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PREFACE
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A few years ago, I started to write a few stories about my childhood. I had no idea I would wind up with a book. But once I had begun to unlock the gates to memories carefully stored away, untouched for years, I found that I could not close them again. Telling the story had become an irresistible force. It took over my life. It would not let me go. And so, I let it lead me to places and people long ago, far away, along some paths that were pleasant, and some paths that were not.

Thinking yourself back to events that happened many years ago, is a very individual and selective process. There are many others who have gone through experiences similar to mine. It is quite possible that some of their recollections of shared events may be somewhat different. Everyone has their own built-in system of dealing with the past. This book was written entirely from my personal viewpoint of life as I saw it, as I remember it. Not necessarily the one and only version of a period in time, it is, however, my version - and mine alone.

I owe thanks to my sister Edith, whose unfailingly steadfast support has meant so much in my life. Gently prodding her into remembering events from our childhood, always resulted in some shared laughter or tears. Her memories proved invaluable to me, her viewpoint of our shared life always realistic and candid.

My children have my love, as always, for their total support and constant encouragement for this venture. "Let's get on with it Ma, you can do it!" Their battle cry, when at times I thought I would never make it through.

My husband Oleg deserves several medals for patience and fortitude during the writing of this book. Enlisting his assistance at all hours of the day and night, for technical help with our computer, having "the book" take over much of my time and energy; nothing ever bothered him. He remained enthusiastic, helpful and encouraging throughout. Thank you, my dear.

I would like to thank my faithful mentor and trusted friend, Constance Quarterman Bridges, for volunteering to edit the manuscript. Her thoughtful comments and objective criticism have been of immeasurable value. With her considerable expertise and keen insight, she has helped to shape a book from a manuscript.

My thanks also to Karen M. Peluso, photographer and friend. With dedication and skill, she has brought back to life the old photographs reproduced in this book. I am grateful for her enthusiasm and unfailing support.

I. Betty Grebenschikoff

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A GIFT FOR JENNIFER
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“Don't even think of buying me a birthday present this year," Jennifer, my oldest daughter, announces emphatically. Without unpacking her things, we have walked straight down to the beach. She is on her annual visit home. Her two boys are already building sandcastles with their grandfather. "Share the old family photographs with me. Let me read Opa's diary or show me some of the letters you kept to yourself all this time." The June sun is warm on our faces, but our feet are pleasantly cool as we walk along the water's edge, scattering seagulls congregating in the sand in front of us. 

I smile, there is so much to say, to think, to write. My life has been completely different from anything my children could ever have imagined. For a long time, I have carefully locked my memories somewhere in the back of my mind. Now I will have to find the key to let them all come out again. It will take courage. Maybe more courage than I have.

It is said that the greatest gift you can give to others, especially to your family, is the gift of self. A sense of awareness of who you are, where you came from, and the many events and people that shaped your life and made you the person you are.

Then maybe, just maybe, you may also recognize the direction you have chosen for yourself.

When our children were growing up, we lived for several years in Brigantine, New Jersey, in a house half a block away from the beach. It was always windy out there. Corning onto the island over the bridge from Atlantic City you could feel the difference in temperature and smell the fresh sea air right away. In summer the ocean breezes brought welcome relief from the heat, in sharp contrast to the freezing winds of winter. In our beds at night, we could hear the sound of the waves and smell the salty air coming into our open windows, as the wind whistled around corners of the house.

It was a perfect place to bring up our family. In those days, Brigantine was a quiet little island, with one traffic light, one public and one parochial school, a small shopping section and a trim looking Town Hall and library. It was the home of several thousand year-round residents, who generally went off the island to work in near-by Atlantic City or the mainland communities. In summer, the population tripled with the influx of vacationers. 

We came to this place after years of renting various rapidly shrinking apartments for our fast-growing family. There we lived happily in our two-story house, complete with mortgage, big backyard with barbecue pit, sandbox and swings, plus various cats of uncertain pedigree in residence.

Every day in summer, we all climbed over the dunes making our way through the waving grass, ran into the ocean to swim, and played games on the beach. In winter, everyone bundled up and walked along the windswept shore. We all have the proverbial sand in our shoes. Now, a generation later, we take our grandchildren to another beach, a short distance down the coast in Ventnor, and play the same games with them. 

On a Sunday afternoon, we go to the Smithville Inn Craft Fair. We wander around looking at the displays of homemade articles. Mingled smells of hot dogs, sauerkraut and beer hang heavy in the air. It is one of the first hot days of summer. We drink sodas and take our sweaters off. We buy a balloon for the youngest grandchild, Celina, who is holding on to my hand. She sees the dolls for sale and wants to take them all home to add to her collection.

I listen to the brass band under the big tent. Dressed in lederhosen and dirndl dresses they play and sing old German songs. The audience hums along with them. Something stirs in my memory. It is gone before I can catch it, like some half-remembered dream. Some mornings, I lie very still and try to fall asleep again, to make a dream return. But only if it was a good dream. The bad ones come back anyway, uninvited, unwanted companions of the night.

A painting catches my eye.

"We don't need another picture of the beach," my husband informs me. "We have no wall space left, with all the photographs hanging everywhere."

I ask him which one he would do without, and he does not know.

The painting shows a beach, dune grass waving in the breeze. Puffy clouds over a calm sea, breakers rolling gently onto shore. The colors are sunset shades of blue and pink. Seagulls, lazily circling around, are ready to fly home for the night. How many? I count five seagulls. I buy the picture and send it off to Jennifer. She will have her birthday present after all.
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COFFEE AND CIGARS
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My grandfather, Philip, often stopped in on Sunday mornings, when I was growing up in Berlin, to take me for a walk with him. The destination was usually his favorite coffee-house at the far end of Tiergarten Park. He sat in the kitchen chatting with my mother, waiting for me to be buttoned into my navy-blue coat with matching hat. Then he took me by the hand, as we waved goodbye to Mutti, and off we went.

For some reason, the walks I remember best were the ones we took on sunny autumn days, when there was a slight chill in the air. In my mind, I clearly see the leaves lazily drifting down from tall old trees in the park. I laughed and ran through brilliant piles of red and brown, scattering leaves in all directions, not caring that my good Sunday shoes and long white stockings became all spotted and wet. There was a damp cool smell of earth, grass and leaves all around. In the distance church bells pealed, while sparrows chattered in the trees nearby.

My grandfather, watching me, chuckled, as I chased the squirrels, who were busily collecting nuts to last them through the winter. High above, I heard the rush of wings and the lonesome sound of honking geese and ducks flying southward. After we walked all the way to the other side of the park, Opa headed for the coffee-house.  A smell of coffee and cigars enveloped us as we walked through the door. Opa always ordered children's coffee for me. It consisted of a glass of malt coffee liberally diluted with sweetened hot milk, topped with whipped cream sprinkled with cinnamon. He sat next to me at the little round table, sipping his coffee laced with brandy. 

"Something to take off the chill," he explained, his blue eyes, which were so much like my mother's, twinkling behind his pince-nez. He smoked his cigar, while he asked me how I was doing in school and whether I gave my teachers any trouble.

To this day, the sweet special smell of a certain blend of tobacco can take me right back to that coffee-house. I can almost hear the laughter, the clatter of coffee cups, the snapping sound of someone shaking out the Sunday newspapers that hung on wooden racks along the wall.

Everyone knew my grandfather. His friends came over to our table to pass the time of day and discuss the latest news. They patted me on the head or pinched my cheek and remarked how much I had grown since the last time they saw me. Sometimes they gave me coins to put in my piggy bank at home.

After a while, Opa pulled out his gold pocket watch from his vest pocket, and said it was time to go home. He put his derby on his head and shrugged into his heavy overcoat. I quickly finished my coffee, scraping out the last bit of sugar on the bottom of the glass with my spoon. Hand in hand we walked out into the cool autumn air.
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LOOKING BACK
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Dare I go back? Will it be too painful, or will it be a relief to let it all come back again? So much easier just to go on day by day, to live in the present. Try to forget those bygone years, let the memories lie untouched. But the challenge becomes too strong.

Getting started seems to me to be the biggest hurdle. For a long time now, I have been organizing my thoughts and memories, making an effort to put things in order. Trying to think myself back to the days of my childhood. It is all there in my head somewhere. All I have to do is to pull it out.

In the corner of my bedroom sits the box with old photo albums. My father's last diary is there, his army medals from the first World War, old passports and papers, odds and ends collected over many years. They gather dust.

"Come, look at us," they silently beckon. "We've been here waiting for you. We can take you back."

That sounds like a dangerous call. Siren songs across the water. I feel like an unwary fisherman, submerging my thoughts into the past, recalling people and places long gone.

At random I open one of the frayed albums. A picture of my grandparents looks at me. They sit side by side on a park bench, looking intently into someone's camera. I see a familiar expression on my grandmother's face. Glancing into the mirror, I realize that I recognize myself. There is some truth to the old biblical saying that the generations are linked one to another. It seems to me that the ones who have gone on before us deserve some recognition, other than a fleeting moment in someone's memory, or a candle lit once a year.

Too many of my family have left no outward trace, no tombstones in old graveyards, not even records in some dusty Town Hall. They perished in the Holocaust. Some alone, some with their families. They died in labor camps, or mass graves, reduced to ashes in places with hard to pronounce names, which are now familiar to the world. But all that came later, much later.
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DITHA AND ILLE


[image: ]


I was born in Berlin in 1929, two years after my sister Edith. Within the family circle, Edith was always called by her pet name, Ditha, just as I was called Ille rather than Ilse. This was elevated to Dithimaus and Illemaus on those occasions when everyone was in a good mood, or we must have been extra well behaved, even if only for a short time.

After her marriage to my father, my mother left her secretarial job. She thoroughly enjoyed making a home, first for my father and then for all of us, as our family grew.

My father did a lot of traveling, all over Europe, for his company. He was employed by a stationery firm by the name of Schroeder Nachfolger. After being with the company for over twenty-five years, he had worked his way up to be one of their top salesmen.

Every year, Edith and I received our Chanukah presents from Herr Wollstein, my father's boss. They were always the same. Two long white boxes containing identical winter dresses, usually in dark blue wool with little lace collars and cuffs. They would lie hidden under my parents' bed until the first night of Chanukah, when they were pulled out to join our other presents. The dresses were always saved to wear as our best outfits for that year.

From my parents we always received a fancy box filled with a selection of nuts, candies and oranges. In addition, there was sometimes a doll or a book, or something special that we wanted. My mother used to cover all the presents that were on the table, with a large cloth. After the candles were lit on the Menorah, she pulled the cloth away and there, to our delight, were our presents. 

Our last apartment in Berlin, the one I remember best, was a rambling, comfortable place at Siegmunds Hof 13 in Tiergarten. Edith and I shared a large sunny room. I remember the wallpaper on the walls. Blue cornflowers repeating themselves endlessly around the room. My books and dolls were lined up on the dresser. Edith was always interested in gardening. Her little flowerpots filled with hyacinths stood on the white tiled windowsill.

The apartment had a long corridor that seemed to contain a lot of mysterious shadows at night, especially before you finally got to the light switch located at the far end. I was afraid of the dark, so I used to run through as fast as I could, hoping that nothing horrible would catch me.

This feeling became even more intense, when I read the German version of The Hound of the Baskervilles. After that, before I ventured out of my room, I always called out: "Somebody please switch on the light for me." My economical parents were in the habit of turning lights off behind them. This was one habit I would not get into when I grew up, I promised myself.

The corridor led to my parents' bedroom and then on to my father's library with the heavy brown leather armchairs around his writing table. There was a radio in that room up on the shelf surrounded by his books. A little sculpture of a cat stood near the window. At night when the lights were out, that statue glowed with a greenish light. It must have been treated with something to retain light. Sometimes I asked permission to borrow it. Then I would crawl under the feather quilt covering my bed and watch it glow.

Our kitchen had a little pantry, stocked with jars of fruit and vegetable preserves my mother put up, and an old-fashioned icebox with a block of ice in it. Kasimir, our parakeet, sat in his cage on the sunny windowsill singing to the birds outside in the garden. My father taught him to whistle a six-note family whistle. Pappi liked to announce his arrival home with fanfare. He also used it to get our attention, when we were outdoors. It instantly brought Edith and me running to him.

I spent many hours sitting at the scrubbed kitchen table, supervised by my mother, drawing or doing my homework, contentedly munching on a snack she had prepared for me. I was considered a fussy eater at mealtimes, but I always loved to eat slices of rye bread spread with butter after I came home from school.

At the end of the corridor there was a large formal dining room with dark carved furniture. A Persian carpet partially covered the parquet floor. Crystal bowls filled with fruit stood on the sideboard next to thin-stemmed wine glasses in brilliant colors of blue, red, green and amber. They sparkled like jewels when they caught the sunlight coming in through the French doors leading to a large balcony. The landscaped garden of the apartment complex, where we always played, was just beyond.

In the summertime, we used to eat our meals out on the balcony, sitting around a table covered with a red and white polka dot waxed tablecloth. My mother and my sister always kept the window boxes all along the railing filled with a profusion of flowers. It felt as though we had our own little garden, a special private place just for us.
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THE MUELLERS


[image: ]


My mother’s parents, Philip and Jeanette Mueller, lived within walking distance from us in Charlottenburg on the third floor of an old Weitzstrasse apartment building. We visited them often. Edith and I used to play hide and seek there while my mother sat and talked with my grandmother. My favorite hiding place was under my grandparents' high old-fashioned bed. I knew that if I crawled right underneath the middle of the bed, Edith could see me but never reach me.

Compared to all the soups I ever tasted, my grandmother's potato soup was undoubtedly the best. An aromatic broth with chunks of potatoes and carrots and, as always, freshly chopped parsley sprinkled on top. Crusty home baked bread, liberally spread with butter, was always eaten along with the soup. It was a special treat for us to sit in her kitchen, or in good weather on her little balcony overlooking the courtyard and eat from her large white soup plates using the heavy old silver spoons handed down from my great-grandmother.

It was not until I was much older, that I realized why my grandmother cooked potato soup so often. It was cheap and nourishing, and probably it was all she could afford. My grandfather was a charming man with a wonderful personality and good looks, always full of jokes and fun. However, I suspect, being the greatest provider was probably not among his attributes. He was an upholsterer and decorator by trade, but jobs were not always plentiful. He liked to spend his spare time in the coffee-house with his cronies, playing cards {Skat}, drinking Slivovitz and smoking his ever-present cigar. With Hungarian blood in his veins, he sometimes had a hot temper. Whenever I disagreed with anybody, I was always reminded that I inherited this character trait directly from him.

He adored my grandmother, called her his Jenny, and always treated her with the greatest respect. For many years her mother, whose name was Bettina Rabinowicz, also lived with them. She died when I was very young. I have faint memories of her as a tall, dignified lady, wearing her hair pulled up in a bun. She always wore long black dresses and prayed a lot.

My grandmother Jeanette, whom we called Omi, had a beautiful clear complexion and wavy light brown hair. She wore light print dresses in summer and dark woolen ones with hand crocheted lace collars in the winter.

I liked to climb on her ample lap and snuggle up to her, breathing in the faint scent of her 4711 Eau de Cologne, feeling very safe and warm in her arms. To this day it is the only perfume I ever use. She never minded when I used to braid the long fringes that hung down from the paisley satin tablecloth on her living room table. Something my mother usually scolded me for when she noticed it.

Once, Omi took me along to a Bar-Mitzvah of a second cousin named Heinz. Afterwards, there was coffee and cake with the family. I fervently hoped that no one would take my favorite pastry, which I spied immediately upon entering the dining room. It was a marzipan basket filled with apricot jam. Since my Omi was the oldest person there, she naturally had first choice, and sure enough she chose the marzipan basket.

"Don't make such a long face, Illemaus," she whispered softly to me, "Here, I took it for you." Later when she fell and broke her hip, we visited her in the hospital and brought her flowers. After that, she rarely left her apartment, and used a cane to help her get around.

My mother had two sisters. The older one, Aunt Grete, lived nearby with her husband, Uncle Martin Baer. Being childless, they both worked. In their spare time they enjoyed all kinds of sports. Long walks and gymnastics, followed by a cold shower, was a way of life with them.

They owned a little sailboat. On weekends they used to go sailing on Wannsee. Sometimes Edith and I were invited to go with them. They always packed their lunch of sandwiches, potato salad with frankfurters and a thermos with something hot in it. No matter what it was, it always tasted wonderful, eating picnic style on the water.

The younger sister Alice, referred to as Aunt Liccie, also lived in Berlin, with her husband Uncle Erwin Koeppler. My uncle had a little cigar and newspaper store; my aunt was a secretary in an office
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