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Yesterday was my one hundred and fifth
birthday. No one noticed, but that is okay. Anyone for whom it was
important has been gone a long, long time. I’ve been alone a long,
long time. I neither expect nor desire any notice or consideration
for existing one more year. And I haven’t since that day.

The day Elijah died.

I would not have even noticed anything
special about yesterday but for the email.

Ah, the email.

Very useful things, emails. I have a small
circle of friends and former business associates. I keep in touch,
even though I closed my business a decade ago.

There are fewer of these every year.

Soon enough, I will be one of them. Departed.
Former. Forgotten.

Or so I thought.

The email came. How he found me, I do not
know. Elijah never knew my family name. I never knew his proper
name. I only called him Elijah because he came from heaven. At
least I thought so.

It was so long ago. It was a full lifetime
ago. We were only acquainted for a week. Yet, I have never
forgotten. How could I forget? A week. One week.

One week in hell.

I look out my window and see bright, warm
sunshine. My retirement community crouches on the brow of a mesa
overlooking a broad, arid plain. New Mexico. So different from my
childhood home. From my childhood hell. I had made a point of
burying all that, though one cannot really. It always shows
through. Like the numbers on my arm. Faded. But still there.

But, when I read the email, all I could see
was gray skies. And smoke. And ashes. I see not today, the world at
the end of all the decades of my life. Instead, I see winter. And
it is 1944. I see not the tidy, suburban streets and lanes of my
adopted home, but the crowded rows of rude barracks. I see not my
front porch, but the great platform upon which alighted myriad
pilgrims into the valley of the shadow of death.

Auschwitz.

I was more than a year in the belly of that
beast. I know the wheel of the year turned from winter to summer
and back to winter again. Yet, in my memory, it is always winter.
It is always bitter, and famished, and dying. Dirty snow always
lies on the ground, mixed with the ashes of generations.

So it was the day Elijah arrived.

Even as I looked out on the sunny streets of
my happy little subdivision - the place I had spent so much of my
last couple of decades - I saw it not. Rather, I saw that day. That
day was dark and gray and highlighted with soot that was the ashes
of all the people who had the utter misfortune to alight on at that
station, all to sate the ever hungry Moloch of the Nazis. I
remember that I stood in one of the parade grounds, one of the
places where we were tortured with martial spirit, ground between
the molars of our holocaust. And I remember the voice of Benny,
last companion of my innocence. He said…

“Moishe,” Benny hissed in my ear.

“Shut up!” I hissed back. “You’ll get us killed!”

A hated voice, that of the block-capo,
bellowed, “Present!” Instantly, I, and the hundreds of men around
me in the rows and columns grasped the bill of their cap. “Ha!” And
in unison we snapped the caps to our thighs.

“Hey, Moishe!” called Benny. “Who did the bris on Hitler’s
mustache?”

I clamped my lips to stop the bray of
laughter.

“Not
good enough, you pigs!” Shrieked the capo. “Again!
Cover!”

I snapped my cap back into my nearly bare
skull. “Shut up, Benny!” I grated. He was always doing this,
spewing stupid jokes in all directions. I guess he could not help
but joke at the absurdity of… of this. That he had not been
snatched up to feed the crematoria was a source of wonder in the
barracks.

“Present!” I grasped my cap again. “You're going to get caught
Benny!”

“Ha!” screamed the capo.

I slapped my cap against my
thigh again. This could go on for a long time. It was the sort of
nonsense our tormentors thought up to show us to be the
untermenschen they always thought we were. In the end, a few older
men were usually taken.

“What do you call fifty SS buried up to their necks in the
pigpen and it’s feeding time?”

“Again!” screamed the capo, a traitor named Lemuel
bronski.

“What,” I whispered.

“A
good start!”

I somehow caught the laugh before it could
escape. “Shut up!”

“Cover!”

And so it went as it always did. Over and
over, we slapped our caps against our thighs. Bronski and his
Nazi-bastard masters made us do it over and over and over again
until we did it in absolute unison. We did it until the Nazis could
discern the merest difference, the man who did it one millisecond
too slow or one millisecond too fast. Then came, as it always did,
the report of a rifle, or an officers pistol and the meaty thud of
a dead man falling to the ground. Only then could we fall out. Only
to be chased to the great platform. Or to the sheds. Or marched to
other tasks in other camps, or in the nearby town. We ran, dogs
snarling and snapping at our heels, the foul exhalation of death
flowing around us as the wind of some evil version of the
Metatron.

Presently, both Benny and myself found
ourselves in the same gang. We stood, panting, on the platform. Our
breath made a thin fog in the gray air.

“You
know why Adolf has only one ball?” Benny asked.

A huge, dark form who is never clear in my
memory, loomed over us. “Shut your mouth kid,” he rumbled.

Benny grinned up at him. “Oh, you heard this
one?”

The dark one glowered down at him. “Shut up,
or I’ll kill you myself.” He did not raise his voice, but the power
in it was palpable. I grabbed Benny’s sleeve and yanked him away.
In a moment, i had put the whole crew between him and ourselves.
“He’s got a point,” i said. “Germans —“

“What? Don’t like us?” He smirked. “I kind of already had that
idea.”

What could i say? We stood in silence,
outwardly broken, inwardly hale. We waited as we did every day.
Praying that the nightmare would end. Knowing that it would
not.

A train whistle blew, still far away.

I sighed. “Okay,” i said. “Why?”

“Why
what?”

“Why
does old Adolf have only—“

“Ah!” He interrupted. “Why does Adolf have only one
ball?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I’ll tell you.”

“Yes?”

He looked both ways, then said, with an
abyssal solemnity, intoned, “Because the mohel missed.”

I had to bite my fist to keep from
laughing.

The train whistle sounded again. Closer this
time.

The Dark One was suddenly at our side. A huge
hand abruptly clutched Benny’s striped tunic. “What is wrong with
you?” he rumbled. “Keep joking and those bastards will kill
you.”

“Sure,” said Benny with a grin. “But what do you
care?”

“About you?” The Dark One smirked. “Not so much because you’re
going to catch a bullet with that fat head of hours.”

Benny shrugged. “So nu?”

“And
I’d hate for you to take your friend with you.”

“That’s sweet,” said Benny. “And in response, i would probably
tell you to fuck your mother, but…” he gestured with his thumb at
the smokestacks, from which, a thin trickle of smoke trailed, the
remains of the previous days horrific harvest. “I guess the SS did
you the service, right?”

“Benny!” I cried.

A paroxysm of apoplexy clouded the Dark One’s
face. For just a moment, he stood, shaking. A single tear of rage
escaped his left eye and trailed down his filthy cheek, leaving a
tiny runnel of pale skin.

Benny started to turn away, but the Dark
One’s hand shot out a seized the back of Benny’s neck.
Simultaneously his other fist swung around and plowed straight into
Benny’s solar plexus. The air whooshed out of Benny’s mouth. Were
it not for the Dark One’s massive paw holding him up, Benny would
have collapsed in an untidy heap.

And that would have been the end. The guards
would have shot us. Fighting was utterly forbidden. So was life.
But that was the whole point.

After a few moments, Benny started breathing
again. The Dark One released him. “You going to keep your fucking
mouth shut?”

Benny nodded.

The train whistle sounded. I could hear the
chuff of the steam engines. And I heard our guards start to
bellow.

“Good,” said the Dark One.

With a clatter and a squeal, the gates
sealing the railway were drawn aside. Puffing like a great iron
workhorse, the locomotive crawled through the gates. Behind it,
groaning and crying with the prayers of the martyrs and the wails
of the damned came the string of boxcars. As the long beast slowed
to a stop, the guards began to shriek their demonic song of death.
And we ran to obey.

Another workday had begun.

Memory is a strange thing. The man I remember
as The Dark One i see in my mind’s eye dressed as a peasant from
the steppe. Rough peasant blouse. Heavy, wool trousers. Feet
swaddled in cloth and shod is sandals. Beard. Everything a good,
civilized and cultured, German teen would expect from our Jewish
brethren beyond the Pale.

But, of course, he was nothing like that.
Like the rest of the we inmates of the inferno, he had been shorn
of all but a fuzz of hair. Beardless and emaciated, he was dressed
as the rest of us, in cheap, striped, inadequate pajamas. He was,
perhaps, eighteen and destined never to reach nineteen. Just as
Benny and I were fourteen and ready for the grave. It is my
recollection that The Dark One vanished into the death march as the
Soviet army smashed the Wehrmacht on the road to Berlin.

But that was still months in the future - a
lifetime as far as that place was concerned.

In the meantime, on that particular gray
morning, the Dark One held on to Benny until he could stand again.
Behind them, the latest train of the damned slowed to a stop with
squealing brakes and blasts of released steam that like released
specters flitted across the platform to vanish into the haze of the
morning.

Up and down the line of cars the guards
positioned themselves. They held their rifles at the ready while a
prisoner reached for the latches holding the sliding doors closed.
As soon as all was ready, one of the SS officers blew a whistle and
everyone lurched into motion.

Sliding doors were flung back. Pale,
uncertain faces timidly poked out. Germans screamed commands. “Out!
Now!” The dogs snarled and barked. The first of the arrivals
emerged, pallid and fearful. Striped prisoners ran to the cars,
hands outstretched. “Come down,” they cried. “It’s okay,” they
lied.

Inundated by threats and guns and dogs,
cajoled by strangely-garbed men who spoke German, and Polish, and
Yiddish, men and women and children hopped down. They staggered and
tripped and fell, hobbled by fatigue and luggage.

Just then, a Ukrainian screamed at my crew.
“Well! What the fuck are you waiting for? Move!”

I jumped to it. Oblivious to everything else,
I ran to the nearest boxcar. By the time i got there, most of the
passengers had jumped down and obeyed the screamed orders of the
guards to form a rough line. I did not wait to be screamed at, but
climbed up and into car.

As usual, the car was a cave that stank of
fear, despair and degradation. The floor was filthy. Rotted straw
from its last use as a cattle-car still lay strewn about, now mixed
with a viscous smattering of shit, fear, piss, terror, vomit, death
and blood.

Benny and I shuffled through this mess,
searching. With the only light coming from the open door, it was
easy to miss… things. But the Germans were nothing if not
efficient, so we had to search. I stumbled as I stubbed my foot
against a body half buried in the rotting straw. “Here,” I
called.

Benny, gagging a little, joined me.
“What?”

“Give me a hand, will you?”

He nodded.

Poor Benny, I thought. He had been here in
this hell only a couple of months. We came from the same
neighborhood in Bonn, but he had evaded the police quite a bit
longer than I. Unlike the Dark One, he would not survive to
experience the horror of the forced march ahead of the Soviets.

I found the old gentleman’s hands. Benny
found his now shoe-less feet. Together, we half carried, half
dragged the cold carcass to the lip of the car’s door. There the
Dark One and another one of the damned took over and bore it
away.

Benny and I returned to the search. Amidst
the filth and despair, there were the discarded flotsam of the
lives of the people who had endured the days of slow and
suffocating travel in
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