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This story of young east European Jewish women’s entrapment into the international sex industry.

“There suddenly arrives in a Polish village a compatriot who has made a fortune in Argentina… One week is sufficient to select his prey and lock down a relationship with her. The family vacillates. But the same suitor makes a donation to the father or the mother… For the girl, the arrival of the traveller symbolizes the fulfilment of all her dreams and illusions forged while she devoted her days to heavy labour. This is her liberation… [But when the true nature of the ruse is revealed, that this man is a trafficker in women,]”

printed in an Argentine provincial newspaper in 1930.


Meeting at Café Tortoni

 

 

The three elegant women sitting in the old Café Tortoni at Avenida de Mayo 825 in Buenos Aires did not mainly attract the eyes of the other visitants. They were not young; they seemed to be over eighty. Nevertheless, somebody could notice excessive mannerisms of high society in each one of them. 

They were carefully dressed, like models from a golden-aged fashion magazine. One had a colourful silk scarf tied around her neck, her hair was as black as a raven's wing, and a large curl fell over her painted right eyebrow. She painted her long fingernails with bright red nail polish. Next to her sat her slim companion, wearing brown leather pants that matched her white boots decorated with gold stripes. 

She wore a long-sleeved shirt, a lace collar, and two black pompoms tied with a ribbon. Across from her sat the third woman, who was plump and hid her ample breasts and buttocks with a long, loose black dress.

"My dear Marisa and Tilda," the woman with the scarf began, "It's been sixty years since we first met." 

Marisa nodded. "Yes, Anita, we will never forget everything we've been through."

The lady in the leather pants placed her hand on her chest. "And to this day, we've kept the secret, and we'll keep it until the end of our days."

"Anita, isn't it time to free ourselves from the burden we carry in our hearts? 

We didn't choose this," Marisa said, and Tilda nodded in agreement.

"Never!" Anita raised her voice and glared at her two friends. "Don't you dare say that again, never!"

The two women sitting on either side of the table looked at each other sadly. "Éramos putas, no asesinas.," Marisa whispered and looked straight into Anita's eyes.

"Lower your voice; people don't know what we've been through, and let it stay that way. We have children and grandchildren, and they mustn't know."

"You're right. We swore to each other and cannot break our oath." Marisa answered, and the burden she had carried in her heart for many years was evident in her tormented face.

Tilda sipped her Yerba Maté tea with a metal bombilla straw while the others drank red wine.

"How can you drink this bitter thing? I know you're used to it, but I tell you as a Jew that no Pole would taste it." This time, Anita turned to Tilda. "Listen, Anita, I came to Argentina when I was fifteen," Tilda began to speak...

 

Tilda's story

 

"Ever since I can remember, I was probably five or six years old. It was in 1918 when we lived in a wooden house in a small town named Lapi on the Nerev River near Bialystok. Jews and Poles lived in the city. The Poles were filled with hatred for Jews and harassed us a lot. Father was a butcher; we all lived in one large room, and the toilet was in the garden; in the winter, it was very cold, and we used to relieve ourselves in a bucket we would take out once a day and pour into a pit. Grandma lived with us after Grandpa died of a haemorrhage after being hit in the head by a stone thrown at him by Polish boys. More than once, the windows of our house were broken. I didn't go to school; I was at home because only the boys went to the Cheider to study Torah. I had two older brothers. Mother was sickly, thin, and weak, and Grandma raised us. The little money that Father earned was barely enough to feed everyone. There were days when Grandma would skip a meal so that we, the children, would have enough food.

An association for the needy would come to town twice a year and bring us food boxes. It was on holidays, and I don't remember if it was on Passover in the spring and Rosh Hashanah in the fall. The boxes contained rice, sugar, an oil bottle, salt, and flour. Grandma would bake delicious things, and there was great joy and a festive atmosphere. When I was ten, my mother died. During the funeral, when we went to the Jewish cemetery, the Poles stood in two rows, spat and cursing at us. I remember it was the first time I saw a male organ when a boy pulled out his cock and urinated in our direction.

We didn't put up a tombstone but a small wooden sign with my mother's name in Polish and Hebrew. A week later, somebody took it and thrown away, and we placed a few stones to mark her burial place. Time passed, and two years later, Grandma also passed away. Father was heartbroken, and for a whole year, he lay in bed and did not want to work. My two older brothers went to work carrying water from the river to fill the Jars at some Polish houses. They received a few zlotys carrying buckets from morning until night. 

At night, they would sit and pray, and secretly, I would hear them sobbing and crying. At thirteen, I left home to work cleaning houses in the Polish district. The situation improved a little, and life was back on track. Father began to do housework and sometimes slaughtered poultry and goats for some farmers. 

One day, an outfitted, elegant urban man suddenly appeared in our small town and wandered the Jewish houses. The word immediately spread throughout the town that the man, a Jew from America, was looking for girls to do housework for wealthy families overseas. With tears in his eyes, Father called me and asked me to offer myself out of concern for a better future. 

Many community members pointed out their daughters, but the man chose only the most relevant ones for him. He decided only seven out of dozens of girls; I was among the fortunate ones. We were all around the same age: tall, bright-eyed, and attractive. 

He questioned us about illnesses and family history and made a few queries to get a whole picture. The town Rabbi congratulated us on a successful journey and thanked Miguel Perlson, who was his name, in a long and moving speech. I remember one sentence in Yiddish: "The one that saves a Jewish soul is as if it had saved a whole world."

We said goodbye to our families and travelled to Warsaw with Miguel Perlson by train. My luggage consisted of clothes on me and a handkerchief tied around my hand. My father packed me a few apples and a family photo.

And so, in April 1929, when I was only 16, seven girls arrived at the Warsaw train station, accompanied by a stranger and the blessing of the community Rabbi.

"The truth is, in all the years we've known each other, I haven't asked any questions. I'm convinced that this is the best part of the story, and the hardest part is yet to come," Marisa said. 

Tilda ignored the comment and continued: "All the girls were shocked by the sight of the big city. As he demanded, we called him Senor Miguel. He waved his hand and stopped a carriage. 

There were eight of us and no luggage. Miguel climbed into a seat next to the driver, and we crammed into the carriage that took us to Krochmalna street, which was in the city's centre. It was a street inhabited entirely by Jews. On both sides of the street were two-story wooden houses, and at the end of the street stood a stone building with a large sign in front of it, illuminated by lanterns on both sides, reading "Hotel Pandora." Miguel booked one room for us and a separate room for himself on the same floor. We entered our room and threw ourselves onto the two beds there. We were happy and dreamed of Argentina, and I remembered that my father dreamed of Jerusalem and the redemption that would bring all the Jews from all over the world to Palestine.

I took the picture from my pocket and looked at Misha and Buzek, my two older brothers, holding me, their little sister, and my parents behind us. It was the only memento I had left of them.

When we woke up in the morning, only six girls were in the room; one of the girls, Anushka, had disappeared. We remained in our room until noon; someone had locked us from the outside.

We were hungry and started knocking on the door. We heard footsteps in the hallway, but no one came to our aid until finally, Miguel opened the door with a basket of sliced bread and sausage and a jug of water in his hand. We didn't dare ask where the girl had disappeared and thanked him for bringing us food. Miguel was very kind and pleasant, always polite and quiet. We didn't suspect anything yet, and he thought he had taken her to help him arrange the rest of the trip.

When he closed the door behind him, he locked it and checked properly. Silence reigned in the hallway again, and we sat down and shared the food among ourselves.

Towards evening, a photographer arrived and took pictures of each of us, and then Miguel came in and filled out various forms. He demanded that we say that we were over the age of eighteen if asked.

"Your travel documents to Argentina will be ready in a month," he said, "until then, you will have to work to finance the tickets for the long journey." We all agreed immediately and without hesitation, but he did not ask us to come or provide information about the type of work. We received food again in the evening, and Anushka, the seventh girl, returned to the room. 

She looked swollen from crying and terrified. We didn't dare ask her what happened to her, and she withdrew into herself, curled up like a fetus in the corner of the bed, and fell asleep.

"We quickly realized what happened to Anushka," continued Tilda. The moment she woke up, she started shaking, and tears began flowing from her eyes without saying a word. It was silent crying."

"What happened to you, Anushka? Please tell us” We asked, gently petting and calming her.

"Miguel took me to his room and asked me to clean his room. I didn't see anything unusual in this because he cared about us and our future, so I took a rag, dipped it in water, and scrubbed the dirty floor. I knelt and crawled under the bed to clean all the dust and dirt. 

Suddenly, I felt him grab me from behind and mount me like a dog as he lifted my dress over my back and pulled my long underwear off me as he entered me with great force. The pain was sharp and burning; I was a virgin, and no man had ever touched me before. 

He moaned until he suddenly pulled out his cock and emptied the contents of his testicles onto my back. He pulled me out from under the bed and, with his fingers, opened my mouth and inserted his cock deep into my throat. I started to choke and cry, and then he left me alone and lay down on the bed on his back with his pants rolled up to his thighs. I got up and stood next to the bed, and I was humiliated and in pain. 

I didn't know what to do. He fell asleep, and I stood like that for a long time and cried in silence until he woke up.

"I didn't know you were a virgin. Otherwise, I would have taken another girl," he said apologetically. I didn't answer him or know what to do with myself.

"Come on, I'll teach you a few things that will be useful to you in life," he said, pulling my hand so that I could sit on the bed next to him.

He spat into his palm and began to masturbate, "Look, learn the movements, now continue" He took my hand and brought it closer to his cock. I started to masturbate him until his cock became hard, and he began to make moaning sounds again as he moved and lifted his body until he again ejected the contents of his testicles onto his crotch and clothes. "Lick it," he growled at me, pushing my head down with both hands.

I was terrified; I cried silently and did as he told me. I was afraid he would hit me; I felt nauseous, and I wanted to vomit, but I was scared of his reaction. I no longer saw him as the protective and saviour father figure who brings us new hope and a taste for life, but an evil man who exploits the innocence of young, religious girls for his whims. How great was the shame that overcame the physical pain."

Anushka still did not know that this was only a tiny taste of the hell at the door.

Tilda and the other girls turned pale; they looked at each other's faces as if they couldn't believe the testimony they had just heard.

Marisa’s Story

 

"I was also sexually abused, but in a different way," said Marisa, and continued: "I was born in Kielce, not in the city itself but in a poor suburb where Jews lived, most of whom were secular. My parents were elderly, and I was the youngest of ten brothers and sisters. 

We lived in a three-story building in a two-room basement apartment. My father worked intermittently in a metal factory, and my mother worked from home as a seamstress, mending torn clothes, embroidering patches, and caring for everyone living in the house. I was very spoiled but also independent. 

My brothers were older than me and were studying, and my two older sisters were already married. At that time, you could get married at 14 through a matchmaking service, but only when a girl turned 16 could she leave home with her husband, who was usually older than her, and studied in a yeshiva and work. 

I had a good father, a harmless man who loved everyone; he always brought me candy or something when he came home from work at the factory. 

I attended a mixed Jewish and Polish girls' school. We learned to read, write, and do housework, including sports lessons. Although we were a non-orthodox family, my father would take us all to synagogue on Saturdays and Jewish holidays. We didn't particularly observe Kosher at home, but my mother would light the candles on Friday evenings. 

We were more traditional than religious and didn't define ourselves as secular.

There was a club in our suburb called Maccabi. During the week, we would gather there to listen to lectures on Palestine and Jewish history and concerts on the BBC radio, which was nice and filled our free time.

One day, when I was 14, a handsome young man appeared at the club. He was about 18 or 20. He would come every few days dressed in fancy clothes, a Borsalino hat, and a colourful scarf tied around his neck. No one knew where he came from or what his intentions were. He usually hung out with guys his age because most girls were already married or mothers at that age and wouldn't come to the club. Every now and then, he would look at me and smile. I didn't attribute any special intention to it, and I would look away, but to tell the truth, the guy was starting to intrigue me." 

Tilda and Anita looked at each other, "What a love story is brewing here," Anita smiled, and Tilda lowered her gaze.

Marisa smiled bitterly and continued, "Yes, I finally fell in love with him but didn't show him any special attention. I would steal a glance and immediately run away with my gaze in another direction so he wouldn't catch my eye and think I was interested in him. 

A few weeks passed, and one day, the guy turned to me, introduced himself as Sergio, and asked for my name. Even though I knew he had already researched and knew my name, I realized he had started to court me. 

I looked mature for my young age, being physically developed and tall, and I believe that at the time, he didn't imagine that I was only 14 when he started courting me with great vigour. 

He bought me gifts, we went to the cinema and a restaurant together, and I even kissed for the first time. Sergio asked me to introduce him to my parents, which confirms his serious intentions. For the meeting at my parent's apartment, he brought my mother a bouquet of flowers and my father a bottle of high-quality vodka and conveyed to them his family's wealth and comfortable life in Argentina. 

Following the meeting, there were more visits, and finally, he asked to marry me and emigrate to Argentina, where he said he had uncles who would employ him in the family leather dyeing factory.

The wedding was hastily held at the home of the neighbourhood rabbi, who brought two witnesses on his behalf. My father had only one request, which he made Sergio swear before the rabbi: that he not have marital relations with me until I turned 16. Sergio swore and promised my father that he would fulfil his request, and even added that to be sure that I had turned 16, he would wait another month.

And so it was that one frosty January morning in 1930 when Sergio and I set out on a journey that was supposed to end at the gates of Argentine paradise but plunged me into hell's dark abyss." 

Marisa took the Bombilla straw from Tilda's hands and sipped some bitter lingering tea. "This is to remind myself how bitter my destiny was," she said.

 


Chapter 3

 

 

Marisa took a deep breath and carried on speaking.

"When the train arrived at its final station in Warsaw, I looked out the window and saw crowds of people dressed in elegant attire. 

Men wore suits and long coats, while women were adorned in fur coats and hats decorated with colourful peacock feathers. 

Although I am from the city, I grew up in a poorer area where most of the residents were impoverished and Orthodox Jews. 

Sergio took my hand, and we left the station, walking through the mud created by the snow that had been trampled by passersby.

We walked for about an hour until we reached a building resembling a warehouse with a heavy sliding door. 

The sign above indicated an international trading company. Sergio knocked a few times, and the door opened; we walked down a long corridor accompanied by a short, muscular man who did not exchange a word with us. At the end of the corridor was another entrance to a plaza with several doors. I was scared and held Sergio's hand tightly, but he reassured me not to worry because this was a temporary accommodation until we set off for the voyage from the port in Gdansk.

The door was not locked, and we entered a room furnished as is customary in hotels, and it was very cold. 

I sat frozen on the edge of the bed without taking off my coat and woollen hat. Sergio turned on the fireplace, and a pleasant warmth spread throughout the small room. At this point, Sergio left and did not say a word. I was afraid of being left alone, so I ran after him and begged him not to leave me alone, but he mumbled something and left.

When I returned to the room, which was already warm and cozy, I took off my coat and lay on the bed in my clothes, trying to nap.

I must have fallen asleep because suddenly I woke up and felt someone leaning over me; the man who opened the door for us was the same short, muscular man with an evil expression on his face covered with a spiky beard. He lay on me with all his weight and held me by his hands; I was unable to move while he tried to hunt my mouth with his tongue sticking out of his mouth, which smelled strongly of alcohol and cigarettes.

I realized that the battle against him was lost from the start, so I didn't try to resist him; I was also afraid that he might kill me. I decided to try to convince him with words; I whispered in his ear that I would give him everything, just not with violence. He didn't understand what I was saying and began to remove my clothes by force. 

"God help me, where are you?" I prayed in my heart and hoped that a miracle would happen and his stench would come in.

The miracle happened, the thug punched
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