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      Hardest of all was when the Russians entered Kraków.

      It happened to us at the end of the war, after Dr. Helmutt Sopp left the house. He went to live where he worked, at the hospital in Kraków. Mama said it was in the professor’s best interests, and that the Nazis’ good old days were over, just like a bad movie. Mama made Helmutt Sopp a professor, but according to his degree he was only a doctor. A psychiatrist and a Nazi officer in Hitler’s army, but not a professor. I saw it on the letters he sent Mama after the war, when we were living in Haifa. On the envelopes he sent was written:

      
        
        Dr. med. Helmutt Sopp

      

      

      Apart from that, I heard people calling him “Herr Doktor” when we were still living with him. For us he was the great savior. He was the director and responsible for Mama in Kraków. For me, he was tall, handsome, and a good man.

      Mama was housekeeper to the Sopp family for two years. They hired her with special papers organized by Lydia, her big sister. Mama kept the name Anna, only changing her family name to Kwiatkowski, a Polish name that could save Jews from death. Thanks to Lydia’s papers and Mama’s working for the Sopp family, we were given a small room where we could live without fear of the cruel fate that could befall us every day, every hour, year after year.

      When we learned that the Russians really were approaching Kraków, new instructions began arriving at the Sopp family’s home in the city. Toni, Helmutt’s wife, and their sons, Peter and Ammon, left for Germany as instructed. We remained in the house with Helmutt Sopp for another week or two and then, because of the new situation, as Mama said, Helmutt also left the house and went to live at the hospital.

      We were left alone in the large, luxurious house, without the usual parties and without the protection of Helmutt and Toni Sopp, and then it was announced over the radio that the war was over.

      One day—it was the month of February—the Polish landlords arrived. It happened after liberation, when the Russians were already in the streets of Kraków, lying there drunk, or wildly dancing the kazachok like crazy people. The landlords told Mama it was their house, and there were papers. They allowed us to stay until Mama could make arrangements. Mama thanked them and signaled to us with her eyes to go into the room and be quiet. The new landlords, a man, his wife, and a daughter who was older than me, immediately went into the landlords’ wing. Mama, me, and my brother, who was a year and a bit younger than me, we disappeared into the servants’ room adjoining the kitchen.

      I was eight, the height of the door handle, tall and thin. Yashu was about seven, and Mama was forty and as beautiful as ever.

      One day I heard the Polish girl ask her father: “How do you write German, with a capital letter or a small letter?”

      “We write the names of all the nations with a capital letter, my daughter,” he said, “except for the Jews. Jew is written with a small letter.”

      “Thank you, Father,” said the girl politely and continued to write in her notebook.

      I remember realizing at that very moment that all nations, all of them, were my enemies, and it didn’t matter that the war was over, as they were saying everywhere. I said to myself, well, Danusha, you’re worthless once again.

      I also realized there was a world of many nations, and I was on the other side, having to hide on my side. And most of all, I understood that my mama and I were written with a small letter, that we didn’t count.

      I felt bad about it. This time I felt unworthy on a universal level, and it stuffed up my nose and burned my throat. Not even the mirror I loved helped me feel better. I was a very quiet, polite child with blue eyes and bronze colored hair; how lovely, people would say appreciatively. I still felt bad next to the new girl in the house and it didn’t help that at six, I could already read in two languages, and it didn’t help that Frau von Dorf, the piano teacher in Bad Pyrmont, said I was very musical.

      As I remember, everything began in our small family. Only Papa was glad when I was born, but he disappeared after I turned five and if Mama decided that a girl didn’t count, then that’s what mattered to us.

      A good mother dreams of a son for her first-born, not a daughter. She believed she’d have a first-born son who’d look like a privileged Polish officer, like her family before the war. She told her sisters that her first-born son would be very tall and good-looking, not a Hassid, a scholar, like her grandfather. Mama wanted a son who rode a noble horse, like the one she’d seen in her dream, the one she whispered about with her four sisters in the living room. Aharon, their younger brother, disappeared in the war. But who was the stronger sex in those days, who? The men hid or disappeared into the smoke or the wind, and the women survived. Who defeated my mama? Nobody, and not her four sisters either, who were as strong as the Rock of Gibraltar.

      I was the first-born of a father who was a merchant from East Galicia, not an advocate from Lodz like my Aunt Franca had married, and granddaughter to Grandma Rosa, who was far happier with the advocate from Lodz. Grandma Rosa wasn’t really happy with me. That’s how I felt when I visited her in Kraków and played with my cousins. I felt that they, the children of the advocate from Lodz, were the really successful ones.

      When the Polish landlord told his daughter that only żyd was written with a small letter, and all the other nations received a beautiful capital letter, I immediately understood that for me the war wouldn’t end when the Russians entered Kraków.

      And that’s what happened.
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      Not everything was bad in the war.

      Maybe it was because I was small, just two, when everything started.

      When I was three, and four, and five, and later on too, there were sweet moments. Mama used to sing arias and parts of operas from early morning, and I’d beg, please, more, more. I didn’t want her to stop the melodies. We had trips from one town to another, we met good people, and there was also a Tyrolean garden drawn on the sofas in the middle of the living room of that monster, Josef Wirth.

      There was the good-looking Helmutt Sopp, amusing Toni, clean dresses to wear with matching ribbons in my hair. In the Sopp family’s large house there was good food, the smell of spices in the kitchen, and “Frau Anna, es schmeckt gut—it tastes good”. There were the friendly boys, Peter and Ammon, and a record player in the drawing room, and a pile of records; there were fresh rolls, wonderful tort, and ice-cream just like the movies. There was the newspaper, Die Zeitung. I learned to read on my own and there were beautiful books and important guests at elegant tables. There were drinks and delicacies and a lot of laughter. There was also an unusual liqueur, Mama’s specialty, and marvelous singing by the men, Oh, Wisła, Wisła. Mama’s cheeks were red. “Did you know that the name Kwiatkowski means flowers in German?” they’d say, and she was proud of the new name.

      In the small room adjacent to the kitchen was a window overlooking the courtyard and there was a lilac tree there with heavily flowering branches, and the scent would keep me at the window for a long time.
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      My first memory is more or less from the age of two, maybe three. I’m sitting on a bed and standing opposite me is a young woman, her mouth half-open with large, protruding teeth. The woman is tying my bow and teaching me to say words in Russian.

      “Boot Gatob,” she commands, her fat fingers tapping my face.

      I looked at the nail near my eyes and saw that it was small, swollen, and red all around. Another glance and I saw that all her fingers were the same, and she commanded me to say Vsegda Gatob. V-se-gda G-at-ob. Vse. Vse. Danusha. Vse. Gda. Gaaa-tob. Got it?

      It was hard for me to repeat the words in Russian, but she didn’t give up. She kept me there on the bed until we were both tired, me and the dog barking outside. The woman got up, saying, “A break now,” and a few minutes later she lifted me off the bed and sat me down on the kitchen table.

      “Don’t move,” she said and fetched a large loaf of bread. She ripped off a piece, dipped it into a pot of milk she had there, cut a large piece, and began to chew. Some of it inside and some of it outside her mouth. I’d never seen Mama eat like that. And then the woman said, “Nu, again, say Vse. Vse. Gda. Gaaa-tob.”

      Finally, I managed to say her words and she clapped her hands, turning to the older woman with holes in her face who sat on one side. The old woman took several dresses from a full sack standing beside her, shook them out, and placed them on her knees, and was pleased. She smiled such a broad smile that her eyes closed. The thin man standing beside her opening carton boxes remained serious.

      Mama stood near the wall holding the new baby.

      “This is your brother.” She’d tried again and again to explain the wonder to me, and I wanted to stick my fingers in his eyes to stop them moving from side to side.

      Mama pushed me away, “You mustn’t,” she scolded me.

      “Hee, hee,” the old lady shrieked joyfully as she pulled a thick, colorful sweater out of the sack, waving it back and forth in Mama’s direction. Mama looked straight at me, her face silent, then she looked at Papa who was standing near the door and he slightly shook his head. I saw Papa’s eyes shifting to me and he made a small, barely visible wave goodbye with his hand, and left our house.

      “Come on,” said the young woman, and gathering me up from the kitchen table, she took me into the large room.

      I immediately felt the start of a celebration. Strangers were already seated at the table and dipping their hands into large bowls with food and a smell that wasn’t familiar to me. Every time they raised their glasses high, they belched and spoke to each other in words I didn’t understand. From their faces, I knew they were happy.

      And then the young woman sat down, put me on her lap, and said: “Shhhh. Shhhh.”

      All at once there was silence. A woman with large brown eyes approached me, touched my face with her finger, and cried: “Boot Gatob!”

      And in a flash, I sat up and shouted: “Vsegda Gatob,” and all the people laughed and laughed and made lots of noise. They pinched my cheeks, and gave me a candy when I held my cheeks so they wouldn’t hurt. Even the large woman with the holes in her face was laughing at the noise.

      This woman sometimes said things to my mama and Mama would immediately look down at the floor as if darkness was coming. But after I shouted the words in Russian the woman gave me a candy and laughed. I held it very tight, and from that day on I began to say Vsegda Gatob in the morning, Vsegda Gatob in the afternoon and Vsegda Gatob in the evening, and many other similar Vsegda Gatobs, especially when I saw the old woman with the holes in her face approaching Mama’s ear and Mama not moving.
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      When I was twelve or maybe thirteen, I first heard Mama telling neighbors and admirers who’d gathered in our living room in Haifa about the old Russian woman from Tarnopol. At once I realized she was talking about the large woman with the holes in her face.

      Mama spoke about her on many occasions, for many years, and in several languages. She spoke in Yiddish, German, Polish, and Hebrew and she went from one language to another depending on the people in the living room and how she was feeling. Apart from all these languages, she’d add words in French and English. And all that time, I’d sit to one side, gazing at Mama.

      Erect in her chair, she’d sit with folded hands, speaking like an important actress. Her hair was tied back, and she had a high forehead, blue eyes, and a perfect, straight nose. She wore a long blue gown that matched her eyes, and she was as beautiful as a painting. Mr. Bogusławski, a neighbor on our floor and an engineer with connections at the Municipality, was an important monarch in our living room. He said Mama was as beautiful as Marlene Dietrich. Our friend, Bernard Cohen, from the building next door, who worked for the Egged Cooperative, would say, Nonsense, she’s as beautiful as Audrey Hepburn, and then Mama would ask for quiet, We’re starting.

      The only argument in the living room in Haifa was who was Mama as beautiful as, who? Apart from that no one really interrupted her stories. Not one of the neighbors or acquaintances Mama invited to the living room missed an invitation to visit. They’d gaze at her, swallowing every word that came out of her mouth—even if she took a break to blow her nose, they didn’t lower their eyes to the refreshments table, but I did.

      In our living room, places were usually fixed and mainly men came. Three of the men were regulars: Mr. Bogusławski, whose wife didn’t come because she had a migraine problem, Bernard Cohen, and Yozek Meltzer, a rather young bachelor who admired Mama. He had black hair combed back and long fingers. “Like a pianist’s, definitely a Bohemian appearance,” said Mama, but I knew he didn’t stand a chance because he was her height.

      My fixed place was a wooden chair to one side near the hall and kitchen. My brother Yashu’s place was outside with his friends or at their homes. Sometimes I’d sit on the floor for a change, and it never bothered me to hear the same story over and over. There were times Mama would tell a story at least twice because one of the guests had gone away to rest at a Histadrut Sanatorium, which happened with Bertha Ketzelboim and her husband Jacob, a former athlete. They talked about her, saying she had a problem with her nerves, that they’d suddenly get bad and she’d need rest. There were some who were ill and needed a bed in hospital, and Mama didn’t give up, everyone heard the story again and again—me, too, since I wasn’t invited out by my classmates. Yashu’s friends invited him almost every day. Mama received invitations at least twice a week, as far as I know, but I’m sure she received more and didn’t talk about it.

      “Valya taught our Danusha to say ‘Vsegda Gatob’,” said Mama and she told the story about the Russian woman from Tarnopol whose family had taken our home.

      “Valya was eighteen years old and as far as beauty went… so-so,” she said. At the time the neighbors didn’t know that Mama came from a family where beauty was a serious, often decisive affair.

      Mama said that Valya was enchanted by her little girl, taking me on her lap, giving her a little flag to hold, and repeating the slogan of the Communist Youth League, “Boot Gatob,” which means “live ready,” and the kind had to reply, “Vsegda Gatob” which means “always ready”.

      She told how Valya was head of the local branch of the Komsomol, the Communist Youth League, and from that day on she’d press Mama to bring me to evening parties that her parents, Yevdutya and Sasha Tarasova, held in our living room in Tarnopol.

      It was 1939 when the Red Army entered Poland. The Russian authorities took over our apartment in Tarnopol, Eastern Galicia. It was a new three-story building in a desirable quarter of the city, said Mama, and living there were Grandma Leah on Papa’s side, Papa’s brother Gustav and his family, and my family. According to Mama we lacked for nothing and life was very good. Mama didn’t say that Papa would go to his mother, Grandma Leah, to eat before coming home and she’d get mad—I heard all about it later on when Mama was talking to her sisters.

      The guests heard from Mama in the living room in Haifa that our family had a large haberdashery store in Tarnopol—men’s shirts, collars for men’s shirts, and sewing supplies. Everyone knew the store. The Russians also took over the store at the beginning of the war, but Papa managed to save some of the stock and used it to barter for food supplies.

      Yevdutya, Valya’s mother, was active in the Communist Party. “She had a high rank—she was a Commissar,” said Mama, “and the Russian military gave her our home in recognition. Yevdutya, with her daughter Valya and her husband Sasha, took over our apartment on the third floor. She took the large living room and adjacent room for herself, and we were left with a bedroom and a room for the children. The kitchen, bathroom and toilet were communal. Yes, that’s what happened when the Russians entered Poland,” said Mama in the living room in Haifa and, in a flash, pictures of the Russians on the first day came back to me:

      It is a gray cloudy morning. Mama is at her pots in the kitchen. Papa leaves for the store in a suit. Baby Yashu is asleep in his cradle. I’m playing quietly on the carpet with a big doll and a few pans and spoons, trying to think what to cook that day. I tell the doll, Open your mouth, eat, eat, and she doesn’t open her mouth and I can’t push anything in. I push the spoon in again, and then I hear a loud knock at the door. Boom. Boom.

      And from that moment on, strangers come to live in our home. They wander around our home all day, talking in loud voices; I don’t understand anything they’re saying. They come into the kitchen a lot and eat at our table. They sleep in our beds every night, and then other strangers come along, come in, go out, day and night, eating and drinking; they’re happy, and they use our toilet a lot. All the time the door would open and close, open and close. Mama starts cleaning the toilet every time she or I want to sit.

      “Danusha,” she’d whisper to me, “Danusha,” and she’d lift up the brush so I’d see what she was doing, “never sit down on the toilet without cleaning it with this brush, all right?”

      At first, I was afraid of allowed-forbidden every moment in our house, but most of all I was afraid of the huge noise in the living room, and the people. Afterwards I got used to it. Papa and Mama didn’t go and talk to the strangers; they stayed in the room with us.

      In the meantime, I heard Mama telling stories in the living room, how Yevdutya, the woman with the scarred face, had apparently caught smallpox and probably scratched and scratched and ruined her face forever. This woman came and spoke to her about how our family’s lives were in danger. She told her that the searches start at night, they take the boys and the men, it wasn’t good for Papa to sleep at home, and he should leave and find himself a safe place. It’s dangerous, she said to Mama, they do surprise searches for capitalists, too dangerous.

      The guests in the living room laughed at how Mama imitated the voice of a Russian Commissar and moved in her chair like a huge, fat peasant. “Wait, wait,” Mama asked the guests to be quiet, and added sadly that the Commissar told her, after a serious conversation with her skinny little husband Sasha: “You and your little ones should also leave the house,” and the guests in the living room tensed.

      Mama waved a hand and said, “The Commissar told me that in the meantime she’d be considerate. Only in the meantime, because it was winter and the children were small—Yashu was then just under a year old. At every opportunity, she’d remind me that capitalists like me and my husband, who lived at the expense of the citizens, should be deported to Siberia.”

      No one laughed anymore in the living room when Mama imitated the voice of the Commissar or her husband.

      And this is what Mama told the guests:

      “Sasha, Yevdutya’s husband, who was several years younger and had sunken cheeks and black eyes that darted about in panic, would disappear at night and return in the morning laden with parcels of expensive groceries. Nobody saw things like that at the market—he brought real delicacies. One morning I was shocked, Ich war Entsetzt. Yes. Half a big pig lay in the middle of our kitchen table. Can you imagine what that was like for people who keep kosher? I asked him where he got the pig, and he told me that he and his friends from the Party do night searches in the homes of rich farmers in Tarnopol, the ones who’d got rich at the expense of the proletariat, and they empty their cellars.”

      Mama stopped and opened her fan. A flush appeared on her high cheeks.

      People chuckled in the living room. Mr. Bernard Cohen, the war partisan, with fingers as fat as sausages, was angry with Sasha and his Party friends: “I know them,” he said in a loud voice, “I know these communists very well. Thieves for the Proletariat, Yobtbiomat, damn them! I know them the best.”

      Klara Cohen, his wife, who sat nearby, said, “Enough, Bernard, enough. You’re interrupting Anna.”

      “So why did he come?” whispered Bertha Ketzelboim, pinching her fingers.

      “Because he can only talk about his life here at Anna’s,” said her husband Jacob, a certified electrician with the body of an athlete.

      Mama smiled at Klara, as if she were allowing her husband his anger, and I was surprised that Klara didn’t rub fish oil on the dry hair she had all over her head. Even at the Sopp house Mama would sprinkle a few drops of oil on her hair to make it shine.

      In the meantime, I heard that Mama wasn’t forgetting the infuriating Sasha. She said, “That Sasha, who took care of the Proletariat, wasn’t too ashamed to wear my husband’s elegant suit and go out into the street in the best fur coat he could find in our closet. Even his wife, the modest Commissar, fell in love with one of my evening gowns, a beautiful white silk gown, nu. She certainly didn’t find a gown like that in the village she probably came from, not a chance. I saw her hands, hands that had picked many potatoes; she didn’t stand a chance of even receiving or buying a gown.

      “I’d bought the gown at the best store in Kraków and then suddenly I see her wandering around the house all day in my silk evening gown, as if she were waiting for a large party, ein großer Ball. It didn’t stop her from approaching me and saying quietly, ‘Get ready to leave, get ready. You’re leaving in the spring.’”

      Mama paused for a moment, deliberating whether or not to tell and placing her hand on her chest.

      “Courage, Anna, courage.” Mr. Bogusławski, our neighbor from the building, rose from his chair. “You have nothing to fear, Anna. Life moves, goes on, or however you say it,” and he sat down again, the others seated there approving of his words.

      Mama looked at him; like me, she probably saw that he suffered from a lot of red hair in his ears, “like a forest,” I heard her once say to herself and I knew that she meant his ears, because he had almost nothing on his head.

      “Courage, Anna, courage.” He leaned towards her, and she didn’t bat an eyelid. She said:

      “It was winter outside then. Many days went by and I didn’t do the white laundry. I put it off every day, afraid that the Commissar would covet it. I waited until the day she said, “I’m out all day, today.” Only then did I take the laundry from its hiding place and, together with Stefa, my helper, we began to do the washing.

      “And then the Commissar appeared, her hands on her hips. She stood beside the laundry tub making a black shadow on the whites. Quickly I stirred and rubbed the laundry as if I were washing it. In the meantime, I tried to hide the handkerchiefs and towels my mother had embroidered with the initials of our names at the bottom of the tub, as well as the tablecloths she’d embroidered in petit point, a particularly delicate form of embroidery, especially for my dowry. I took my time with the white laundry, the pajamas, robes, turning the sleeves inside out, rubbing, turning them back again, working down from collar to hem, turning them inside out and back again, while she? Not a word. She stood next to me with black eyes, moving her lips as if she were already dividing up the pile of whites—a lot for herself, a little for the others.”

      Mama was breathing heavily when she said in a low voice: “That night, it happened. All the beautiful white laundry that we’d hung up in the attic disappeared. Not even one embroidered handkerchief remained. The most painful thing was that not even one keepsake was left from Mama and Papa’s home.”

      A bird flew past the shutters on the balcony, knocked into them, and the guests jumped. The sadness lingered, and they looked at the floor, ashamed of what had happened to Mama’s white laundry. The cool air heralded the fall and Mama took an embroidered handkerchief out of her gown pocket, patted her neck gently, and then tucked the handkerchief into the palm of her hand.

      And then she took a deep breath as if preparing to dive and said quietly, “Please, you’re invited to have a glass of tea.”

      The guests got up to the refreshments table without their usual noise. There were plates of peanuts and pretzels and a tray of cocoa pastries. I didn’t go up to the table.

      I glanced at Mama. I saw she was very distant, like she was during the war.
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      One morning, we left our home in Tarnopol. Papa and Stefa, the maid, went downstairs first with several suitcases. They returned to the apartment. Stefa picked up another suitcase, Papa lifted me high in the air, told me to hold on tight, picked up a suitcase, and I held him tight as he began to go down the stairs. Mama, with Yashu in her arms, went down slowly before us. The building was now empty. All Papa’s family from the first and second floors had already left.

      Stefa waited next to a horse and cart. Snow was melting in the streets as Mama arranged the suitcases in the cart. Papa gazed at the building, now empty of his entire family. I went to stand beside him as he gazed at each window in the building. He rubbed his eyes with his hand, each one in turn. I held onto the hem of his coat, waiting patiently like Mama for him to finish gazing at the windows.

      Stefa wept into the sleeves of her coat. Wordlessly, Papa adjusted the arrangement of suitcases in the cart. Finally, he called us over; everything was ready for us to climb on. Mama got on first with baby Yashu. I followed. Stefa ran to Papa and sobbed on his wool coat. He patted her on the back and bit his lips. Mama watched, her back erect, her eyes distant. Then Papa gently pushed Stefa away, saying, “Look after yourself for better days, Stefa,” and waved his hand.

      It was crowded for the four of us in the cart even though baby Yashu was in Mama’s arms. I asked to sit on Papa’s lap, but he didn’t hear me. He gazed at our house without taking his eyes off it even when the horse began to walk away. I turned round and waved my little flag at Stefa. When we left the street, Mama took the flag away from me and put it in her bag.
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      That afternoon we arrived at the home of a Polish family. We were given a large, new room. It was in Brzeżany. In the large room where I slept with Mama, Papa, and the baby, no one asked me to say new words like Vsegda Gatob, so I didn’t say anything. There was a wide wooden desk, chairs, and a mirror on the wall. Two little birds that seemed like good friends looked out from the corners of the frame. I was afraid their chirping would wake Mama’s baby, because she was always saying, “Be quiet, be quiet, can’t you see that Yashu is sleeping?”

      Fortunately, those birds never chirped once, even when I wanted them to and waited especially. I had plenty of time to wait for the chirping. I could wait whole days; outside was dangerous for children and our lives were only inside the house, only in the big room with the whole family, and with the mirror and the motionless birds in the corners of the mirror.

      After a few days it got boring in the big room. I missed Valya and her teeth, and how she’d put me on her lap and teach me to say words in Russian. I didn’t say I missed playing with Valya from Tarnopol; I didn’t say anything, just waited for surprises that never came. Papa wasn’t home and Mama’s lap was filled with that baby who either cried or slept all the time. Sometimes, when Mama left the room, I’d go past him, passing my hand over his hair until I caught some in my fingers. He had very little hair but when he felt I’d grasped some he’d start screaming like mad. I’d leave immediately and walk away from him. When Mama came running into the room, I wasn’t anywhere near him.

      “What’s wrong, what’s wrong, my boy,” she’d ask the screaming baby and I’d stand far away from them, enjoying the birds in the mirror. Sometimes I’d try and think of a quick question to ask her so she’d stay in the room, but she left the minute the baby stopped crying, and anyway, I could never think of questions quickly enough.

      Once, when she left the room, I got up on the table, stretched out my hand and stroked the little birds. Their bodies were cold as ice and it was then I discovered a big face in the mirror.

      I turned around. Nobody was there. I turned back to the mirror and saw big eyes, blue as Mama’s, pink cheeks, and hair gathered up and tied with a broad ribbon like a butterfly on the head. Slowly I raised my hand and touched my head—was it mine? I put my fingers on the glass; it was as cold as the birds. I came back to the nose, the lips—could that be me?

      I laughed quietly and raised my chin. The face moved backwards diagonally, and I thought it was lovely. And then I pressed chin to chest, slightly lifting my head, turned it to the right, the left, I looked at myself from the side until my neck hurt, and then I heard the baby gurgling in his cradle. I got down from the table and walked over to him. He looked and me and gurgled, “Gru, gru, grum.” I touched his cheek with my finger, and he laughed at me, saying “Ba, ba, ba,” holding out his hand to me. I said, “Ba, ba, ba,” and went back to the mirror.

      After that, whenever Mama left the room, I got up on the chair and then onto the table. I tilted my chin upwards and then glanced in the mirror, half smiling, like Mama. I immediately understood that it was special. I felt love for the face I saw. I’d already seen a similar face in all sorts of beautiful pictures of girls between forest and sky. I knew the girl in the mirror was me and wanted to know how I’d managed to get inside it. How did I manage to get from my place in the middle of the table to the mirror on the wall? I took two steps forwards and looked behind it. I didn’t understand. Sometimes I’d gaze for half an hour, sometimes an hour, sometimes I’d only have a minute to look, but I didn’t give up our meetings. It was my first and only friend. A good-hearted friend who was always there when I came and stayed until I left; she never went anywhere. We had a lot of time and were never disturbed. Papa left early in the morning, Mama went out to hang up the washing or to buy something, my brother Yashu was asleep, and the two of us played nicely together.
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      There were times I didn’t want to go to the mirror.

      Like the days Mama would come into the room. Maybe she’d come back from doing the laundry or some errand in town; sometimes it was at noon, or in the morning, we’d just woken up, my brother and I, and then she’d come into the room and go straight to Yashu’s bed and stroke him, saying, “Good morning, my sweet boy, did you sleep well?”

      At these moments I’d immediately approach Mama, hold onto her leg, and it didn’t matter that she pushed me away. She’d rock Yashu in her arms and push me away. I didn’t let go, until she’d say, “What’s wrong with you? Leave me alone.”

      Papa would come in sometimes and Mama, who had Yashu in her arms most of the time, would say, “Papa Moshe, see what a big boy we have. Isn’t he big?”

      Yashu already understood a little and would bounce in her arms and call excitedly, “Tata, Tata,” and then Papa would put out his arms and take Yashu, kiss him on the cheek, and look at me. He’d quickly pull a chair towards me with his foot, sit on it with Yashu on his lap, and put his arm tightly around me. I wanted to stay like that till tomorrow. But it was over very quickly. Papa would leave the house, followed by Mama. I’d stay in my chair, not feeling like getting onto the table and looking in the mirror.

      Sometimes it would take me a whole day to feel like it, sometimes two days, even a week. For instance, if Mama had slapped my face, and I knew without looking in the mirror that I had a mark or swelling there, then I wanted to be alone, without my friend in the mirror. What I wanted most of all was to stand next to Mama’s leg and hold onto her, so she wouldn’t move away from me.

      I remember once taking apart a large doll. I was curious about what was in the doll’s body—maybe she had a boy baby in her belly? Or a girl baby? I opened up her belly and found straw. I took out the straw, and nothing, her belly was empty. I didn’t know how to close up her belly.

      Mama saw the broken doll and hit me. She hit my face, my arms and back, until her hand swelled up, and then she said to me, “You see, you made me hit you and now my hand hurts because of you.”

      I remember crying. I cried because my face hurt, my arms and back hurt, and because I made Mama hit me hard and it was my fault that her hand hurt.

      When Mama went out to do the laundry, I went and sat down quietly on my chair and decided to be a good girl, the best in the world, who would never again make her mama hit her.

      A few days later Mama came into the room holding a curtain. She climbed onto a chair to hang it over the window, and BOOM! A crash on the floor. Mama had fallen off the chair and broken her arm. Afraid, Papa rushed over to her, calling, “Anna, Anna, what happened?”

      I had tears of worry and fear in my eyes. In the coming weeks Mama walked around with her hand tied in a sheet.

      One day, I was four, maybe less, Mama was standing at the window, her hand tied to her chest. She was looking out as if thinking serious thoughts and I was fighting with Yashu over toys. Mama said, “Danusha, you’re big, give in.”

      That’s what I heard from her whenever I fought with my brother, even after he grew up and was stronger than me: “Danusha, you’re big, give in, give in, give in.”

      I left my brother and went up to her. Her eyes were still on the window when I said to her, “How do I know that Mama is truly my mama?” From the day I began to speak I used the third person in Polish when speaking to Mama.

      Mama was silent. She looked at me and then got up and went over to Yashu. He wasn’t talking yet, and when he wanted something he’d scream like mad. Mama stroked him and kissed each cheek.

      I went to sit in my chair and tried to know, how can a child be certain that the mama at home is really her true mama? Maybe the child needs to get a sign from her? But what sign, I had no idea.
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      The Poles had a home with a pig yard. Every time they slaughtered a pig, we’d hear terrible shrieks, and this was how I learned about dying. And there were mice that made a noise in the wall.

      We often ate sour bread, and Mama used the oven to make the bread or bake potatoes. Mama, who knew how to manage in any situation, would make patties from coffee grounds and add an egg; sometimes I wanted to help her, but she wouldn’t let me.

      The two daughters of the Polish woman we lived with liked to play with Yashu. They’d say to him, “Yashu yest chisti,” which means Yashu is clean, and they wanted him to repeat it after them. They chose hard words on purpose, repeating them again and again. Yashu couldn’t say the words in Polish.

      I knew how to say Yashu yest chisti and repeated it quietly to myself. The Polish woman’s two daughters taught me that storks bring babies into the world. One day they said to me, “Why does the sun shine on a Saturday?” I didn’t know.

      “Because they washed Jesus’s diapers on Saturday and hung them out to dry on the line in honor of Sunday, and since then the sun shines on a Saturday, get it?”

      I didn’t see any sun, not on a Saturday nor during the week. I saw gray, almost black skies.

      Only in Haifa did I see huge skies like sea water, and that was on the way to our home. Sometimes I’d look out at the sea from the veranda and see how the water and the sky stuck together, clouds here and there like a pile of downy feathers. The clearest view was from my seat at the door to the living room. Mama left the veranda door open on summer evenings in honor of the guests who came specially to hear her stories about the war.

      Mr. Bogusławski used to open the evening in his festive voice: “Today we leave Tarnopol,” or “Today we will talk about Brzeżany, Anna, please,” and he’d bow and sit down like an important official. There were times he didn’t remember where we’d got to in the story and then, the moment he entered, he’d pause beside me, with a strong scent of perfume, and ask quietly, “Danusha, where did we get up to? Do you remember?”

      “Start from the horse and cart,” I’d respond quietly, “because that’s at the end of Tarnopol.”

      Mr. Bogusławski began from the end but Mama said reflectively, “We left the new house on our exclusive street; we left three furnished stories, dishes, and sheets, tablecloths and a horse and cart.” She spoke especially quietly and the guests were in shock. I saw it in their faces.

      “And then it happened,” added Mama. “It happened just after I heard the Commissar Yevdutya Tarasova screaming at her husband Sasha, ‘You’re not just Sasha, you’re a Jew, Żyd. Isaac, Żyd. Żyd’. And Sasha the Żyd paled and was silent. He looked wordlessly at me and my children and I was so afraid.

      “An hour went by, maybe a day, and Sasha took me aside and whispered that it would be better if we looked for another house, far away, maybe in a small village. He asked us to hurry before something terrible happened, and in fact my husband didn’t wait. He went to Brzeżany and managed to find a large room on the ground floor of a devout Catholic family’s house. He agreed the fee, always high, and we moved to the home of the Moskova family, parents and two big girls, and they made sausages and various meat products. My husband’s brother Gustav and his family, together with my mother-in-law Leah, had also left Tarnopol for Brzeżany, and at the same time several other Jewish families were deported by the Russians, who then took their homes.”
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      When Mama spoke about the Moskova family, I watched her telling what happened to our family in such a beautiful way. Quietly, without a sound, I ate fruit, noticing what a beautiful mother she was with that hair piled into a small bun closed on top with hair pins. With her erect back, her head held high, and her hands closed on her blue gown, she looked like a queen.

      Mama told how we only spent a few days in that room; we hadn’t even had time to open all the suitcases when they told her to come to the kitchen, look out of the window, and see for herself.

      “What do you see?” asked Mrs. Moskova, and through the open window Mama saw German soldiers marching with rifles and opposite them, at a small distance, marched Soviet soldiers in rows, shouting, “Hurray! Hurray!” And bullets flew on all sides, and everywhere people were falling like flies.

      Airplanes suddenly appeared and every few moments there were terrifying explosions. Many buildings collapsed. “The walls of the house we lived in were filled with holes, there was so much destruction,” said Mama, and immediately added, almost inaudibly, “and then the Ukrainians began looking for Jews…”

      When Mama said the word Ukrainians, I saw the guests start to shift in the Formica chairs which, by the end of the story, were shiny from being rubbed.

      The red-haired Mr. Bogusławski shifted most of all in his chair. He kept calling out, “Courage, Anna, courage!”

      Mama would make a small gesture in his direction, but he only lowered his voice, “Courage, dear Anna, courage!”

      This Mr. Bogusławski was crazy about Mama’s stories. His cheeks would go a red-purple color, as if he’d just eaten Shabbat cholent. This was how it was the first and second year of the stories. In the third year he sat in an ordinary way, but even in the following years when the guests began to change he didn’t give up his usual chair at the window or his enthusiasm. “Courage, courage, Anna,” he’d call out as if this was the first time he’d heard about the Polish house in Brzeżany, and I heard Mama’s seamstress say: “Well, what can he do at home with a wife who has migraines? Of course he wants to come to Anna—she’s beautiful, and the refreshments are good.”

      Mama told how the Polish landlords in Brzeżany helped us, saying that if there were a search, Papa could go up the ladder into the attic and hide there.

      One day, Mrs. Žilinská, the landlady’s younger sister, came in and told them that she’d wanted to see if the Jews they took to the woods at the edge of the city really were going to forced labor, as they were saying in town. She casually followed them, and when they entered the forest she hid at a distance behind the large trees and what did she see? Ah?

      She saw the Jews digging deep holes, and they were told to jump into the holes and then there were shots, and quietly, quietly the Jews disappeared inside. A few minutes later, what did she see? She saw other Jews coming and filling the holes with soil, and she swore by everything sacred to her as a Catholic that when the Germans left, she returned and she saw what she saw, you already know.

      Mama fell silent. Her fingers moved as if looking for something to hold onto.

      Fat Bernard Cohen, who bit his nails from the moment he came into the living room, was stuck on his thumb nail. Three or four women were in the living room, most were men, and all the women were taking handkerchiefs out of their bags and wiping their eyes, and I was looking at Mama. Not a muscle moved in her face. She sat erect in her flattering blue gown. Mrs. Zelikowitz the seamstress had designed it especially for her. This Mrs. Zelikowitz often came to us, and she and Mama would talk a lot about women they’d known and met in life.

      And then Mama said:

      “One morning, very early, it was still dark, Mrs. Žilinská knocked at our window like a good angel and said to wake the children and run at once to the church for a few hours. She said that the Germans and Ukrainians were now chasing Jewish children, women, and men from the houses. She told my husband to hide in the attic. I immediately pulled Danusha and Yashu from their warm beds, managing only to put on their coats before swiftly running to the church.

      “We sat quietly in a corner. The cold penetrated our bones. My whole body shook; the children pressed against me. People were gathering for morning prayers. Then the priest approached me, requesting I leave the church with the children. Yes, yes, he asked me to leave with the children, go out into the cold, to the Germans and Ukrainians who were knocking on doors and looking for Jews and he knew this—the whole town knew. News like that spread like fire through the streets. A great pain filled my heart. I took a deep breath, looked him straight in the eyes and said quietly: ‘Why doesn’t the priest pretend not to see me. After all, anyone can come into a church to pray. We too are God’s creatures.’ And the priest went away and started the prayer ceremony.”

      Mama stopped and moistened her lips.

      People looked at one another in amazement, and then, pouf, like a burst balloon, they began to clap and call out, “Did you hear, did you hear, she saved the children. Good for you, Anna, good for you.”

      “We need to pay tribute to the few who helped us when our lives weren’t worth a garlic peel,” said Bernard Cohen, “like that Mrs. Žilinská.”

      “Very true,” said all the guests.

      Mr. Bogusławski got up from his chair, smiled, and went to the toilet. On the way he looked at me and said, “A real heroine, your mama, nobody like her. You keep that in mind, yes?” And he disappeared behind the door.

      I didn’t remember the church or the priest but it was like Mama to talk like that to a priest. She wasn’t afraid of anyone, not of the priest, or the Ukrainians or the Nazi officers. Only one thing frightened her more than anything: the pit under the Moskova family’s kitchen. She was terrified of this pit, and I saw this fear when the landlord suggested Papa enlarge the pit in case any new danger came along. He already knew the Ukrainians and the Germans wouldn’t leave us alone, and it was important that the four of us could go inside the pit and hide.

      Papa was glad of the suggestion and dug and dug, and moved things from here to there, and lined the floor with blankets, and when everything was ready he called Mama, saying, “Come, Anna, come inside and check to make sure there is enough air to breathe.”

      Mama stood, leaning on a chair at the end of the kitchen. Her face was the color of a freshly painted wall. She shook her head from side to side, saying weakly, “I won’t go in, no, no, there is no way I’ll be buried alive,” and she turned her back and vanished. I looked at Papa and he was very sorry. I approached him. He held out his hand and said, “Come on, Danusha sweetheart, come and see the pit.”

      I held Papa’s hand and went into the pit. I wasn’t afraid of anything. I sat on his lap and hummed our song.
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      “Now you sing alone, Danusha, one, two, three.” I didn’t understand a word. I held onto the side of my skirt and sang, “How wonderful, how wonderful, that there are ights-ights like that,” and Papa laughed and repeated the song he’d taught me in Hebrew: “How wonderful, how wonderful, that there are nights like that.”

      He sat at the table and I stood next to his knee. The birds on the mirror looked at us when Papa said, “Again, Danusha, both of us together,” and he held my hands.

      He had big, warm hands, and he’d dance our hands in tune on his knees, “How wonderful, how wonderful.” We sang loudly. Papa’s eyes never left me for a moment. He had eyes like the sky with sun and rain at the same time. Papa sometimes closed his eyes and after “how wonderful” a big crack would appear on his forehead, as if bad thoughts were digging a place for themselves. I didn’t understand why he was frowning just when we were so happy. Mama would also interrupt and say something if she saw a frown on the forehead or worried eyes. Mama scolded about everything to do with appearance even if we had no guests at home. She’d say, “Sit straight, back erect. Straight neck. No frowning. Just a little laugh.” I always obeyed her.

      When Papa frowned, I’d try and sing as beautifully as I could, and he’d hug me and go off to the synagogue. Sometimes he’d come back with a guest for the Shabbat meal. Every time he’d bring someone else, even if there wasn’t enough food for all of us.

      I remember one guest, a dwarf, and when he climbed onto the chair, we were almost the same height. The guest looked at me and smiled, and I looked at Papa, who was saying grace. Mama also looked at Papa. That’s how I knew that Mama loved Papa and Papa loved Mama, and I prayed in my heart that nothing bad would happen to us, even though we were far from our home in Tarnopol, even though the Poles’ houses in Brzeżany were being bombed, like the day I went out with Papa for a walk in the Brzeżany fields. Everything before us was green and moving in the wind and Papa hummed a tune. The smell of green grass tickled my nose and moistened my eyes. I said in my heart, Thank you God for being able to leave the big room, thank you God for getting us out of the darkness in the pit day and night. Thank you, God, for being able to walk with Papa in the fields. Thank you, God, for the birds’ loud chirping, as if they were talking to each other. One bird said, tsif, tsif, tsaaf, where have you been and what did you do; another bird answered, tsaf, tsaaf, tsaf, tsuf, tsif, I’ve been here and there, don’t ask what happened to me, and things like that. The talking amused me. I looked at Papa and he pressed my hand and said, “Yes, of course, my girl, birds have a private language.” I wanted to fly like a bird and raised my arms on either side of my body, and turned on the spot, and then I ran forward, Papa after me, not catching me once. I felt like thrusting my head into the wet grass and breathing in the sharp, unfamiliar smell, and then there was a strong blow in the middle of my back and Papa’s hand threw me down, and there was the sound of an explosion in my ears, boom! Boom! Booom! And a huge fire poured from the sky, and bits of trees flew through the air and Papa yelled bomb, bomb, and covered me with his coat and lay on top of me.

      The grass pricked my face and hands, but I wasn’t afraid, not even when Papa’s fingers constantly, restlessly trembled on my head. And then there was quiet. Loud, dangerous quiet. I was five years old and already knew that this loud quiet was dangerous. Mama also said this sentence and so did the uncles at Tarnopol. I raised my head; Papa’s face was lined, even his big eyes. He got up at once, giving me his hand to help me get up.

      “We’ll go back now, Danusha. It’s dangerous to wander about outside,” he said, brushing the damp dirt off our clothes.

      “But where are the birds? I can’t hear the birds, Papa.”

      “They’ll be back soon,” he said quietly. “Let’s go.”

      I heard no more birds until the end of the war, bombs yes, and on Yom Kippur I heard Papa whisper to Mama, “They’re looking for Jewish men now. I have to find a safe place, I have to. The pit in the kitchen isn’t enough. They’re going from house to house, not leaving until they’ve been up in the attic and down to the cellar. I have to leave, Anna.”

      I wanted to say to Papa, “Mama mustn’t go into the pit under the kitchen floor, she mustn’t. It’s dangerous for her to be closed up in the pit,” but I didn’t say a word. I remembered how fast she was breathing when Papa was satisfied with the protection of the pit and she didn’t want to hear anything about it.

      That Yom Kippur in Brzeżany I understood that it was dangerous to be a Jewish man.

      I also understood that a Jewish man was a weak man. From the window in our room I saw men running away and they didn’t return after the bombing or the search. I saw men doing their business at the river; it disgusted me when they pulled their trousers down a little and did it.

      My Papa also went out and didn’t come back. Before that he held my shoulders, bent down and said, “Soon you’ll be going on a train with Mama and Yashu. You’ll be going to another town, Danusha. I have to be somewhere else. Remember that you’ll be safest with Mama.”

      I moved closer to him, “Will Papa come too?”

      “Not now, Danusha. Papa is going to look for a place to hide. It’s dangerous for me to travel by train. And it’s dangerous for you to be with me.”

      I caught hold of Papa’s leg, “When will Papa come?”

      “Papa will come… in the meantime it’s best Mama looks after you. Kiss?”

      I turned away from him and went to sit in my chair.

      I didn’t move in the chair. I stayed there even when Papa and Mama left the room.

      Then I went to sleep without dreaming about anyone.

      The next day, I again sat in my chair, not moving from there even when Mama took Yashu in her arms, and Papa didn’t come in. Finally, she went into the yard.

      Till we left Brzeżany, I didn’t climb onto the table and didn’t want to see the birds or meet my friend in the mirror.

      We left without Papa.

      First, we were in the pit. Mrs. Moskova said, “Hurry, hurry, you must hide,” and we went down into the pit in the kitchen. At first, I wasn’t afraid. Nor was Yashu. But Mama stood at the stairs, hiding her face in her hands, her whole body shaking, tears leaking through her hands and wetting her blouse.

      “Mama, Mama, Mama,” we called her and she didn’t hear. “Mama, Mama, Mama.” I caught her by the hand and tried to pull her hand away, but her hand was rigid and I couldn’t. I held Yashu’s hand and we didn’t stop crying until we left the pit.

      Later, we left the Moskova family.
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      At the Brzeżany train station, I erased Papa from my mind. Didn’t remember a thing. Not his laugh or the small smile he’d give me next to angry people. And not his hug. I no longer remembered the eyes that were like a warm blanket for me, or his large hands that held me when I wanted to cry. I erased every word from the song “How Wonderful, How Wonderful”, but every word returned, to live in my head.

      I told myself, who needs a Papa who disappears and leaves his little girl alone. I don’t need a Papa like that, don’t need him. Ever. Mama looks after me, Mama never leaves her children, you can see it in the photographs: Mama, Yashu, and me. No Papa, none. Yashu next to Mama. I’m standing next to them.
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      Mama talked about Papa in the living room, but not much. Nine or twelve words, and that’s all. I looked at her beautiful lips; she had red lipstick and made small, gentle movements with her lips. I said to myself, I have to learn from her how to speak nicely, and I heard her say that her husband’s family were kaufmanishe familia, a family of merchants, and they were wealthy. She spoke about her family most of all, saying all of them had received a good education. They’d all read the classics in several languages apart from Polish—in German, English, and French—and they also knew how to recite some of Heine’s poems by heart. Only after many years did I find out that Papa wasn’t just a wealthy merchant. It turned out that he was an educated man, knew languages at least as well as Mama’s family, and he was a man of the world, about which Mama never spoke, not about that, nor about leaving Brzeżany. Not even after speaking about the war nine times or more in our living room did she ever mention how we got to Lwów, thanks to Bronka, her younger sister.

      Her sister came especially from Kraków to help us travel to Lwów. That’s what Mama’s sisters decided—Lydia, Franca, and Bronka. The three of them lived together with Grandma Rosa in Kraków and talked to Mama through letters. Their sister Stella was in Berlin and they talked to her through letters as well
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