it was not to be. With his family gathered around him, Nonno took one last breath and joined his beloved wife in death. Though his passing had long been expected, the grief the Mondellas felt was palpable. After they wept, they prayed over him. In keeping with Jewish tradition, Michael and Ruth cleansed him, dressed him in his finest shirt and pants, and placed him in a handmade wooden casket. Don Raimondo had stayed with the Mondellas since the bombing of the San Tommaso, and he helped Michael, Ruth, and Miriam carry the casket to one of the olive trees where they dug a grave for Nonno’s eternal rest.
She stood up. The flowers were laid, and she was about to go inside to prepare lunch. The other Mondellas went to town with Don Raimondo to help clear the debris from the Church and should be returning soon. As she rose, she saw a figure running through the rolling hillsides. She squinted and put her hand over her eyes to shield the sun.
“Dante?”
She squinted harder as the figure rapidly approached.
“Dante!” she yelled and waved excitedly to Dante. She thought she saw him waving to her, but she couldn’t tell because his body disappeared from view as he ran down a valley. At that moment, she heard the rumbling of trucks approaching the farm.
Nazis.
She held her breath and bent down in the shade of the tree, hoping to make herself invisible. But that didn’t work. The convoy pressed on, and the lead truck drove across the farm directly to Miriam. It braked, as did the other trucks in the convoy.
Two soldiers jumped out of the truck and grabbed her by the arm.
“Papers!” one of the ruffians shouted at her.
But Miriam didn’t have any identification, at least none that would help her. After her baptism, San Tommaso was bombed and Don Raimondo was unable to file her baptismal certificate proving she was Catholic. Her marriage to Dante would also provide her with suitable identification. But that wasn’t to happen until next week.
“Papers!” the soldier demanded.
Seeing her tremble, the officer in charge sensed she did not possess proper identification and motioned for the soldiers to put her in the trailer truck holding the other detainees.
As they dragged her to the truck, a voice called out.
“Wait!”
A German soldier heard the voice and raised his rifle towards the sound.
“I’m not armed,” Dante said panting. “I’m not armed,” he repeated.
“Is that Emilio’s son?” the officer asked.
“Yes, Major.”
“What are you doing here, boy?”
“I’ve come for her, Major Rottersman.”
“You’ve come for this girl who is walking around without her papers, in violation of my strict order,” the Major said. “Is she your girlfriend?”
“My wife.”
“Your wife?”
“In one week, we’re to be married.”
“Ah, how nice. Two young lovers getting married in the middle of a world war. I don’t put great odds on there being a happy ending to your love story, but time will tell.”
Dante calmly took Miriam’s arm and pulled her away from the grasp of the German soldier. Rottersman nodded his assent to the soldier who released his grip on Miriam.
“Goodbye, Major,” Dante said. Miriam dropped her head and followed Dante without saying a word. He had saved her, as she knew he would.
Just then, the sounds of a struggle emanated from the trailer truck. A redheaded woman jumped out of the truck screaming, “Let me go, let me go!”
A pair of soldiers grabbed her and brought her to Rottersman. “Major, this woman says she is Catholic and should be released from the truck of Jewish prisoners.”
“Does she have her papers indicating that?”
“She has no papers, Major.”
“Another one without the required papers. I’m getting the idea that people here weren’t taking my orders seriously.”
The woman yelled, “I’m not Jewish, I’m Italian. I didn’t carry my papers with me because they said you Germans had left town.” She looked at Dante and Miriam as they passed by her. “Hey, I know them.” She straightened her arm and pointed. “I’m not a Jew, but she is!”
Rottersman sat up in the vehicle. “Stop them!”
Two Nazi soldiers raised their rifles at Dante and Miriam.
“How do you know this girl is Jewish?” Rottersman asked the redhead.
Miriam looked at the woman and had a vague recollection of meeting her on the streets of Ortona when she was walking with Dante. The woman reached for Miriam’s sweater and pulled it open. Miriam gasped and grabbed at her sweater, but it was too late.
The Major looked at the Star of David worn by Miriam and then looked at Dante. “Are you telling me you’re marrying a Jew?”
“She’s Catholic.”
“She wears the Star of David like a crown, and you tell me she’s Catholic.”
“She was baptized last week at the church. At San Tommaso Apostolo, before it was bombed.”
“Let me see if I understand this correctly. This girl is a Jew who became Catholic last week so you can get married next week?”
“Yes, Major.”
“And your deep love and affection for each other had nothing to do with the orders I issued in the Manifesto of Verona stating that the Jewish people are enemies of both Germany and Italy’s new RSI government?”
“We love each other.”
“But you don’t deny her sudden conversion to Catholicism was a ruse to evade imprisonment for being in violation of my orders?”
“We love each other. That is the truth.”
Rottersman moved to within inches of Dante’s face. “Call me a hopeless romantic, but I believe you. I believe you do love each other.” Then he snapped his fingers and motioned to his soldiers. One wrapped his burly forearms around Dante’s neck, and another picked up Miriam to load her on the trailer.
“I may be a romantic,” Rottersman said, “but I’m not a fool. You lived in my headquarters while at the same time you were consorting with the enemy. Treason such as that doesn’t go unpunished. So now, instead of you and your girlfriend being married next week, she’ll be going to Auschwitz with these other enemies of the state we’ve detained. And what was to have been your wedding day will be the day of her extermination. That will be her punishment. And your punishment will be to watch the woman you love being taken away to her death.”
Miriam saw Dante try to escape the soldier’s grip. The Major’s aide pulled a Luger pistol from his holster and placed it against Dante’s temple. Miriam put her hand to her mouth in horror. Then she heard Dante blurt out, “She can help you with your industrial facility.”
Major Rottersman asked, “How do you know about my industrial facility?”
“I heard you talking to my father about it before you left our home.”
“Yes, I told your father that. But what exactly can this wisp of a girl do at my special camp for industrial products?”
Miriam saw Dante stare at her. She didn’t know what he was about to do, but she trusted him. Miriam knew little about Auschwitz and the places referred to as concentration camps, but she knew they were bad, very bad. And she knew Dante would do anything to keep her from that plight.
“She can turn dandelions into rubber.”
“What?” Rottersman said with a laugh. “She can turn dandelions into rubber. Is she a magician?”
But Miriam figured out what Dante was doing. If she could be of use to Rottersman at his new special products facility, she might be able to survive.
“I’ll show you,” she offered.
“You'll show me?” Rottersman asked. “Please, show me. I’m nothing if not open-minded.”
Miriam reached into her flower basket. “These are some dandelions I collected from the fields.” She picked up one and snapped its stem. A glue-like substance oozed from the stem. “That is latex,” she said to Rottersman. She pulled out an object from the pocket of her sweater. “And from the latex in these dandelion stems, I can produce rubber like this.” She handed a makeshift rubber ball to Rottersman.
He examined it, squeezed it, twisted it. “It does have rubber qualities, but it’s not as pliable as rubber.”
“That’s the problem. After the rubber is made from dandelions, it stiffens quickly. So I have to find a chemical to blend it with so that it will stay pliable for a longer time. I’ve been using oil simply because that is common here, but that only defers the stiffening for a short while.”
“And if you found the chemical that you could apply to the latex from the dandelions, it could be stored in a pliable state and distributed to manufacturing plants to make things like tires and engine belts?”
“If we can solve the stiffening problem, the rubber could be sent anywhere for any purpose.” Miriam wasn’t interested in assisting the Germans in their war efforts, but it was either that or certain death.
“How often can dandelions be harvested? If it’s only in autumn, we won’t have the time for that.”
“Dandelions can be grown from seed to harvest in less than thirty days. They are very resilient and in Italy they can be grown almost year-round.” The last part was an exaggeration, but she didn’t want to inhibit the Major’s interest.
“Intriguing. Well, I must say I’ve learned something new.” He nodded to his soldiers and they picked up Miriam and put her in the vehicle with him. “You will come with me. We’ll find out if this works.”
With a twinkle in her eye, the redheaded woman said to Dante, “Now it’s you and me, kid, Dina and Dante of Ortona.”
But Rottersman pointed to her and then to the trailer truck. The soldier grabbed Dina. “Hey, let me go. I was right about her being Jewish,” she shouted. “Let me go!”
“You were right,” Rottersman said, “but I hate snitches. Put her in the truck,” he said to his underling who took the screeching woman and threw her in the trailer with the other prisoners. Then Rottersman turned to Dante. “If your girlfriend can make rubber from dandelions, I’ll make sure she is taken care of. If not…”
Rottersman’s vehicle revved its engine. At the same time, a muscular Nazi soldier took the butt of his rifle, rammed it into Dante’s ribs and repeated the attack with even greater force. Dante collapsed to the ground with several broken ribs and spewing blood. 
“Dante!” Miriam screamed as the convoy sped off.
She was to have been married in a week to the young man she had met one night on an Italian hilltop overlooking the sea. But now she was on her way to internment in a Nazi concentration camp while he lay writhing in pain, barely able to breathe, and powerless to help her.
They were innocent lovers entrapped in the vicissitudes of war, facing a rendezvous with death.
And it began with a kiss.  






  
  Chapter Two


The ride from Ortona took over five hours stopping once to replenish their fuel. While they re-fueled, practically all the soldiers in the convoy peeled off to relieve themselves on the side of the road. Rottersman asked Miriam if she needed to, as well, but she was mortified at the thought of exposing herself in any way and silently shook her head. 
The only other time Rottersman spoke to her was to comment on how beautiful the view was as they drove north along the coast of the Adriatic Sea. And it was, but the view of the Italian coastline was not what was foremost on Miriam’s mind.
They reached a crossing with one sign pointing to Venice and another sign pointing to Bologna. The convoy went towards Bologna. She had never been to either city and had only been north of Rome once when her family went to Florence for a long weekend. She had dreams of traveling across Europe when she got older. It would be enjoyable to see more of Italy and seeing France and Spain would be delightful, she had thought. Now, here she was driving in a German military vehicle, seeing more of Italy, but not at all in the way she had hoped.
They saw another sign for Bologna, but kept on. Finally, there was a sign pointing to a road leading to a town called Fossoli. The convoy turned onto it and arrived at a large encampment. There were a number of one-story wooden and stone structures surrounded by a barbed-wire fence. They pulled up to the gate and waited for it to be opened.
“I hope you will be comfortable in your new home, Fräulein,” Rottersman said. He sounded sincere, but Miriam didn’t take it that way.
The convoy drove in slowly. Miriam gazed around the camp. It was big and dreary and strangely quiet. There was no one outside except for the patrolling Nazi guards. Rottersman’s vehicle drove to his headquarters, where he got off along with his aide.
“We’ll talk later about your project,” Rottersman said to her. A soldier took Miriam by the arm and walked her to one of the barracks marked ‘C.’ He opened the door and shoved her inside. He saw the ring on her finger, pulled it off, and stuffed it into his pocket. He tossed a garment at her that would be the sum and substance of her wardrobe.
It was late on a wintry afternoon and the barrack was not well lit. She saw rows of cots lined against each wall. The first few beds were empty, but then she saw a person, another, and then another. They were dressed in gray gowns that hung loosely over their bodies. They were looking at her as she looked at them. She slid one leg forward and then the other. She saw a few more bodies peeking their heads out from their cots as she walked further inside. As she got closer, she had a better look at the other detainees. They shared similar features: short, thin hair, gaunt physiques, and bulging eyes. She presumed they were women because of the gowns they were wearing, but she couldn’t be sure. Finally, one of them pointed to an empty cot next to theirs and offered a thin smile. Miriam accepted the invitation.
When she sat down, the others went back to doing whatever they had been doing prior to her entry, which was very little. The woman who had signaled to Miriam said, “They’ll be feeding us soon, after they do the men’s barracks. The Germans are very organized about those things. They make stew from the leftover bones of the animals they’ve eaten themselves. It’s not very good, but you need to eat it. That’s all there is.”
The woman paused and waited for Miriam’s response. There was none. “At first you’ll think that you don’t want to live. Not here and not like this. But you’ll get over that. And when you do, you’ll decide that you do want to live and that living is the most important thing there is and then you’ll do whatever it is that will keep you alive, things you never imagined you would ever do, but you do them because that’s what keeps you alive. And that’s what makes it bearable—making it through another day alive.”
The woman paused again, waiting to see if Miriam had anything to say.
“My name is Judith. What’s yours?”

      [image: image-placeholder]“My name is Miriam, Miriam Mondella.” 
“Mondella? That sounds Italian.”
“I am Italian; my whole family is Italian. We’ve lived in Italy for generations. I don’t understand why I’m being detained.”
“Because you’re a Jew. Whether you are an Italian Jew, a Polish Jew, a Russian Jew, or an Austrian Jew, it doesn’t matter. That you are a Jew is the only thing that matters to the Führer.”
“So that means that Jews can be incarcerated for committing no crime? That Jews aren’t allowed to live freely? It means you can take them away from their loved ones and keep them from getting married?”
“That’s all true, Fräulein,” Major Rottersman said, “as was mandated in the Manifesto Verona. Raising your voice at me is not going to change that. You’ll just have to accept the reality of your circumstances. Otherwise, you’ll only be making things more difficult for yourself and the others here.”
Miriam opened her mouth in rebuttal but decided to remain quiet.
“Good,” the Major said, noting Miriam’s acquiescence. “I see you’re a quick learner. Which is very important. It means there is hope we can achieve something useful with your dandelion project.”
He led her outside and walked around the camp.
“As you can see, we have only just begun to identify projects that can successfully aid our war efforts.”
“I don’t see much of anything,” Miriam responded.
“We are in the beginning phase of making this camp a productive facility,” Rottersman said. “Several months ago, the Minister of War Production for the Third Reich determined that we need to become self-sufficient in manufacturing critical products to support our troops. Concentration camps like this are to provide labor and materials to support that effort. Fossoli is a new camp now under my direction, and it is up to me to determine the best use of the available resources here.”
“What have you determined?”
Rottersman stopped walking and turned to Miriam, who was wearing the same gray uniform that the other female detainees wore. “Like you, this is my first day. And your dandelions may very well be our first project.”
Miriam scanned the area. There were acres of grass to the west of the camp. “That area looks to be suitable for growing dandelions,” she said. “Though it appears to be dormant from the frost. It may take a while before it is ready for planting.”
“I thought you said dandelions can grow year-round?”
“It is possible in mild winters, but the last couple of months have been cold and snowy. We may have to wait until a warm spell.”
“Fräulein, we have limited time and great needs. We don’t have the luxury of patience. If you are not going to be of any use to me, we have other camps where you and the others can be sent—and dealt with expeditiously.”
“I can’t change the necessary conditions for growing dandelions. But we can prepare the soil so that when it does get warmer, we can immediately seed the fields.”
“And what will you need to do that?”
“We’ll need shovels, rakes, and hoes. Soon we will need seeds. The women in my barracks can work with me in the fields during the daylight hours.”
Rottersman smirked. “You expect me to let you cavort outside the restricted area of this camp?”
“I’m telling you where we can grow dandelions. And it’s not inside here with nothing but dirt and grime littered with the carcasses of dead rodents.”
Rottersman looked around and accepted her point. “I suppose we can have a patrol escort you whenever you need to plant and harvest.” He leaned towards Miriam. “But, Fräulein, don’t think this is going to be a way for you to escape. You will be mowed down by my soldiers without a second thought, and so will anyone who is with you.”
Miriam didn’t respond. Rottersman motioned for her to go back to her barracks. “You’ll start work tomorrow.”
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