
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Courage ~ Love ~ Faith

 


Smashwords Edition.

 


Jacob's Courage chronicles the dazzling
beauty of passionate love and enduring bravery in a lurid world
where the innocent are brutally murdered. In 1939,
seventeen-year-old Austrians Jacob Silverman and Rachael Goldberg
are bright, talented, and deeply in love. Because they are Charles
S. WeinblattJews, their families lose everything; their jobs,
possessions and money, contact with loved ones, and finally their
liberty.

Follow them into a decrepit ghetto, from
there to a prison camp where disease and starvation are rampant and
finally to the terror of Auschwitz-Birkenau, where they are forced
to perform unspeakable acts of horror in order to remain alive. J
JACOB'S COURAGE A Holocaust Love Story Weinblatt JACOB'S
COURAGE

 


Holocaust Literature - Adult Reading ISBN:
978-965-7344-24-8 US $22.95

 


Mazo Publishers Jerusalem, Israel
www.mazopublishers.com A Novel By Charles S. Weinblatt Jacob's
Courage A Novel By Charles S. Weinblatt

 


Mazo Publishers Jerusalem, Israel Text
Copyright (c) 2007 - Charles S. Weinblatt ISBN 978-965-7344-24-8
Jacob's Courage Published by: Mazo Publishers Chaim Mazo,
Publisher

P.O. Box 36084 Jerusalem 91360 Israel
Website: www.mazopublishers.com Email: info@mazopublishers.com USA
Telephone: 1-815-301-3559 Israel Telephone: 054-7294-565 All rights
reserved. This work is protected by international copyright. No
part of this work may be loaded, stored, manipulated, reproduced or
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical,
including photocopying and recording, or by any information,
storage and retrieval system without prior written permission from
the publisher. Cover Art by Lauren Weinblatt

 


This book is dedicated to my father, Dr.
Morris Weinblatt, whose tender love, profound insight, and
courageous actions inspire me long after his death.

 


This book is also dedicated to the 6,000,000
Jews who perished in the Holocaust. They have been lost, but will
never be forgotten.

 


About the Author Charles Weinblatt, a retired
university administrator, is the author of published works of
fiction and non-fiction.

 


Much of Weinblatt's maternal extended family
perished in the Holocaust. Great grandparents, great aunts and
uncles and many cousins disappeared into the void of Nazi
annihilation. These included Rabbis, cantors, professors, and
musicians. Family members who escaped from Europe now live in
Argentina, Kenya, and the United States. The rest were never heard
from again.

 


Portions of this novel were adapted from the
memoirs of the author's mother, Clara Volk Weinblatt, a childhood
victim of pogroms against her Russian Jewish village.

 


Weinblatt currently lives in Sylvania, Ohio
with his wife, Fran. They have two grown children, Brian and
Lauren. C

 


 


Table Of Contents

 


Chapter 1 ~ The Darkness Arrives

Chapter 2 ~ Jacob's Nightmare

Chapter 3 ~ The Nightmare Begins

Chapter 4 ~ Undying Love

Chapter 5 ~ Hanna's Dark History

Chapter 6 ~ The Synagogue Tragedy

Chapter 7 ~ The Hospital

Chapter 8 ~ The Final Solution

Chapter 9 ~ Forced To Leave Home

Chapter 10 ~ Life In The Ghetto

Chapter 11 ~ The Winter Of Discontent

Chapter 12 ~ Deception, The Heart Of The
Enemy

Chapter 13 ~ The Train Ride

Chapter 14 ~ Witness To A Massacre

Chapter 15 ~ Theresienstadt, A New Ghetto

Chapter 16 ~ Avoiding Deportation

Chapter 17 ~ A Red Cross Visit

Chapter 18 ~ A Forbidden Wedding

Chapter 19 ~ Ariel's Deportation

Chapter 20 ~ Rachael's Terrible Ordeal

Chapter 21 ~ The Commandant's Rage

Chapter 22 ~ Rachael's Dilemma

Chapter 23 ~ A Plan For Escape

Chapter 24 ~ The Commandant's End

Chapter 25 ~ A Plan For Freedom

Chapter 26 ~ The Forest's Protection

Chapter 27 ~ Life With The Partisans

Chapter 28 ~ The First Mission

Chapter 29 ~ Recaptured

Chapter 30 ~ Reunited

Chapter 31 ~ The Partisans Without Jacob

Chapter 32 ~ Interrogation

Chapter 33 ~ Partisan Politics

Chapter 34 ~ One Last Wish Before I Die

Chapter 35 ~ The Gestapo

Chapter 36 ~ From Death's Doorway To
Redemption

Chapter 37 ~ Rachael's Delivery Dilemma

Chapter 38 ~ The Checkpoint

Chapter 39 ~ A Train To Poland

Chapter 40 ~ Auschwitz

Chapter 41 ~ Life In Auschwitz

Chapter 42 ~ Birth And Death

Chapter 43 ~ Surviving Auschwitz

Chapter 44 ~ Josef Mengele

Chapter 45 ~ The Winds Of Change

Chapter 46 ~ Rachael And The Partisans

Chapter 47 ~ The Music Of Auschwitz

Chapter 48 ~ The Violin

Chapter 49 ~ The Rise Of Jacob's Courage

Chapter 50 ~ Jacob's Plan

Chapter 51 ~ Escape From Auschwitz

Chapter 52 ~ Reunion

Chapter 53 ~ Fighting Back

Chapter 54 ~ The Frantic Pace Of Mass
Killing

Chapter 55 ~ Rachael's Escape

Chapter 56 ~ Sonderkommando

Chapter 57 ~ Leaving Auschwitz

Chapter 58 ~ Rachael's Struggle To
Survive

Chapter 59 ~ The Death March

Chapter 60 ~ The Battle

Chapter 61 ~ Night Of The Cannons

Chapter 62 ~ The Sniper

Chapter 63 ~ The Battle's Conclusion

Chapter 64 ~ The Last Day

Chapter 65 ~ Jacob's End

Chapter 66 ~ Guilt

Chapter 67 ~ Resettlement

 


Jacob's Courage Chapter 1 The Darkness
Arrives

The dreary, dark winter of 1939-1940 began
early in the Austrian Alps. Thick, gray snow clouds rushed through
the dark forest, on their way to the frosty cliffs above. It was as
though nature was preparing itself for the onslaught of terror soon
to follow - freezing itself from the approaching evil. Here in the
cold, dark Austrian mountains near Salzburg, the world slept
peacefully. Yet, horror was on the horizon.

The Nazis arrived less than a year ago. They
took control over Austria without a single shot and offered
everyone a better future. That is, they promised a better future
for everyone except Jews, and certain other "undesirables." Had the
Silverman family known what was about to happen, they would have
run away as fast as their legs could carry them. But, no one could
imagine the terror that awaited them. It was beyond reason and
sanity. They were about to become engulfed by the darkest episode
in the history of mankind.

Underneath beautiful Alpine peaks, Salzburg
was a parade of Baroque motifs. Located between the mountains
Kapuzinerberg and Mönchsberg, and the River Salzach, Salzburg had
everything one might expect of an independent, modern Austrian city
of the 1930s - small alleys, colorful homes, towering castles and
palaces, gardens, churches and monasteries. Music helped to shape
the culture of Salzburg, which was the birthplace of Mozart. It was
heard everywhere: in churches, castles, palaces, and, of course,
concert halls. The bustling "old town" section stretched along the
banks of the river and was crowded with shops of all varieties.
Towering above all this was the sturdy Hohensalzburg fortress.
Salzburg has largely been known for its serene artistic and
educational endeavors. But in 1939, peaceful Salzburg was on the
brink of war.

For the few Jewish citizens of the city, 1939
marked the beginning of the end. Despite countless warning signs
and numerous begging relatives, the Silverman family stayed in
Europe when they should have left. Dr. Moshe Silverman silently
observed these warning signs, allowing too much time to pass before
making a decision. He had a chance to leave Europe, as did many of
his friends and acquaintances. He could have saved his wife Hanna
and their precious child, Jacob. But, like so many others, he
assumed that the Nazi threat was only temporary. It would soon
pass, he thought. This decision would haunt Moshe Silverman until
his death.

Jacob and his parents lived in a modest
apartment that was very well furnished. In most respects, they were
a typical upper middle-class Austrian family. Moshe was a
well-respected physician. His wife, Hanna, volunteered with the
community food bank, the public school and the one small synagogue.
Their son, Jacob, was a typical bright teenager. In his last year
of secondary school, Jacob was planning for a career in medicine,
like his father. He was deeply in love with beautiful Rachael
Goldberg, whose father was also a physician in Salzburg. They
attended the same school, sometimes in the same classes. Like their
friends, they were busy planning for their careers - their
university life. Like all adolescents, they explored their
passions, desires and dreams. And, despite Nazi party threats
against Jews living in Austria, Jacob and Rachael assumed that
these wonderful days would continue, if not blossom into something
even more magnificent. Despite the warning signs, life was
superb.

Of course, Jacob and Rachael were not
oblivious to the threats made upon Jews by Nazis. They heard
propaganda speeches by Hitler and other Nazi leaders that blamed
all of the problems of the world on Jews. They understood that
Hitler had a vision for "Aryan" people, who were "destined to rule
the world." They even understood that Hitler needed to create a
scapegoat that would help drive the people to achieve his concept
of world domination.

Hitler used propaganda to showcase Jewish
wealth against the backdrop of Christian Germans who had suffered
so badly after World War I. Jacob understood how this propaganda
created an angry backlash against Jews. He knew that Jews had been
ostracized and hated throughout Europe for generations. Many
European citizens were eager to follow the Nazi lead against Jews.
The rest would not consider fighting Nazi policy dictates. With no
army to defend them against attack, European Jews represented the
perfect scapegoat for Hitler's plans to succeed. In this effort, he
was entirely successful. But Jacob had no idea how far the
government would go to eliminate Jews.

Government policy soon forbade Jews from
owning property. By 1938, Jewish doctors could no longer practice
medicine in German hospitals. They could only serve other Jews.
Jewish lawyers were forbidden from practicing law. Jewish
professors were fired from university positions. Then, through
forced relocation, Jews were moved into very small undesirable
parts of each city. These "ghettos" were filthy, had no running
water, no electricity and no city services. Dozens of Jews were
forced to live in the space formerly occupied by one family. The
severely cramped spaces were unbearable. Professionals and
successful artisans or business owners were astonished at such
repulsive living conditions. Jews were forced to wear a yellow Star
of David on their clothing and were soon barred from cafes, cinema,
theaters and other public places. They could shop only after the
stores had served gentiles, when the aisles were empty. Jews could
no longer ride buses and were forced to stand in the back of
trains. German soldiers around the ghetto maintained a strict
curfew. Through openly hostile propaganda, Jews became an enemy of
the government and the people.

Jacob had heard his father rationalize for
years that Jew-hating would be less severe in Austria than it was
in Germany. He said that the Austrian government would never allow
Jews to be persecuted in such a manner. Then, in 1938, with less
than a whimper, Austrian leaders allowed the German army to assume
governmental and logistical control, in what was called the
Auschluss. The Jew hating propaganda that dominated German social
consciousness spread like wildfire throughout Austria. Jacob was
surprised at how quickly and easily it happened. Even so-called
cultured Austrians now regarded Jews with suspicion. Myths and
negative stereotypes about Jews rose to the surface. 12 The
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In the autumn of 1939, the new German war in
Poland was still a distant rumble, almost unheard in Austria.
Families from all of Europe continued to vacation in Vienna,
Innsbruck, Salzburg and Linz - as they had done for generations.
The sights and sounds of the front were a remote drumbeat, or a two
minute newsreel at the cinema. Nazis brought economic reforms
leading to a welcome recovery that Austrians enjoyed. For many
Austrians, life was better than it had been for more than a
decade.

There were only a few hundred Jews in
Salzburg at this time and they tended to remain within their own
tight-knit group and neighborhood. The Nazi propaganda machine was
always at work against Jews. In every media format, ranting
government leaders projected the "dangerous Jewish menace," from
the Nazi perspective. In Salzburg, it resulted in the occasional
public beating of Jews, the desecration of the only synagogue and
the destruction of Jewish-owned storefronts. But, in 1939, most
Austrians felt at peace. Many believed that their lives were
improving under the Nazi government. At best, they were indifferent
to the plight of their Jewish neighbors. At worst, they plotted
against them.

By the spring of 1939, apathy turned into
public hatred, leading to violence. By the fall of 1938, Jacob and
his Jewish friends had become public targets of hatred and
violence. Most of the Christian children of Salzburg went to a new
summer camp run by Nazi propagandists. They returned to their homes
changed. Suddenly, these Brown-shirted youths began to routinely
berate and beat Jewish children on the city streets. Synagogues
throughout Germany and Austria were now burned, rather than
defaced. Jewish-owned stores were vandalized and torched more
frequently. It seemed that almost overnight the children of Austria
had learned how to hate Jews. They did so at home, in school and
through government-sponsored organizations and clubs. The public
had easily become accustomed to it. Hardly a protest was heard.
Deprived of work, homes, bank accounts and permission to travel,
the Jews of Salzburg were on a fast track to destruction.

Jacob, who rarely heard his parents argue,
suddenly found them in heated discussions about leaving Austria. On
almost a daily basis, his mother asked if Moshe had found
immigration visas for a safe country. Jacob's father would shake
his head and change the topic of discussion. At first, like his
father, Jacob dismissed the threat. He knew that his mother was
high-strung. She had a propensity for anxiety and depression. But,
many of his friends had already left with their parents. The Jewish
population of Salzburg was indeed shrinking. And, well-known Jews,
such as Albert Einstein, had made no secret of why they abandoned
Europe. Were those families jumping the gun? Did they really need
to leave? Would not the current danger pass one day soon? Moshe
seemed to think that the Nazis would eventually give up on
Jew-hating. But, Jacob had become increasingly troubled about
gaining admittance to a university of his choice.

By late 1939, Jews who attempted to flee
found freedom elusive. Almost no other country would take them in.
Immigration laws in most free countries at the time involved the
use of quotas. Many Jews who escaped before the beginning of the
Nazi takeover had obtained foreign visas. However, once a country's
quota for Jews had been filled, the doors were closed. Many Jews
who thought that they had managed to escape the iron fist of Nazi
control were eventually sent back to Europe, to endure persecution
and death in concentration camps. Eventually, the majority of
Europe's Jewish population became stranded in their home countries.
Then, Nazis systematically deported Jews to internment and death
camps. Sadly, Western countries refused to alter immigration quotas
for Jews, even when evidence of German death camps had become
well-known. Millions of innocent men, women and children were
doomed to an untimely death at the hands of Nazis. Why the Allies
didn't save them, Jacob would never know.

For the Jews of Salzburg, the world had
radically changed. Only a fortunate few had managed to escape to
other countries. Those who remained were about to become victims of
the most despicable crime in the history of mankind. They were
swept into the horrors of the Holocaust.

 


Chapter 2 Jacob's Nightmare

In the third floor bedroom of a tightly
grouped set of gray apartment buildings, seventeen year-old Jacob
Silverman tossed and turned in his bed. A fierce winter storm had
dumped new snow on the city overnight. In the forest below, the
wind slowly began to abate. Evergreen trees were bending with the
stress of the ice and snow. They began to creak and moan with each
gust of wind. Smoke drifted up from chimneys in the city above,
surrounded by a sentinel of towering gray mountains. The heavy snow
drifted into huge rounded white cliffs, hanging across rooftops and
piling against the sides of buildings. Slowly, one-by-one, pale
yellow lights emerged inside homes. Salzburg was awakening. Early
risers pushed the snow from streets and walkways with brooms and
shovels. Engulfing this scene was complete and breathtaking
silence. Not even a birdcall could be heard. In Salzburg, the world
was asleep and at peace in its windswept isolation. The forest
below the mountains was a soft and quiet world.

Sweating profusely, Jacob's sleep was
disturbed by a horrible vision. He was oblivious to the scratching
of a tree branch against his window. Under closed lids, his eyes
darted quickly in every direction. Young Jacob was experiencing the
worst nightmare of his life.

In this horrific nightmare, Jacob was older
by several years. He was also extremely thin. More than that, he
was emaciated. Jacob wore a strange costume. It looked like gray
pajamas with vertical red stripes. A Star of David was emblazoned
upon the front. On his head was a cap of the same coarse fabric. He
looked around the huge red brick walled room, filled with acrid
smoke and ash. It was some sort of furnace room. The heat was
unbearable. And there was a disgusting odor. It smelled like burned
meat - but not exactly. The stench was sickly-sweet.

Jacob stood in front of an enormous blazing
oven. Mechanical trays were built in front of openings into the
fire. Men dressed like Jacob were continuously pushing similar
large objects into the fire on the mechanical trays. Other men
scrambled to bring more of the large things into the room for the
fire. The fire itself was so large and intense that it produced a
deep thundering sound. It shook the foundations of the room and the
entire building. Jacob thought that it sounded like a speeding
locomotive. He was sweating profusely and lightheaded. He was also
overwhelmed with exhaustion and his muscles ached fiercely. But how
could he feel such pain when it was only a dream? Thoughts were
spinning around in his confused mind. This dream is more real than
life itself. Ash filled the room everywhere. He choked on it. The
ash was in his nose, his throat and upon his clothes. In his eyes,
it reduced his visual acuity. The ubiquitous ash floated constantly
through the air, like tiny white snowflakes. He soon found it
difficult to breathe.

Looking around the room slowly, Jacob saw
three other openings into the huge fire on his side. He assumed
that there were additional openings on the other side. This was by
far the largest furnace that he had ever seen. The heat coming from
the gargantuan fire was sweltering. Jacob had never been in a place
like this in his life. How did I get here? What is it all about?
What are these people burning? He was surrounded by red brick
walls; with large gray stains above the various openings where men
were busy feeding the fire. Why am I here? What am I supposed to be
doing? He was holding onto a large gray iron platform, built like a
huge heavy tray with rollers to slide the large objects into the
blazing inferno. Men dressed like Jacob continued to push things
into the fire on the large trays. But, his vision was blurred by
ashes. He could barely see at all. What are those things going into
the fire?

Above the room, through cracks in the wooden
floor, Jacob could see a towering chimney, belching thick clouds of
ash and gray smoke. The fire was so intense that it erupted above
the chimney. Like a monstrous flame atop a gigantic brick candle,
the chimney pushed out prolific smoke. There was so much smoke
above the building that Jacob could not tell if it was night or
day. People scurried around the room. Each man seemed to have his
own distinct duty in this strange factory. Their faces were coated
with ash, giving them the appearance of whitefaced actors in a
sickening play. It was hard for Jacob to breathe without inhaling
more of the ever-present ash. He was getting dizzy. Where the hell
am I?

Jacob stared at the men next to him, who
pushed those prodigious things into the giant fire as fast as they
could. They pushed the heavy things into the inferno and then
pulled the trays back, empty. These men never looked up,
continuously feeding the fires. Jacob felt completely alive. His
heart was pounding. Am I dreaming? If so, no other dream felt so
much like reality! The images and sounds were altogether too real
for a dream. Jacob held onto his own large empty tray, trying to
catch his breath. Looking at his left arm, he noticed numbers
tattooed in dark blue. Why would I have numbers on my arm?

Around him, the bustling work went on. The
costumed men pushed and pulled upon the huge bins, continuously
delivering the large items into the fire. These men were also
emaciated. But, what were those items going into the fire? They
reminded Jacob of life-sized dolls of naked people. Of course,
that's impossible. His vision remained blurry, no matter how many
times he wiped his eyes. He could taste the acrid ash in his mouth.
Jacob felt certain that he was about to pass out.

All the while, fierce looking black uniformed
men with helmets and machine guns were shouting at the workers in
German. The dark-uniformed soldiers had the letters "SS" upon their
collars. For some unknown reason, Jacob thought that the soldiers
were named "Waffen." Just below the thunderous sound of the fire,
there were other sounds. Doors were opening and closing. Carts were
crashing together. A large elevator screeched as it moved up and
down, and workers carried carts with squealing wheels. But the
tremendous deep roar of 16 Jacob's Nightmare the furnace was
overwhelming. It was deafening.

Jacob wondered why people were yelling at him
in German. Everyone he knew spoke Yiddish. Why would German
soldiers be screaming at him? One soldier was irate at Jacob and
walking in his direction. Jacob could not imagine why he was in
this hellish place. In fact, Jacob had never been so confused in
his life. But he increasingly began to realize that he was in
trouble. This horribly realistic dream was exploding upon Jacob's
mind and he had no idea how to deal with it.

Jacob's eyes continued to dart around the
room. He tried to focus on the things that were being carried into
the room. The "items" being burned were white and gray lumps of
something, he thought. He rubbed his eyes again and again. Then, as
his vision finally cleared, he was able to gaze into the furnace
directly in front of him. Inside the blazing inferno, Jacob saw...
bodies! The reality of this horrendous concept burst upon his
fragile mind. Jacob realized with sudden horror, that the fire was
filled with burning people! The Germans are burning people! Jacob
felt suddenly nauseous and he began to retch. He doubled over as
his stomach cramped. But there was no food to come up. He was
emaciated. Instead, a long thin, silver stream of mucous dripped
from his gaping mouth, falling lazily to the dusty, ash-covered
floor. But nothing else came out. Jacob felt certain that he had
been starved for quite some time.

As he focused on the bodies in the fire,
Jacob saw that the victims were females of every age. Girls and
women - all consumed in flames! What horror! Then, suddenly, two
workers dumped a cart filled with more women and girls in front of
Jacob's tray. He watched in awe as the two men began loading the
victims onto the platform in front of Jacob. All of the victims
were naked, and it appeared that they were already dead. Their
heads had been shaved. Some had a number tattooed on their left
breast or arm. With no hair, they looked like large, puffy dolls.
Their bodies bounced and wiggled as they were picked up and placed
on the trays. Some were soiled with feces and urine. Many had froth
or blood coming from their mouths and nostrils. But none of them
had bullet holes. Something else had killed them. Jacob's mind was
bending under the weight of this terror. What manner of hell is
this?

The faces of the dead appeared expressionless
to Jacob; their eyes sunken and distant. They stared at him as
though waiting for an explanation. If they could speak, he was
certain that they would ask why he was about to burn them. Many of
the bodies were purple on the bottom and white on top. Some had
tanned faces below white skulls, where their hair had been shaved.
Jacob's mind stretched hard to comprehend this inconceivable
panorama. It was too real to be a dream. And it was too frightening
to be reality. Perhaps it is a hallucination. He closed his eyes
tightly and shook his head. All the while, the screaming German
soldier was walking Jacob's way with hostility in mind. He repeated
to himself, "This can't be real. This can't be real. This can't' be
real. This can't be real..." He then opened his eyes, but with the
same dreadful result. The vile furnace room remained. And the
German soldier who was screaming at Jacob was getting closer.

Jacob trembled as he watched the constant
motion of the room. Bodies were continually brought into the room.
A large dump truck now appeared at one doorway. Men dressed like
Jacob dragged bodies from it. They were again all women and girls
without hair, except for their pubic hair. The bodies that came
from inside the building arrived in large gray steel bins on wobbly
wheels that squeaked as they moved against the red brick floor.
There were six to eight bodies per bin. As the bins were brought
near front of the large trays, men picked up the bodies, placed
them upon the tray and then shoved them into the thundering
fire.

The men who were dressed like Jacob carried
the bodies over their shoulders, on their backs - as though they
were carrying huge sacks of grain. The children and babies were
carried by an arm or a leg. Jacob was repulsed as he watched the
men throw the tiny bodies into stacks or upon the trays. He watched
this horrific scene unfold in utter amazement. Jacob had never seen
people slinging babies and small children around and throwing them
into stacks, like human toys. He understood that the babies were
dead. Yet, it seemed so unnatural and disrespectful to throw bodies
around carelessly. Jacob's mind was now bending toward insanity.
The things he saw in this room were virtually... unthinkable. Even
Nazis could not stoop so low!

Most of the workers here were strong young
men, although there were a few older men in the same striped
"uniform." He watched their faces as they scurried about the room
performing their various functions. Their faces are like stone!
They worked furiously, as though their masters' whips were at their
backs. Jacob felt sickened as he watched them pick up babies and
very small children by a leg or an arm, flinging the tiny bodies
around as they would a rag doll. Their eyes are so cold and
distant! He imagined that each of them had shut out the mindless
horror of the task that they were assigned.

The room was a symphony of motion. Bodies
came in from two different locations. Some workers brought them in.
Other workers stacked the bodies in front of the oven openings. The
two workers that had just brought bodies to Jacob's furnace opening
walked away. These bodies were apparently "for Jacob." On top of
the pile, he saw an old woman, a middle-aged woman and a girl. The
woman and child appeared malnourished. The old woman had deep
circles under her eyes and bruise marks all around her body. The
girl appeared to be seven or eight years old. Perhaps it was a
woman with her daughter and grandchild. Their facial features were
similar. They each had smears of blood around their nostrils and
mouths. Otherwise, they seemed peaceful, as though they were
asleep. But their eyes were wide open. Their eyes seemed to plead
with Jacob for help. But it was too late for help.

Who were these people, thought Jacob? What
did they do to deserve this? What right did the Nazis have to
arbitrarily kill innocent people, particularly women and children?
At this instant, Jacob began to wonder if these victims were all
Jewish. He knew that his fellow workers were Jewish. Each had a
Star of David emblazoned upon the left front of their "pajamas."
Are the victims also Jewish? Was Hitler really destroying the
Jewish presence in Europe? It is not just an idle threat? Jacob had
always understood that Hitler needed to make Jews a scapegoat. He
needed someone to blame for the lost war and hopeless 18 Jacob's
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threats.

In his dream, Jacob felt as though he had
been there for many months. In a strange and obscene way, he had
come to feel that he was emotionally attached to this part of the
furnace. Although the inside of the furnace was one large
container, the opening on the far left side was "Jacob's." He had
come to feel that it was actually an extension of him, assigned by
God. It had become his own instrument of destruction for the
Germans. But, why am I cooperating with the Nazis?

Somehow, Jacob felt that he controlled the
portion of the huge fire inside his doorway. Yes, this is my fire.
I control the pathway, leading thousands of people to oblivion.
Jacob had come to believe that he, in some ritualistic way, ruled
this pathway. As the bodies were brought to him, he directed them
into the inferno for their final destruction. To Jacob, this was an
overwhelmingly powerful responsibility. It seemed to him the most
responsible job that he had ever had. But why was he selected to
send so many of his people to the end of their existence? It seemed
difficult for Jacob to differentiate his task from himself. In a
sense, it became him. He felt both guilty for helping the Nazis and
glad to still be alive. Yet, those feelings were mutually
exclusive. What right do I have to live, when so many innocent Jews
died here? The feeling of guilt was ghastly - beyond description.
The pain of it was like a splinter inside his brain. He was
captivated by the pain. It was leading him beyond the limits of
sanity.

As his broken mind continued to disintegrate,
Jacob called to the dead people who arrived at his fire by the
thousands. Come one, come all. Come men, women and children, come
doctors, come lawyers, come students, come policemen, come nurses,
come tailors, come carpenters, come Rabbis, come butchers, come
teenagers, and come grandparents. I am Jacob, and I must turn you
into ashes.

Had Jacob come to view his job with pride?
Yes, he did the Nazi's job well. But how could anyone be proud of
burning innocent people? The torment was crushing his fragile mind.
Oh, the depths of distress that awaited Jacob for doing his job
well. But he soon came to realize that his distress did not arise
from doing his job well, but from living. Why am I allowed to live?
Guilt now motivated Jacob powerfully. His life had been reduced to
the most pathetic existence possible, in which he fed fires of
vengeance against his own people. Jacob was allowed to stay alive
as long as there were more Jews to cremate. He could feel his mind
splitting, cracking down the middle. His anguish was
insurmountable. Finally, Jacob screamed at the ceiling. "Why me,
God?" There was no reply.

The man next to Jacob was loading bodies onto
his tray and pushing them into the fire as fast as he could. As he
was doing this, he was softly saying Kaddish, a prayer for the
dead, in Hebrew. Jacob's heart pounded so hard, he was afraid it
would burst through his chest at any moment. Thoughts bounced
swiftly through his mind. No matter what people think about Jews,
how could anyone mastermind something as horrible as this? And even
if Hitler was mad, how could he convince his soldiers to do
something so evil? Certainly, no sane person would do something
this hideous, no matter what they believe from German propaganda.
Yet, the Germans were supervising this hideous task. Jacob noticed
that all of the German soldiers had the "SS" insignia on their
uniform. Only monsters could do such a terrible thing to other
people. The SS must consist of the most barbarous of all of the
German soldiers. And yet, there were some prisoners, like Jacob,
who were bosses. Their name was Kapo. They did the dirty work for
the German soldiers, who he thought were called Waffen. How can
Jews do such things to other Jews? How can I even know such
terrible things?

Jacob then realized why he performed this
appalling function for the Nazis. He did it to survive. But was it
worth it? Who wants to live with the knowledge that he destroyed
thousands of innocent people - including children? Certainly death
would be better than this! But underneath his torment, Jacob
understood that his own death would soon arrive. The Germans
changed the crematoria crew every month or two. Those from the old
crew would be killed. The new crematoria crew then burned the
bodies of the old crew. And that is how the system works, month
after month, year after year - until there are no more bodies left
to burn - until there are no more Jews left to kill. His shift was
long overdue. He knew that when the next train arrived with men
physically suitable to the task, his group would be killed and
someone just like him would burn their bodies.

Jacob recalled the words that were on the
gate above the entrance to this ignominious death camp. The
wrought-iron letters spelled out "Arbeit Macht Frei," which means
"Work Makes You Free." How ironic, thought Jacob. The "freedom"
promised to them was their own death. How can anyone do these
things? Just the thought of touching a corpse was sickening to
Jacob. How can these men carry them around and dump them in piles?
These are human beings! Some of them could have been their own
family! How can they put them into the fire? Then, a terrible
thought passed through Jacob's mind. It was the most painful
thought that he had ever had. What if I have to burn the bodies of
Rachael or my parents? His mind was now spinning out of control.
Trembling, he was overcome by a wave of nausea.

Suddenly, Jacob was pushed very hard from
behind. As he fell towards the open furnace, his face was singed.
His head passed dangerously close to the flames. He could hear the
hissing sound of his burning hair. The entire right side of his
face was scorched. He stretched out his right arm and just barely
grasped the tray before falling into the furnace. A wave of pain
passed through his body. He fell on the ground, hitting the hot
brick floor awkwardly, sending a cloud of ash up and around him and
a stinging pain into his hip. He began coughing, as his nostrils
filled with ashes. The right side of his face tingled and hurt
simultaneously where it had been burned.

Jacob sat upon the brick floor and watched as
the ash displaced from his fall made slow circles, floating in
waves around the room. Bits of ash landed everywhere, on the
uniforms of the soldiers, on the faces of workers, on the tray next
to him, even on the bodies as they were carried into the room. It
reminded Jacob of snowflakes falling gently on a windless day.

With astonishment, Jacob realized that he was
inhaling all that remained from hundreds of Jews, perhaps
thousands! Those tiny bits of ash were the remaining molecules of
all of those innocent people, burned by these kapos. The 20 Jacob's
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him sick. He began to retch again. Nothing happened. He retched
over and over again as the comprehension of this insane reality was
physically overpowering. "This can't be happening... This can't be
happening... This can't be happening." Jacob repeated this sentence
softly to himself while he moved up to rest on his knees. His hands
and legs trembled.

Workers dressed like Jacob stared at him as
they continued their frantic pace. Jacob became obsessed with the
ash. It was on their uniforms, their faces, and their hands.
Random, useless thoughts emerged. The ashes must be buried by a
Rabbi. To Jacob, the men looked like frightened ghosts in some
lurid story. Their faces held no expression save fear; no remorse,
no anger, no frustration... nothing but constant, grueling fear.
They moved like panicky machines from place to place, turning
former friends and relatives into tiny bits of white ash. It was a
scene from the worst possible nightmare. But it was Jacob's
nightmare and it seemed more real than life.

The German soldier that had been screaming at
Jacob finally arrived. He looked like any other German soldier. In
his late 20s, he was tall, with blonde hair tucked neatly into his
helmet. His blue eyes glared at Jacob, burning into him. He looked
quite formidable, with his black helmet, black uniform, flashing SS
pins, machine gun and neatly holstered Lugar pistol. As he watched,
Jacob could not hear the words of the German soldier. In fact, he
could hear nothing except the thundering fire. He had been
temporarily made deaf from his encounter with the furnace door. It
was then that the tall, young soldier suddenly stopped screaming
and slowly removed the Lugar from its holster.

The German soldier drew his gun and moved
toward Jacob, staring at him with indignant admonition. Then, the
look on the Nazi's face suddenly changed from anger to one of
decision. Jacob was reasonably certain that the soldier had decided
to "fire" him from his job of shoveling dead people into the
immense furnace. That thought made Jacob smile, as he assumed that
he would be "transferred" to a different job in the camp.

However, Jacob's smile was not well received
by the soldier. He screamed at Jacob in indignant German. Jacob
noticed in an offhand manner that his accent had a touch of
Bavarian. "What is it with you Jews?" scowled the tall young man
with piercing blue eyes. "Do you think you're here for a vacation?"
With that, the soldier pointed the shiny black gun at Jacob's head.
Jacob trembled; as he realized that being "fired" could also have
more permanent consequences. He was about to be shot for
dereliction of duty. His heart pounded heavily in his chest. A
shock ran up and down his spine. The hairs on the back of his neck
pointed up. His breath came rapidly, in short gasping sounds.

Jacob realized with sudden dread that this
would be his last moment alive. He felt blood rushing through his
head. Perspiration formed tiny droplets on the back of his hands.
He was lightheaded and nauseous. Jacob looked around at the other
kapos, who continued working while staring at him. In tattered
clothing and covered with human ashes, they walked to and fro with
sad expressions. Most were young men, like Jacob. They stared at
him in solemn, heartrending silence. Behind Jacob, the immense red
brick furnace continued to roar. This isn't real! This isn't real!
This isn't real!

The SS soldier slowly cocked the weapon, and
aimed the gun directly at Jacob's temple. Everything seemed to
suddenly slow down. The kapos staring at him moved more slowly.
Jacob's eyes darted around the smoky room. With the steady movement
of someone who had done this many times, the German backed himself
away as far as possible. He did this to avoid getting blood on his
handsome black uniform. Jacob watched in terror as the soldier's
finger slowly squeezed the trigger backwards. You won't die because
this is just a dream! Isn't it just a dream?

Suddenly the gun fired. Jacob was deafened by
the roaring sound, even through the din of the furnace. A swath of
flame and smoke left the gun's barrel. Jacob felt a huge jolt of
pain in his head. Then, he was lost in darkness. The sounds of the
world were gone. He could feel, hear or see nothing. Velvety
darkness gradually encased him in a black vacuum from which nothing
could emerge. Jacob became... nothing... within impenetrable
darkness. Oh my God in Heaven... I'm dead!

Suddenly, in the empty darkness, Jacob heard
a voice. At first it was so faint that he could barely hear it at
all. Slowly, the voice drew closer to Jacob. He trembled in the
cold, dark, terrible obscurity. It is a voice! It is a woman's
voice! Could an angel be calling my name? Yes, someone was
definitely calling to him! Suddenly, he recognized the voice. It
was his mother! She was demanding something from him. But, he could
not hear her words. What is she saying? Is my mother dead too? No!
She was telling him to get up. His ears were still ringing from the
gunshot. Where is she? I can't see her! Jacob struggled to find his
mother in the darkness. I must save Mother! Jacob understood that
he had to save her from this horrible fate. He struggled mightily,
but he could not move.

Time passed. He tried to move again, this
time with some success. His legs moved. He pushed as hard as he
could in an effort to stand up. Soon, he could move his arms. He
pushed and then pushed again. This time, he was able to sit
upright. He opened his eyes and this time there was light!

Jacob Silverman awoke with a shudder, covered
in sweat and sitting upright in his bed. His heart was pounding and
his chest hurt. Jacob was trembling uncontrollably. Sick to his
stomach, he retched twice. But, Jacob managed to avoid vomiting. He
heard his mother calling to him.

"Jacob, it's time to wake up," she screamed.
"Come on now! Get out of bed. Breakfast is almost ready!"



Jacob sat up in his bed, breathless,
perspiring and trembling. He thought about how his parents had been
fighting over whether or not they should leave Austria. Suddenly,
the idea seemed to possess incrementally more merit. It was a
moment of epiphany. Jacob was still overcome by the reality of his
nightmare. It seemed as real as waking life itself. Something deep
inside told Jacob that his life was about to change in a
significant way. He understood that changes were in motion that
could never be altered. He felt as though some strange destiny was
calling to him. But, he had no idea what he was supposed to do.
Therefore, he did what any adolescent would do. He put it out of
his mind, preferring to think of more esthetically enjoyable
aspects of life.

 


Chapter 3 The Nightmare Begins

Peeking through the curtains of his bedroom
window, Jacob saw that a heavy snow had arrived overnight, drifting
and altering the beautiful landscape outside his window. He loved
this mountain city. It had always been his home. Jacob estimated
that at least eight inches of new snow blanketed the city. He could
barely see the tops of the bushes in front of the library across
the street. Only the light-blue domes and spires of the Old City
were visible against the vast whiteness of the mountains. Jacob
loved to look out at new snow cover. It gave him the impression
that the dirt of the world had somehow been replaced by this
wonderful, pure covering.

Since it was Saturday, Jacob prepared to go
to synagogue with his parents. He wondered if many people would be
there, considering the heavy new snow. Gazing at the white-capped
mountains surrounding his city, Jacob wondered why anyone would
ever want to leave it. He lived in the part of town known as the
"Jewish Section." It was simply the place where all of his family
and friends lived. He felt no better or worse for living there.
And, although his family was financially comfortable, Jacob's
parents had shown him what poverty was like at an early age. Each
year, just before Christmas, Jacob and his parents volunteered to
serve food to the homeless at a local soup kitchen. They also took
cooked meals to poor farming families just outside of town. Jacob
felt sorry for the poor families of Salzburg. He realized how
fortunate he was that his father earned a good income. And, he
realized how sad it would feel to be poor.

But, what made Salzburg a paradise to Jacob
right now was that it contained a certain Miss Rachael Goldberg.
For the past two years, he had fallen deeply in love with her.
While he considered the possibility that people his age often lust
after girls, more so than love them, Jacob was not at all confused.
They had been together almost constantly for the past year.
Recently, they had begun kissing. Jacob could see love in her eyes
too. Those tender, large brown eyes pulled at Jacob as gravity
pulled upon him. Some grand chemical explosion had taken place
within his brain and Jacob was madly, passionately, intensely in
love. He never imagined that another human being could so
completely capture his heart and his head. It felt frightening and
wonderful. Jacob Silverman was incredibly happy. The world was
theirs for the taking.

Jacob sat in the living room with his father,
waiting for his mother so that they could leave for the synagogue.
It seemed that they always were waiting for his mother when they
went somewhere. Jacob hated being late for anything. However, it
allowed time for Jacob and his father to have a long and important
conversation. The radio was on. It was broadcasting another Nazi
speech cursing Jews as the cause of world war. Jacob wondered if
people really believed this nonsense.

Jacob and his father gazed down in anxious
silence as the radio announcer droned on and on in his deep,
metallic voice. "Germany is united in stamping out the Jewish
vermin who daily poison our lives with their greed and
deceitfulness. For too many generations the good Aryan people have
allowed the Jewish traitors to live amongst us. But we will no
longer tolerate their social and political treachery. Jews are the
greatest evil in Europe. The have plans, along with their communist
brethren, to take over the world. Every good citizen of Europe
should point out the Jew and make him pay for what he has done to
us. See who has the money that starving Aryans deserve. Yes, while
the good, hard-working Aryan people of Europe starve, the Jews live
in luxury. They have moved into our cities and towns and stolen our
money. Greed and deceit is their way. Yes, Jews everywhere plot to
control the good Aryan people. They plot against us in their
minyans." Jacob and his father looked at each other with matching
horrified stares.

The announcer continued, unabated. "But, your
government has taken bold action to eliminate the Jewish danger. As
I speak today, labor camps are being built to house the Jewish
menace. They must wear their Star of David everywhere, so that we
may protect our children from their evil influence. We know it to
be true that Jews carry lice and spread disease among us. They are
truly vermin. The Jew serves the devil himself. Therefore, we must
punish the Jew. We must move them away from our dear Aryan
children, least they poison our precious offspring with their
mindless treachery. Jews are parasites. They are the lowest form of
life. As such, they do not deserve to live amongst us. We will
never surrender in our glorious fight to punish the evil Jew."
Moshe finally had enough. He stood up, walked over to the radio and
turned it off. Jacob noted with sadness how his father's posture
was now slumped, where it was once upright. His father wore an
expression of sorrow.

With each speech, Jews had become less safe
in Salzburg. During the past few months there had been an increase
in crime against Jews. Jewish-owned storefronts were smashed.
Stores were burned. The municipal firemen made little effort to
rescue a burning Jewish structure. Jewish physicians found fewer
and fewer gentile patients in their waiting rooms. Customers
disappeared at all types of Jewish stores. Accountants and lawyers
found themselves serving no one. After every propaganda meeting,
more Jews became targets. Life was changing very fast now. And,
while Jacob had complete trust in his father, he began to wonder if
it was too late to escape. For the first time in his life, Jacob
was truly frightened.

"Father," Jacob said softly, "Are we really
leaving Austria? Have you found passage for us to another country?"
Jacob knew that his mother had been badgering his father to find a
safe place for them to live for years. She had been experiencing
her "premonitions" again. Jacob recalled listening to his mother's
premonitions as a child. She told his father that something very
bad was coming and that the entire family should leave. She tried
to persuade her sisters, who lived in Poland. Every few days Hanna
would lecture Moshe about the need to escape. Jacob suddenly
realized that his mother could be right. Moshe fought against
Hanna's desire to emigrate. Like Jacob, Moshe found Salzburg a
beautiful place to live. Moshe had begun the process of seeking
political asylum only 24 The Nightmare Begins recently. Was it now
too late?

Moshe looked briefly at Jacob and then looked
down at the floor. He seemed preoccupied. "No, Jacob. I haven't
found anything yet. I've tried at least a dozen embassies. It seems
like no other country will admit Jews at this time. Their quotas
are filled for this year and next year - or so they say. Some
people say that Jews are safe in Hungary. I will try them again
next."

Anti-Semitism now permeated the soft and
silent city of Salzburg. Of course, it had been with some families
for many generations. But, now it appeared in schools, hospitals
and even in churches. The town population, which had already viewed
Jews with suspicion, now avoided them altogether. Many townspeople
believed that Jews were responsible for killing Jesus. They spoke
of Jews as being "clannish" and considered the Jews' spoken
language, a corrupted form of German called Yiddish, with disdain.
Many people suggested that all Jews were wealthy, regardless of
their appearance or standard of living. They appeared "strange" to
the gentile population of Salzburg. While it had not prevented
commerce between the two groups, these differences had always
seemed to be just under the surface of conversation. But the
influence of overt prejudice now poisoned the entire community. It
was growing stronger day by day, fed by German propaganda. Hitler
had made everyone afraid of Jews. He was divisive, with an
unrelenting purpose. He drove his wicked policies into smaller and
smaller communities, until everyone felt that they had to appear
against the Jews. Meanwhile, he drove the Jews out of their
comfortable homes and into deplorable ghettos. He stole their bank
accounts and businesses. He confiscated their art, jewelry and
valuable heirlooms. Deportation of Jews to labor and death camps in
the East was a constant threat. Many Nazis absconded with Jewish
property for themselves.

As he sat with his father and listened to the
Nazi diatribe on the radio, Jacob sank into despair. His thoughts
drifted back in time to his first real punishment at the hands of
Nazi youth.

He was fifteen years old, walking home from
school with his friends, Isaac and Saul. They were younger; ten and
twelve. But, since they lived in the same apartment building, Jacob
always walked home from school with them. The tenblock trip was
typically boring, accompanied by broken conversation and on some
days, extreme cold. The three boys exchanged small talk and
pleasantries, although none of them considered each other close
friends. Then, one day, the brown shirts arrived. Everything
changed after that. Just thinking about it made Jacob shiver.

The words emanating from the radio passed by
Jacob's ear as a distant chattering, while his mind traveled back
in time. He and his two younger friends were at the corner of
Kautzlgasse and Altgasse, walking home from school. It was late
November, almost Hanukkah, and Jacob's breath streamed out in front
of him as he walked. It was so cold that day. It was the coldest
day of the fall. There was almost a kilometer between school and
home. This day, the frigid wind whipped up snow and deposited it
against the windward side of every building. On a day like this,
walking with the wind at your back was a blessing. Walking directly
into such a frigid wind could turn one's face into a tangle of
stinging skin. If your breath came out and then went sideways, that
meant a partial stinging from the wind. But, if your breath
streamed out in front of you, then the wind was gratefully upon
your back, and at least for one day, your face would not take a
beating.

November 29, 1938, was like that. Jacob
recalled the bitter wind. Neither he, nor his traveling companions
spoke of it, although it had to be on their minds. They had only
one thing to fear, other than the cold wind, while walking home
from school - the "brown shirts." The brown shirts were a group of
fearsome gentile boys who were bent upon hurting Jews. They seemed
to model themselves upon the black-uniformed Waffen SS soldiers,
who had spread chaos and death upon Jews and other "undesirables."
They often whipped themselves into a fury at the town meeting hall.
After that, they went "hunting" for Jewish kids. Many of Jacob's
friends had been beaten badly by those evil kids. Jacob recalled
that they were more than halfway home with no one in sight. He
believed that the danger was gone that blustery day. It must have
been too cold for hunting, or so he thought. Unfortunately, he was
wrong.

Jacob stopped at the southeast corner. Behind
them leafless trees bent with the wind, like giant gray skeletons
resisting the relentless push of nature. To the front, the boys
could see the edges of the town. We're almost home! Their boots
made a crunching sound with each step upon packed-down snow. A
large black panel truck slid through the snow-covered intersection.
Jacob waited for his two companions to arrive. Suddenly, something
felt wrong to Jacob.

When the younger boys caught up, they turned
south onto Altgasse. Walking was treacherous, as there was ice
underneath the snowfall. Cars and buses traveled in the same narrow
pathways through the snowy streets, with steam and smoke trailing
out from their warm tailpipes. Sidewalks in front of businesses
were mostly shoveled, although elsewhere the footing remained
troublesome. Even with boots, it was almost impossible to walk
rapidly without falling. The howling wind built huge drifts,
obscuring some local landmarks and signs. Were it not for the
dangerous Brown Shirts, this trip could actually be fun.

Halfway between Altgasse and Breitenfelder,
the small stores gave way to scrubby empty lots, abandoned garages
and sheds. Snow blew into Jacob's eyes as they turned into the
wind. The tiny white flakes were pushed sideways by the fierce wind
as they fell from steel-gray skies. It was beginning to darken. The
days were so short now. Jacob's eyes began to water, reacting to
the wind and snow. For no particular reason, Jacob turned and
looked behind them. It was so hard to see that day. My eyes were
filled with tears and melted snow. How could they get so close to
us without my knowledge?

Jacob was startled to see five older students
walking briskly in his direction, all of them wearing brown shirts
with Nazi swastika emblems. Despite the cold and wind, the boys
proudly wore their Nazi shirts on the outside, over their coats.
Nothing, it seemed, would prevent these kids from proudly
displaying their Nazi symbols. Jacob hated those twisted crosses.
The boys and young men who wore the swastika armbands seemed bent
upon flashing them into the face of every Jew that passed them by.
Jacob hated them because they picked openly upon women and
children. They enjoyed inflicting fear and distress upon the 26 The
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Watching the brown shirts approaching,
Jacob's heart fluttered. He quickly looked in every direction for
people. We'll be all right in a crowd. Where is everyone? They
would all be safe if they could just blend into a group of adults.
But adults were nowhere to be found. It was simply too cold to be
outside. Minutes earlier they were surrounded by dozens of people.
But they had passed the stores, cafes and shops of Sterneckstrasse
and the crowds of shoppers were gone.

Jacob opened his mouth to tell his friends to
be quiet, that they were in trouble, when he suddenly saw five more
brown-shirted older boys heading in their direction from
Breitenfelder. Jacob's heart raced up into his throat and began to
pound heavily. Each of them had heard the Jew-hating speeches on
the radio. Last summer most of their gentile friends had gone away
to a special camp. They returned hating Jews. Even though Jacob
recalled playing with some of these boys as children, they were now
eager to punish him. He had become an enemy. Jacob had never hated
anyone. But, these brown-shirted boys wanted desperately to hurt
him and his friends - and only because they were Jews.

Jacob heard the fearful radio broadcast as he
recalled the terrible fear of that snowy afternoon. Austrian
residents were implored to "wipe out the Jewish menace." The
announcer told the audience that it was now the citizen's
responsibility to repel the Jew and drive him out from our Aryan
land. "They are a cancer, a curse upon the true Aryan people. This
Jew festers and draws its sustenance upon us. It is now a matter of
national pride and dignity that Jews be punished for their crimes
and pestilence against society."

It was in this climate that ten boys in brown
shirts approached Jacob and his companions with malice and hatred
in their hearts. Many of them felt pride in pummeling Jews as their
"civic duty." None of them felt the slightest compassion or empathy
for the smaller boys who had done nothing to offend them.

It began to snow harder, the heavy white
flakes driving at Jacob's eyes each time he turned around. The
snowflakes stung his eyes and made it increasingly difficult to
see. The boys behind were closer than the boys in front, and they
were gaining ground rapidly. Jacob spoke rapidly and with
authority. "Isaac, Saul... come closer." The other boys knew from
the tone of Jacob's voice that something was wrong. Jacob spoke,
almost in a whisper. "We're in trouble." The smaller boys swiveled
their heads rapidly in every direction. When they looked back at
Jacob, their eyes were wide with fear.

Isaac was substantially smaller than the
older Saul and Jacob. Saul and Isaac still had the side-curls
typical of Jewish males until their Bar Mitzvah. Jacob thought that
was unsafe. They might as well have advertised themselves as Jews.
They might as well have hung a large printed sign upon their
shoulders. Jews Here! Come and Get Your Jews! Jacob looked at their
side-curls now. They seemed to float upon the breeze, like wispy
wings that hung off of their small heads. Both of the younger boys
looked at Jacob pleadingly for help. It's up to me! I must protect
them.

Jacob wished that his two best friends were
with him now. Adam Levy was his oldest friend. Adam was a little
shorter than Jacob. Otherwise, they could have passed for twins.
They shared the same classes at school and at Hebrew School. During
school vacations, they were always together. Chaim Weitzman was
Jacob's other close friend. Although they became friends later in
life, they were brothers in arms, writing short stories together.
Adam and Chaim would have been most welcome in such an emergency.
But his best protection was Hershel Farber. Hershel had a thin
head, with narrow eyes and large ears. Although he was not very
physically appealing, he was a tremendous fighter. Many times in
recent months, Hershel had rescued smaller Jewish friends as they
were being beaten by the brown shirts. Those friends would have
fought to the death for Jacob, as he would fight for them.
Unfortunately, they were not with him. Jacob, it seemed, would have
to come up with a plan on his own.

"Isaac, run left. Try to make it to the
butcher shop on Thengasse. Cut through the alley!" Jacob suddenly
realized that he was screaming. With deliberation, he calmed
himself. He had to maintain order for the sake of his two smaller
friends.

"Yes, I understand," replied Isaac. Their
eyes met for a moment. It seemed oddly out of place, but Jacob
realized for the first time that Isaac had green eyes. Perhaps it
was a reflection from the snowy sky. Still, Jacob marveled at how
opaque those green eyes were. Jacob hoped that Isaac could read
less fear in his own eyes than he saw in Isaac's.

Jacob looked at Saul. He was trembling. His
mouth seemed to form a perpetual "O" shape. His breath came in
short, raspy gasps. He looked anxiously in both directions, as the
brown-shirted menace approached. Jacob noticed that Saul's legs
were shaking. He was blinking his eyes rapidly. Grasping his arms,
he looked directly into Saul's eyes. "Listen to me. Run as fast as
you can north. Try to get to Rocklbrunn Street. Then turn right on
Vogelweider. Run into any of the stores that seem to have a lot of
people!" Saul looked back, with his large, sad brown sad eyes. He
tried to smile, but it turned into a grimace. Jacob was reasonably
certain that Saul understood that he did not have a chance to reach
civilization before the brown shirts would catch him. Still, he
turned and began to run north on Altgasse. From behind, Jacob heard
him faintly say, "Good luck." Yes. They would all need a lot of
luck.

Jacob ran in the opposite direction, towards
the end of town. His hope was to draw as many of the brown shirts
as possible away from his friends. Jacob ran. He ran as hard and as
fast as he had ever run. Fear was the supreme motivator. At one
point, he remembered looking behind, to see how many of them were
following him. It looked like at least four or five. That was good,
he thought. His companions just might make it. He had at least
evened the odds a bit for his traveling companions.

Jacob recalled the panic of running for his
life and with it the dread. He remembered the intense terror that
came from the absolute certainty that he could not escape. He was
now running away from where people were. Plus, the brown shirts
were older and stronger than him. They ran faster. There was no
place to hide. The punishment would be severe, possibly fatal. What
would his parents think? What about Rachael? But he ran on. There
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As Jacob ran into the alley leading towards
Samergasse he could hear two distinct sounds. One sound was the
roar of engines on Samergasse. There would be traffic for Jacob to
use as cover or possibly protection. Unfortunately, the other sound
was footsteps on the pavement behind him.

They had crossed from snow-covered grass to
pavement, upon which much of the snow had thawed in the sun of the
early afternoon. Jacob's legs felt like they were on fire. Each
time he inhaled, he felt a strong stitch in his side. Despite the
freezing temperatures, Jacob was sweating profusely. His heart
pounded in his chest so hard, he thought it might explode. He ran
past Steinhousergasse, hoping to see some traffic. There were no
people to see in any direction. He ran towards Samergasse, because
it was a major street. It was wider and carried more traffic. In
order to get there, Jacob had to go through an alley. He ran
towards that alley as fast as he could. He could now hear the boys
behind him gasping for breath. The freezing cold air seemed
incapable of supplying Jacob with enough oxygen. The hoarse,
throaty breathing of the boys chasing him was too close. The sound
of their footsteps was terrifyingly close.

The pain of running was now an agony of
tremendous proportion. Jacob could barely feel his legs. His
strength was spent. The pain in his side was overpowering with each
breath. Jacob tried to focus on the traffic that was now only the
length of the alley away. Every few seconds, a car or truck passed
into view. He was so close now - only another hundred meters to
freedom and safety! But the footsteps from behind grew too close.
As Jacob reached the middle of the alley, his left leg clipped a
rain gutter on the side of a butcher shop. He tripped. Jacob
remembered how it felt to fly through the air sideways with arms
and legs spinning uncontrollably. He recalled how strange it felt
to be totally airborne, if only for a moment. The world spun around
Jacob as his body blasted through the freezing air. It was like
being on a carousel, without the carousel. A vista of objects
passed in front of him while he was airborne. He saw the white
stucco walls of the butcher shop, the sky filled with puffy gray
clouds and the red brick wall of the bar on the other side of the
alley. Jacob sprawled to the right upon descent and fell directly
into an enormous gray garbage can. The dented garbage can lid shot
out to the left, spinning through the air. As he landed, his head
created a prodigious dent in the middle of the can, crumpling it.
He remembered the auspicious bang.

Jacob lay there, sprawled out on the freezing
ground of the alley, gasping for breath. The garbage can lay next
to him, with a fair amount of trash sprinkled nearby. He could
smell the rancid odor of rotten meat and gagged upon it. He knew
that he should get up and run. The sound of traffic on the nearby
street was like a hum from heaven to Jacob. He tried to lift his
legs only to find that they would not obey. He wondered briefly if
he had damaged his spine in falling. Unable to move, Jacob lay on
the ground, grateful that he could at least catch his breath. That
grateful feeling didn't last long.

Moments later, four brown shirt boys
approached him. He looked for the others, but saw none. Apparently,
some of his apprehenders were unable to maintain the chase. He
briefly rejoiced in the knowledge that he could outrun most of his
older adversaries. But his physical collapse left him
defenseless.

"Hey Jew," screamed a boy that Jacob knew was
Karl Jurgens. He was eighteen, tall and thin. But he was also
powerful. Jacob recalled running against him in a track meet the
previous year. "Kike, why did you run?" Karl was literally foaming
at the mouth as he screamed these words at Jacob. Pieces of spittle
flew from his mouth, floating in the breeze before falling to the
ground in front of Jacob.

Suddenly, Karl kicked Jacob as hard as he
could, crushing two ribs on Jacob's right side. Jacob howled in
agony. He had never felt so much pain. "Jew!" Karl continued to
rant and kick. Jacob recoiled in agony. The stitch in his side from
running was nothing compared to the agony of the broken ribs. Each
time he took in a breath, his ribs screamed with pain.

"Why are you doing this to me, Karl?" asked
Jacob. We were once friends in school. What did I do to deserve
this?

Three other boys arrived, trying to catch
their breath. They saw how Karl had kicked Jacob and smiled. They
wanted some of that action. One of them approached Jacob from the
left. Jacob believed that his name was Otto. He was large - even
bigger than Karl.

"What are you good for, you stinking Jew?" he
cried out. Kick him again Karl!"

Karl shot an angry glance at Otto. "Don't use
my name, you idiot!"

Otto laughed. "He already knows who you are,
stupid!" Otto then drew his leg back and kicked Jacob as hard as he
could. Jacob's lower back exploded in pain. On his other side, Karl
was still trying to kick Jacob's ribs.

Jacob knew that the boys would aim for his
ribs, to maximize the damage. He therefore brought his arm down
quickly and caught the blow on his upper arm instead of his ribs.
Jacob screamed out again in pain. Still it was better than more
broken ribs.

Karl and Otto stood in front of Jacob, while
the other two boys held his arms. "We know what to do with filthy
Jews like you," screamed Otto. "You people have no right to live
here. You are filth. You are feces. You are worse than insects."
Otto continued to scream such insults at Jacob as rapidly as he
could think of them. Karl returned to kicking Jacob while swearing
at him. With his arms held up, Jacob's ribs were again defenseless.
One of the kicks broke a rib on Jacob's left side. He screamed in
agony. Otto could see that he had done some serious damage there.
"Hold him tight Leo," screamed Otto at one of the boys holding
Jacob's arms. Leo grabbed Otto by his coat and shook him. "Stop
using our names - fool!" Otto shook loose and returned to
tormenting Jacob. He continued to kick the same spot on Jacob's
left side, until blood began to flow from Jacob's nostrils and
mouth. I remember the feeling of warm blood running down my frozen
face. It was both frightening and comforting. The broken ribs had
punctured his left lung.

Otto looked down at the garbage near his
feet. With deliberation, he bent down and grabbed a pile of garbage
in his gloved hands. Jacob noticed that it contained some very old
and moldy vegetables and pieces of maggoty sausage. The pile also
contained cigarette and cigar butts and ashes. "Look at it,"
screamed Otto. Jacob stared at the tiny white worms crawling in the
sausage. Otto smiled 30 The Nightmare Begins as he looked back down
at Jacob. "This is what you are." Otto was again screaming directly
into Jacob's face. "You Jews are garbage. You kikes are all trash."
His spittle flew towards Jacob and fell upon his left cheek. It
felt warm and soft. "Hold him," said Otto to his colleagues. He
began to shove the garbage into Jacob's mouth. Jacob was
overwhelmingly repulsed. He tasted the combination of moldy
vegetables and sausage first. Then he tasted the ashes. The more he
tried to spit it out, the harder Otto pushed it in. Jacob's stomach
cramped and he felt himself beginning to vomit. He retched. The
boys holding him stepped to the side. He retched again and this
time a stream of vomit followed. This action blessedly forced Otto
a few feet away. It was the thought of maggots in my mouth.

Jacob collapsed to the ground. He was
devastated, emotionally and physically. The pain from his broken
ribs was agonizing. It seared through his chest like daggers with
each breath. Bright red blood flowed from his nostrils down the
front of his face to his neck, where it pooled. He recalled
thinking, for a moment, how good it would feel to be dead. His
mouth was filled with blood. He discovered that the pain was not as
horrible if he took very shallow breaths. He was dizzy and
nauseous. Writhing on the ground in pain, he gazed up at the
steel-gray winter sky. A delicate pure white snowflake drifted
across the sky, landing on a nearby juniper branch. It danced
momentarily on the branch, reflecting the opaque light of the
failing afternoon, before tumbling slowly to the ground. He
wondered, in an offhand manner, how life could be so beautiful and
so horrible at the same time. But, the world was fading away.

Karl, who had been silent for a while,
suddenly returned. He was carrying a stick with something on the
end. Jacob's vision was dim. Solid objects seemed to sway by
themselves. Karl whispered something to Otto. I'm having trouble
focusing. Sounds seem so far away. They shared a brief laugh and
again approached Jacob. Then, they bent over him. Jacob's ears were
ringing loudly. He had trouble hearing what his tormentors were
saying. Only some of the words came through. "You Jews are shit,"
screamed Karl. "Do you know that, you filthy kike? People who are
shit should eat it."

Karl continued to scream, but Jacob was
slipping to darkness. He heard Leo, somewhere to his left. "Hey
Karl, he's got a lot of blood coming out. I think he's hurt pretty
bad." Then, someone pushed the end of the stick into his mouth.
When Jacob smelled the feces, he knew that it was real. He retched
again, although this time nothing emerged except a string of
silvery red mucous. He spit out the feces as best he could. When he
looked down, he saw that his new coat was covered with blood and
garbage. Every movement caused agony in his chest and side. He
waited for the peace of death.

"Go get some more," Jacob heard one of the
boys say. Karl obediently pulled the stick back and walked away.
The boys holding Jacob were now screaming with glee. "You're just
getting some of what you deserve, you stupid filthy Jew boy!" Each
time one of the boys pulled his arm in any direction, pain flared
out across his side and in his chest. Jacob coughed and bright red
blood flew from his mouth and nostrils. A large bubble of blood lay
upon the end of his nostril. It expanded and contracted with each
breath, like a tiny red balloon, inflating and deflating. Turning
sideways, he spat a huge mouthful of bright blood. It fell onto the
pristine white snow, sparkling as it rapidly melted through it. As
the world swam around him and the boys' voices became faint, Jacob
finally wished for death. His pain had become unbearable. I feel so
ashamed. These boys have made me into garbage. I hope that my
friends made it to the shops safely. I am relieved that none of
them saw me like this. I feel so embarrassed.

Suddenly, Jacob heard a new voice. It came
from near the street. It was the sound of a man. "Hey, what are you
guys doing there?" Someone screamed, but who was it? The brown
shirt boys disappeared into the woods. Jacob wanted to get up, but
he found himself unable to move. Moments later, the wide face of a
large man wearing a huge white apron appeared above him. Jacob's
vision was failing. Who was it? The man held what appeared to be a
meat cleaver in his right hand. Was it the local butcher? Darkness
was fast overtaking Jacob as he remained on the frozen ground, near
his vomit and the pile of garbage. Each breath was a labor now,
with ever more blood emerging from his nostrils. Finally, the world
disappeared completely.

Jacob spent almost a week in the hospital,
recovering from the most violent beating that the hospital staff
could recall seeing. The brown shirt gang was never punished for
beating Jacob within an inch of his life. In fact, Jacob was forced
to leave the hospital early because it "no longer served Jews." But
his friends had made it to safety that day. Jacob was grateful for
that. He remembered listening to his father call his name as he
regained consciousness. It was the best sound he had ever heard. As
long as he was with his father, nothing bad could happen. Or so he
thought at the time.

Jacob heard his father calling his name
again. This time, however, he was home. He was again listening to
the droning Nazi propaganda on the radio. "Are you all right,
Jacob?" He realized that he had been wandering in the past. He
blinked hard and brought himself into the present. The man on the
radio continued to blare warnings about the "Jewish threat."

"Yes," replied Jacob. But I don't think I'll
ever really be the same again." Moshe offered a wry smile, somehow
understanding that Jacob's mind was reliving his terrible
punishment at the hands of the brown shirts. In the two years since
that beating, Jacob's family was less safe, less secure and less
wanted than ever in their own community. Jacob wondered what it was
like for Jews in other countries under German control. Was this
scenario repeated? Were Jewish boys and girls elsewhere in Europe
subjected to inhumane treatment by their gentile neighbors? It
seemed beyond reason that former classmates and friends now cursed
them for being Jewish. Why?

Since 1937, Jacob had heard about Jews who
were rounded up by the Einsatzgruppen, vicious trained killers who
moved about Europe with the assistance of the German armed forces
and the SS. They executed many Jews on-site, sent others to labor
camps and moved entire families out of their homes into a "ghetto."
He had also heard about Jews, Gypsies, homosexuals and disabled
people that were deported by Germany to "the East." The German army
promised Jews a "labor camp" where they would "work towards their
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being sent to such a place. Everyone who remained spoke of such
things at the synagogue. There were always fresh rumors about
Jewish relatives in other cities who had been sent by Germany to
work camps, to be used as a labor force in building bombs for the
army. By 1939, there were whispers and dark rumors of much worse
treatment. Some people told of Jews who were sent to "shower rooms"
where their heads were shaved and then the rooms were filled with
poison gas. Many people laughed and dismissed this as just a rumor,
to frighten the Jews or to bring them into control. Still, it was
difficult to account for relatives who seemed to have suddenly
disappeared from the "labor" camps, with no letters or forwarding
addresses.

Jacob, recalling his own near-death
experience at the hands of Austrian nationals, could not easily
dismiss these rumors. Something evil was at work in Europe and for
Jacob it came in the guise of brown-shirted youth and new laws that
made Jews second-class citizens. This evil infection of hate had
become insidious in the culture. It now spread, like some terrible
virus. It made common citizens mistrust and hate their neighbors.
The peaceful isolation provided by Salzburg's towering white-capped
mountains could not protect the Jews of Salzburg from the coming
tragedy. When displaced by the Nazis in 1940, the Jewish population
of Salzburg numbered less than two hundred - with just one
synagogue and one Rabbi. Upon conclusion, not a single Jew would
remain alive in this city once considered an idyllic vacation spot
for the aristocracy of Europe.

Jacob endured the Nazi propaganda and thought
about how he, Rachael and his close friends had tempted fate by
trying to trick German soldiers. How naïve we were. They even toyed
with the new terror of Salzburg, The Gestapo Hitler's secret
police. How could we have been so stupid?

Jacob and Rachael were not only talented
musicians; they also spoke several languages, in addition to their
normal Yiddish. Jacob spoke French, German and Russian. Rachael
spoke German, Hungarian and English. In the beginning, they decided
to remove the Star of David from their clothing and visit
coffeehouses and bars, disguising themselves as Christian visitors.
There, they sometimes spoke a foreign language in an effort to
confuse the German soldiers. It was a silly game that made them
feel as though they had some imaginary influence over the
conquering Hun. As time passed, they became increasingly bold by
making insulting and derogatory remarks about the Germans and their
culture. During the winter of 1939-1940, Jacob and Rachael were at
their best, flaunting their fluency in other languages or
pretending not to understand German.

Had the Germans known that these hormonally
challenged adolescents were Jewish, Jacob and his friends would
have been arrested on the spot and sent to a prison camp. But, they
passed themselves off well - at first. The only problem was that
they had to remember which language and dialect they used at which
coffeehouse or bar - and in the presence of which Germans. If it
was Bavarian at the Ram's Horn Inn the first time, it must be
Bavarian every time there. They knew that the Germans were
listening and a mistake would be caught. With time and practice,
they learned to identify Germans by unit, rank and sometimes by
name. The regular Wermacht soldiers wore gray uniforms. The SS
soldiers wore black uniforms. And the Gestapo usually wore black
trench coats. That is, unless they were operating undercover, in
which case they wore civilian clothing. They were, at first,
fascinated with the Gestapo. Too late, they realized that they were
playing with fire.

Telling their parents that they were at each
other's house, Jacob and Rachael met halfway between their
buildings and ventured into the city's myriad of coffeehouses, bars
restaurants and lodges. The Germans made them feel shame for their
religion, so Jacob and Rachael found tricking the Germans a way to
fight back, even if it accomplished nothing. Taking a table within
earshot of the Germans, Jacob and Rachael selected a dialect of
German or a foreign language and spoke loud enough for the Germans
to hear them. Each would try to outdo the other. They sounded like
actors rehearsing badly in public. The Gestapo often stared at them
with open contempt. And, while Jacob and Rachael laughed all the
way home after such escapades, their planning had one major fault.
They had not anticipated that the same German soldier or spy might
attend different establishments in different clothing or in a
disguise.

For almost two years, Jacob and Rachael were
uproariously successful in passing themselves off as foreigners or
as cultured, vacationing Germans and Austrians. By October 1939,
they were so good at this that they began to invite some of their
friends from school to watch them "perform." Unbeknownst to them,
one particular Gestapo officer, Lieutenant Johan Goring, was
observant enough to notice that Rachael spoke with a perfect
Bavarian accent one night in one bar, and yet spoke only French in
another bar, just two nights later. Lt. Goring also noted on the
second night that three of their friends had joined them, watching
and laughing at their raucous humor. As he was trained to "look for
the Jew everywhere," Goring also noticed that the newcomers and the
two originals had similar features. They all seemed to have dark
hair, often curly - and brown eyes. One evening, he noticed that
their coats had pieces of gold thread where a Jew would have
displayed the Star of David. He was certain that they were Jews.
Finally, one cold and rainy evening, he felt ready to test his
theory.

Rachael stood at the bar in the Hotel
Caspian, where she pretended to be a visitor from France. She had
two fresh mugs of beer, one in each hand. As she turned around to
return to her table, a strong arm grabbed her from behind. She
swiveled to see a large man in a business suit holding onto her
with a grip that meant business. In German, Goring said, "I am
Lieutenant Goring of the Gestapo. Perhaps you could tell me why you
spoke fluent German only two nights ago at the Ram's Horn Inn and
you now seem only to speak French."

Rachael was frozen with fear. She had seen
him before. But, he had always been in a Gestapo uniform! Her heart
was suddenly pounding rapidly in her chest. Suddenly, it wasn't a
game any longer. What should I do? The iron grip on her arm
tightened even harder, cutting off circulation. She winced at the
pain. "Show me your papers," demanded Goring.

Of course, neither Jacob nor Rachael had
foreseen the need to create false papers. Her own papers revealed a
Jewish identity. She looked at Jacob for help. But Jacob was deeply
engrossed in a pretend conversation with his friend Saul, 34 The
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She looked around in the bar and quickly estimated no fewer than
twelve German soldiers, plus two SS officers near the door. She
mentally screamed at Jacob for help. Still, he looked the other
way. Goring began screaming at her, demanding her identity
papers.

Rachael, still playing her game, responded in
French as though she did not understand. Perspiration was now
dripping down the side of her face. She was dizzy and feared that
she would soon faint. The room seemed to be spinning. Suddenly,
Goring slapped her face hard enough to draw blood from her nose. "I
said, show me your papers!" Her plight was beginning to attract
attention around the bar. They will arrest me and I will never see
Jacob or my family again. The room was spinning faster. She wished
that she had not consumed two beers already. They had gone to her
head. Rachael fought off fainting as hard as possible, knowing that
she would wake up at Gestapo headquarters if she were to pass out.
She shook her head from side to side and blinked hard. The Gestapo
officer asked, "Is that your friend over there?" He pointed
directly at Jacob.

Rachael desperately needed to protect Jacob.
But Goring had seen them together at the other bar. She was now
certain of it. I must warn Jacob. But how can I do it? At the same
moment, Jacob looked up at the bar and saw instantly that the
Gestapo had captured Rachael. His heart fluttered up into his
throat and seemed to skip a beat or two. He stopped breathing.
Unexpectedly, the game was no longer a game. A wave of nausea
passed over him. He felt food and beer moving up from his stomach.
I cannot become sick now. He said something to Saul without looking
at him. Saul looked at the bar and slowly got up from his chair. He
began walking carefully to the exit, glancing at the SS officers
near the door. With a calm demeanor, Jacob stood up, put his coat
on, grabbed Rachael's coat and walked towards the bar. At the same
time, he saw Goring motion to someone near the door. Turning
slowly, Jacob saw that the two SS officers had positioned
themselves to block the doorway. They were trapped. Saul stood
motionless, in no-man's-land.

Jacob's mind whirred as he walked to the bar.
To capitulate was never a part of his plan. Instead, he swallowed
hard and walked directly to Rachael. As he neared the bar, he saw
that Goring was smiling broadly. Over the noise of the crowd, he
heard Goring say something like, "You Jews will burn for doing
this." So, they burn Jews after all? Did he mean it figuratively?
Jacob had never been able to shake off the dreadful nightmare in
which he had been forced to burn dead Jews at a death camp.
Goring's comment stirred that powerful anxiety.

Jacob, who intended only to speak with
Rachael, walked instead directly to Goring. Saying nothing at all,
Jacob stood toe to toe with him, staring directly into his
steel-gray eyes. In Rachael's mind, time had suddenly slowed down.
She was terribly frightened. But, she marveled at Jacob's bravery.
And, she suddenly knew that he would always defend her with his own
life. She swiftly loved him more deeply and totally than ever
before.

It seemed to Rachael that Jacob and Goring
stood toe-to-toe for ages, although it probably was only seconds.
Abruptly, Jacob grabbed the two mugs filled with beer in each of
Rachael's hands, and flung them into Goring's face. At the same
moment, he shoved Rachael's coat into her hands and grabbed her
right arm. As they turned to run, Jacob took a moment to glance
back at Goring, who was now clutching his face and shaking his head
vigorously.

With Goring temporarily blinded, and with
Rachael in tow, Jacob ran behind the bar to the hallway leading to
the kitchen. There was only one entrance to the bar that was
visible from the street. Jacob prayed that there was another
doorway from the kitchen. They ran past lavatories on the left,
bumping into a fat old man coming out. He yelled something at them.
The lavatories are a dead end, even with windows. Jacob pushed his
way through waiters into the kitchen. Cooks swiveled pans of food
over large swathes of fire, with more food boiling in huge steamy
pots upon an enormous hooded stove. Jacob and Rachael ran through
the bustling kitchen, shoving people aside. Food-filled pots and
pans were now flying through the air as Jacob and Rachael bumped
into preoccupied cooks and waiters balancing several plates
simultaneously. Everyone, it seemed, was now screaming at them in
anger.

As they reached the end of an aisle, Jacob
turned sharply and Rachael slipped to the floor. Her feet went
completely out from under her as she slid into a metal cupboard at
one end of the steamy room. As Jacob reached down to help her up,
he saw Goring enter the kitchen. Beer was dripping from his hair
and face. Two more German soldiers were in tow. Observing Jacob and
Rachael, Goring pulled a pistol from his holster. As he walked
towards them, Rachael turned to look at Jacob. Her face was a
contorted mask, overwhelmed with fear. Jacob picked Rachael up from
the floor, but now Goring was near. He stopped and raised his
pistol. Everyone fell to the floor, except Jacob and Rachael.
Without thinking, Jacob grabbed a huge pot that had been boiling on
the edge of the stove. With both hands, he threw the pot and its
boiling contents upon the angry Gestapo officer.

Goring screamed with surprise and pain. He
clutched his face again, this time in agony. As Goring grabbed at
his burning face, he dropped his gun. It clattered to the floor at
Rachael's feet. She bent over, grabbed the gun and ran with Jacob
around the corner.

To their great relief, Jacob and Rachael saw
a doorway directly in front of them. They ran for it, only to see
it blocked by a very large and angry chef. The angry Bohemian chef
was about forty years old, with huge muscles, a very thin dark
moustache and a very mean expression. He held a large meat cleaver
threateningly in his right hand. The chef was furious about damage
to the kitchen and the long wait for food that his customers would
now endure. He glared down at them with a fearsome expression.

Turning around, Jacob saw that Goring was now
standing again. His face was as red as a tomato. He looked like
someone who had been very badly sunburned. Jacob grabbed the gun
from Rachael and pointed it at the chef. "Move," yelled Jacob. But
the chef simply stared at them. Goring was almost upon them. "Move
or I'll shoot," screamed Jacob. Still, the chef held his ground.
Jacob pointed the gun up, over the chef's head and cocked the
trigger. He intended only a warning shot. He pulled the trigger.
Nothing happened.

Jacob surmised that the safety must still be
on. He looked all over the gun helplessly, searching for a safety.
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However, he had never held a handgun before and had no idea what to
look for. Then, he saw a very small lever near the handle. He tried
it and it moved about half an inch, with a satisfying click at the
end. He again pointed the gun and squeezed the trigger. This time
the result was a deafening explosion. The pistol kicked
unexpectedly, pushing Jacob's hand and wrist backwards. The bullet
ricochet bounced off of counters and cupboards. Everyone in the
kitchen stopped and ducked in fear. The chef moved away quickly. Oh
my God, I've fired a gun! Jacob tingled with emotion. His mind
reeled with conflicting feelings. Despite the fear, I've never felt
more exhilarated!

At the doorway, Jacob turned and saw Goring
still bearing down at them. He resembled a red-faced
lobster-monster, with arms flailing out in both directions. His
face was bright red, his shirt had come out from his pants and the
contents of the boiling pot that Jacob had thrown were all over
him. Particles of food clung to his face and coat. His arms were
pumping as he attempted to gain speed. But Goring was overweight
and not very fast. Again, Jacob pointed the gun up and fired
another shot over everyone's head. I must not hit anyone - only
frighten the Germans! Unarmed now, Goring tried to drop to the
floor. Instead, his feet flew out in front of him. He fell directly
upon his butt, sliding across the linoleum floor. Jacob saw two
nearby cooks laughing as he grabbed Rachael and dashed out the
door.

Jacob and Rachael ran as fast as they could
through dark alleys and behind storefronts. Wherever possible, they
ran in shadows. Fortunately, it was a moonless night. Almost
nothing was visible away from the city lights. They could hear the
SS officers running behind them. They blew whistles and screamed at
each other. But Jacob and Rachael knew every inch of the city and
the Germans did not. Finally, after about half an hour, they
stopped in a dark alley to rest. They could hear the commotion they
had caused several blocks away. Suddenly, Rachael whispered to
Jacob, "What about Saul? They saw him sitting with you!" Jacob had
been so busy with their escape that he had forgotten about Saul.
What if he was now being interrogated with the Germans? "Rachael,
there's nothing we can do for Saul now. Let's just hope that he
somehow found his way out."

They sat underneath the doorway to a large
furniture factory, trying to catch their breath. They were both too
winded to speak for a while. Moments later, Rachael was able to
talk. She grasped Jacob's face in her hands and kissed him full on
the lips. "That's for saving me," she whispered hoarsely. He saw
her powerful emotion. Jacob, meanwhile, was deep in thought. Every
nerve in his body was tingling. Something deep inside of me was
awakened tonight. I can't put my finger on it, but it feels like I
am a different person. It was as though I was doing the right thing
by fighting. He looked at his beautiful Rachael and smiled. But, it
was a tentative smile. "What is it, Jacob? What is bothering you?
Should I tell her? Jacob reasoned that there were only two people
in which he could confide everything. One was his beloved father.
The other was Rachael, his soul mate.

He began slowly. "Rachael, I find this hard
to describe. But, because of what we did tonight, I feel different.
When I fired the gun in the tavern, it felt somehow... right. It
felt like the right thing to do. Oh Rachael, I don't know how to
say this, but it feels as though something deep inside has
awakened. My life has suddenly changed and a new destiny is calling
to me. I feel as though I am supposed to do something important."
Jacob's voice dropped to almost a whisper. "I feel as though I am
supposed to lead men into battle. I think that my destiny is to
fight the Germans, but I'm not sure how, or where, or with what
weapons."

He kicked absently at a nearby rock, causing
it to tumble into a thicket of dead weeds. When he continued,
Rachael heard the strength in his voice. "Whatever happened
tonight, it was a signal to me. Somehow, somewhere, I am to be a
leader. I feel this deep in my bones, Rachael. I cannot tell you
why. I have no experience with weapons or warfare. I have never
been a leader. But, as God is my witness, I know that my destiny is
to fight back at the Germans, who have made our lives miserable."
He said all of this while looking at the ground. Suddenly, he
looked up into Rachael's eyes. "Oh Rachael, something has begun
that is very terrible. I am beginning to understand that my
nightmare was a warning. We must prepare for a terrible future in
which fighting back may be the only way that we can stay
alive."

Rachael offered a flicker of a smile and put
her arms around him. She squeezed him tightly and whispered in his
ear. "Whatever happens, Jacob, I will be at your side."

To their great relief, Saul was in school the
next day. He had been able to sneak out of the front door when
everyone was chasing Jacob and Rachael from the back of the inn.
This marked the final time that Jacob and Rachael would
deliberately provoke the Germans.

The propaganda speech that Jacob and his
father had been listening to was ending. A wild crowd cheered in
the background as a band began playing the German national anthem.
Jacob sat in silence, deep in thought. What can cause a society to
prey upon its own innocent people? He understood that many
Europeans had for generations mistrusted Jews. They did so because
their parents taught them to mistrust or hate Jews. It was not
uncommon for families to perpetuate such hatred from generation to
generation. And, Jacob understood that Jews have been persecuted in
almost every society. The Romans tortured and killed tens of
thousands of Jews because they would not renounce their religion.
The Spanish inquisition killed at least a million Jews, while
making refugees of millions more. The Crusades, in the name of
Jesus Christ, killed over a million Jews. I suppose it is now my
turn to endure that which my ancestors had to endure. Now, there
was no place to go. It was in fact unlawful to aid or hide a Jew,
or to protect him from forced relocation.

As the months passed, new laws were enacted
to "contain the Jewish problem." The laws were very restrictive.
For Jacob and his parents, the law confined them to a small
geographical boundary. They were not allowed outside of the
so-called "Jewish ghetto" without permission. Those caught outside
without permission could be summarily shot. Although the Jews of
Europe had for centuries contributed mightily to the arts, culture,
science, medicine, higher education and law of their communities,
they were now considered enemies of the people. Those who
sympathized with Jewish causes often disappeared, never to 38 The
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had equal rights before the war, now bowed to the authority of
Germany. The Nazis planned to "cleanse" Europe of each and every
Jew, and anyone who interfered with that plan was simply removed,
permanently.

 


Chapter 4 Undying Love

Jacob's thoughts, like most adolescents,
often shifted to the one person who had most significantly
dominated his definition of paradise for the past three years, his
girlfriend, Rachael Goldberg. In fact, Rachael was never out of
Jacob's mind for more than a minute or two. Jacob's infatuation
with Rachael had become obsessive. His thoughts rarely strayed from
Rachael's shapely figure, perfect facial features and long dark
hair. From the moment that Jacob was introduced to Rachael and
first gazed into her large, dreamy brown eyes - Jacob was
captivated. Later, he would tell people that something deep inside
pulled him to Rachael. He was amazed at this feeling, describing it
as more spiritual than visceral. Although he greatly loved his
parents, Jacob had never before experienced such a powerful,
personal magnetic force. Every minute without Rachael was painful.
She pulled upon the fabric of his soul with an unexpected and
impressive force. And, each time that he saw Rachael, they became
increasingly intimate. Within just a few weeks, they were
hopelessly and permanently in love.

Rachael, her younger sister Anna, and her
father, Ariel, moved to Salzburg from Munich four years earlier.
Rachael's mother died during a virulent influenza epidemic in 1937.
Despite having a good income and a very nice apartment, Ariel was
despondent. Everything about their home in Munich reminded him of
his wife, Greta. So, he decided to look for a hospital-posting
elsewhere. When the Salzburg St. Johannes Hospital advertised an
opening for an orthopedic surgeon in 1937, he jumped at the
opportunity. Ariel and his daughters became infatuated with the
rare beauty of Salzburg. It was geographically and socially very
different from the big city environment of Munich. He felt that it
was the perfect place to raise his daughters and to create a new
life for himself. Although the Jewish "quarter" of Salzburg was
located in a less desirable part of the city, the apartments were
nice and very large. The rental cost was also much lower than in
Munich. Anna and Rachael quickly made new friends and entered the
public school system in Salzburg. Ariel was welcomed at the
hospital, particularly with the Jewish doctors. Among them was
Moshe Silverman, one of the most skilled and respected physicians
in Salzburg. However, it was his personality that endeared everyone
to Moshe Silverman. He was a very gentle, kind, softspoken and
cheerful man. The two soon became close friends, spending weekends
and evenings with each other. Before long, Rachael and Jacob, who
were only months apart in age, quickly became close friends.

By coincidence, Jacob and Rachael played
string instruments. Jacob, like his mother, played violin. Rachael
played viola. They enjoyed many pleasing evenings together playing
Mozart, Beethoven and Bach. In particular, they loved to play
Mozart's Symphonia Concertante in E-Flat, for violin and viola. It
seemed to be a perfect choice. They played the lead instruments and
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Mozart turned into frequent entertainment for relatives and
friends. Both of them were talented musicians. But, Jacob's talent
was clearly superior. He had been playing violin since he was a
small child, guided ably by his mother's teaching. At first, Jacob
had raged within himself about playing violin. Of course, he had
the hands of a child, and he cursed himself for having such small
fingers. However, his mother was persistent and Jacob's talent
excelled over all of his classmates in school. In fact, his talent
astonished his orchestra instructor. In third grade, Jacob played
as well or better than most secondary school students.

Jacob's parents wanted him to go to a music
school in Paris. There, along with other remarkably talented youth,
Jacob would become one of the most talented violinists in Europe.
Jacob, on the other hand, was more interested in medicine. He
wanted to attend the Medical College of Berlin, and become a
physician, like his father. Unfortunately, under Nazi rule, Jews
were no longer allowed to attend either of those schools. Jacob's
career plans had suddenly turned into a hopeless dream.

Jacob knew that he was in love the first time
that he had kissed Rachael. It was a life-changing event. They
danced together at the Bar Mitzvah reception for the brother of a
mutual friend. The klezmer band had been playing loud raucous music
much of the evening. They played Hava Negilah as everyone danced
madly in circles. Eventually, the music slowed down. Jacob was not
a good dancer, particularly when the music was slow. However, he
could not take his hands off of Rachael. She was equally captivated
by the moment. As the slow dance music filled the hall, they
approached each other. At first, they were clumsy. Neither of them
was very experienced with dancing. With rigid arms, they held their
hands out, away from their bodies, which were separated by the
distance of their arms. Neither of them danced with the beat. They
were like stiff mannequins, or people made of wood. Their bodies
moved, but not in unison. Still, there was something akin to
electricity whenever they touched. Jacob quickly glanced around the
dance floor to see who might be observing his error-filled
performance. He was perspiring. But his heart continued to race,
faster and faster. His dream girl was in his arms for the very
first time. Jacob fretted desperately that Rachael might not feel
the same way about him. He would have been devastated.

Then, their eyes met and the world faded
away. Everything in Jacob's peripheral vision seemed to diminish
into darkness, while his body and Rachael's grew close. The sound
of the band receded. It remained a soft reminder of the exterior
world. Rachael curled her left arm around Jacob's neck. With
tenderness, her fingers moved up the back of his head. She smiled
shyly and played with his dark, curly hair. For a moment, Jacob
wondered if someone (the Bar Mitzvah reception police?) would throw
them out. It didn't matter. At that moment, nothing in the world
was more important than Rachael. He observed every detail of her
appearance and instantly committed it to memory. Her large brown
eyes glistened. He noticed how Rachael's long, shiny dark hair
curled up at the ends, in striking contrast to the starkness of her
white neck and shoulders. It was also curled on each side, over her
ears and neck. He remembered how vividly it shined, framing her
face with sublime softness. Her nose was perfect - not too narrow
or too wide. Her skin was warm, supple and soft. He noticed every
tiny imperfection. Her perfume was intoxicating. Everything about
her radiated beauty, softness and desire.

Jacob was lost in her sparkling deep brown
eyes. He placed his hand upon her face for the first time, cradling
it in the soft, warm palm of his right hand and drew her close to
him. Their lips met in an epiphany of sublime joy. Jacob wanted
that moment to last forever. And, in his mind - he knew it would.
Nothing else mattered - not then, not ever.

The band stopped playing. Jacob and Rachael
stood in the center of the dance floor. Slowly, they met in a
glorious, passionate kiss. Jacob's heart was pounding so hard that
he was certain Rachael could feel it. As they looked into each
others' eyes, Jacob realized that it was the most perfect moment in
his life. I love you Rachael. And, I will always love you. You are
my destiny. Their lives would never be the same again.

Just as Jacob recalled the passionate dance
floor embrace and kiss, he was interrupted by the shrill voice of
his mother. "Jacob, do you want to be late for shul? Please get up
and come in for breakfast. And I want you to practice that
Mendelssohn sonata before we leave." Jacob woke up and realized
that he had been dreaming of Rachael. Looking into his mirror as he
washed for breakfast, Jacob wished that he had never had that other
dream - that nightmare about being in a death camp. He brushed his
dark wavy hair, which dissatisfied him greatly. It was always too
wavy, never manageable. However, he was quite proud of the new
beard that he had managed to grow. It covered much of his face, but
was always neatly trimmed. Although it was predominantly dark
brown, there was a hint of red on the sides. Rachael didn't like
it, but Jacob thought it made him appear older, perhaps even more
learned. Most of the Jewish men he knew in Salzburg had a beard.
Some of them even had the characteristic curly locks of hair around
their ears, defining them as Hassidic. But Jacob was not as
religious and he did not spend much time with those Jews, who
regarded each passing minute as an opportunity to study and
interpret the Talmud. Jacob and Rachael felt more comfortable with
the larger group of more secular Jewish teenagers. Of course, they
both had attended Hebrew School, in addition to their public
school. But they were not interested in devoting every waking
minute to Jewish study. Jacob ran into the bathroom to get ready.
With his thoughts on Rachael, he began to hum the Mendelssohn
sonata. His ghastly dream of brutality and evil was quickly fading
into the farthest reaches of his subconscious mind.

 


Chapter 5 Hanna's Dark History

Jacob's mother, Hanna, was a doting and
nervous woman. Although only in her forties, Hanna's hair was
mostly white and she had worry-wrinkles around her eyes. Jacob had
heard family friends speak in hushed tones about the "problems" of
her childhood. Jacob had only a year ago heard the pogrom story,
and it was told by his father in a most forensic manner. Yet, Jacob
still found the tale unnerving. There was something about hatred
towards Jews that always bothered Jacob. He was haunted by such
tales, even though the stories sometimes changed in the re-telling.
He thought about the sadness and death in his mother's family.
Could it be a harbinger of something yet to come?

Hanna was a small and delicate woman who
loved Jacob more than anything. Yet, she carried a deep, intense
fear that one day she would lose him. This dark fear haunted Hanna
constantly. She was afraid to tell anyone about it. Sometimes she
came close to telling Moshe about her unnatural fear, but each time
she failed to summon the required courage. She knew what he would
say. He would say that she worried too much, or that it would never
happen. Still, Hanna could not shake the strong premonition that
something dreadful was about to happen. She felt it in her very
bones.

Jacob believed that, for some unknown reason,
his mother feared him growing up. His interpretation was that she
feared losing him when he moved away to attend university. He loved
his mother, although he sometimes felt as though she was smothering
him with her protection. He knew that she loved him, but he also
recognized that she had difficulty expressing it. Occasionally, it
felt more like despair. Jacob reveled in the unconditional warm
love that poured out from his father. He and his father had bonded
with the strongest, unrelenting endearment. They shared each
other's thoughts and feelings with ease. With his mother, the
relationship was somewhat strained.

Hanna's family came from a small village in
Russia, near Kiev. It was called Koval. During this time in Russia,
it was not uncommon for bands of criminals to roam the countryside,
killing and looting small, unprotected villages. They often raided
Jewish towns, since they were often not well-defended. They called
such an attack a "pogrom." These gangs of criminals would steal,
rape and murder at will, often for simple amusement. The Ukrainians
who participated in these crimes liked to call themselves
"Cossacks," after the legendary Russian cavalry. They thought of
themselves as the finest horsemen of Russia, like their ancestors
in the Russian army. Yet, these Cossacks were nothing more than
brute thieves and common criminals. They discovered that they could
get away with murder, as the government took no action to stop
them. Many of them enjoyed torturing innocent people before killing
them.

When Hanna was a child, the Cossacks were the
worst type of plague. They would periodically round up and kill the
males in a village, steal anything of value, burn the homes and
torture and rape the women and girls. Sometimes the Cossacks would
abduct women, taking them as slaves. Hanna told Jacob that her Aunt
Sara was abducted in the "Kishna Pogrom" in 1903. Hanna never told
Jacob the details, except to say that it was Eastertime and some of
the local Christians spread word that Jews had used the blood of
Christians to make matza. Whipping themselves into a drunken
frenzy, the Cossacks went to the streets and destroyed every Jewish
building and apartment in the city.

A year later, they were still at it. The
government did nothing to prevent the attacks. It was later
estimated that 60,000 Jews died in that pogrom. Although her aunt's
husband was killed in the pogrom, her son and daughter survived,
only to be sent away with a trainload of Jews in 1915. They were
never seen or heard from again. Her ravaged, blood-covered body was
found two months later, almost unrecognizable. After being raped
dozens of times, she had bled to death from a severely torn uterus.
Some people whispered that when they were done with her, they used
some sort of tool to rip her uterus into pieces. Jacob wondered how
humans could do such things to each other. To the Russian Cossack
criminals, these were simple games of amusement. To them, the life
of a Jew was cheap.

One such maddening mindless rampage through
Hanna's village occurred just before Easter in 1915, when Hanna was
seven years old. Hanna's father was away from the village searching
for a better home for his family. That left Hanna, her mother and
her four sisters in the house. Most of the men were out on a
hunt.

The attack occurred on a perfect spring
evening. It was warm, decidedly warm for so early in the spring.
The sound of hundreds of chirping songbirds filled the air. A large
wave of bird migration had followed the recent arrival of warm air
and the little town was filled with birdsong. The birds competed
intensely for juicy berries that hung from the local trees. The air
was hauntingly still. Not a leaf was blowing in the trees. The
large pond in the center of town reflected the huts, small homes
and the handful of businesses that comprised this poor Jewish town.
Frogs were beginning their nightly chorus. It was an idyllic
setting.

The small, sleepy hamlet was about thirty
miles southwest of Kiev. Its population consisted of twenty-seven
families. Almost all of them were Jewish. Most of the families
farmed small parcels of land, although Hanna's family lived closer
to the town center, in a collection of small wooden buildings. They
shared the pond with the rest of the town, which was abundant with
perch, trout and bluegill. Homes were built in a large circle
around the pond. This area housed the town's proprietors, including
a banker, a bakery; two tailor shops, an ironsmith and a stable.
There was also a very small wooden synagogue, next to the Rabbi's
house. It was the cultural center of the village. The deepest track
upon the road was near the little synagogue. The people of Koval
were observant Jews. They lacked weapons, beyond hunting rifles.
These people were totally peaceful and knew much more about books
than guns.

Near sunset, a gentle breeze lifted the
leaves on the trees surrounding Hanna's small house. Songbirds were
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nearby stream gurgled in the gathering dusk. Bullfrogs croaked
their incessant nightly choir. Small spires of smoke rose over the
chimneys of the ramshackle buildings. The sound of birds, frogs and
insects suddenly stopped. The pounding of hoofbeats filled the air
from the north. A fast-approaching evil had arrived. Mothers and
children ran into their houses. The pounding of hoofbeats grew in
strength until the reverberation seemed to shake the ground under
Hanna's home. As the horses neared, the yelling and screaming of a
large group of drunken men could be heard. They were swearing and
seemed angry. More than twenty men of various ages comprised this
terrible group. Their sole purpose was to destroy homes, kill the
men, rape the women and steal their meager possessions. They spread
out around the tiny village, smashing windows, looting stores and
burning buildings. When they had taken everything of value that
they could carry away from the stores, they moved toward the
houses. Hanna and her family scurried to collect their valuables
and go into their regular hiding place.

Since this was one of many raids upon the
tiny village by Cossacks, most families had created hiding places
for women and children. Sometimes it was a space inside the walls.
Sometimes it was in an attic. For Hanna's family, it was in a food
cellar, located underneath the kitchen floor. It was a tiny place,
already filled with vegetables and canned food. They could just
barely fit in, on top of the food supply. They entered through the
trap door that was underneath a large rug in the kitchen. Hanna and
her sisters now hurried into the damp, musty space below the
floorboards of the kitchen. It was cramped, especially for five
people and a baby. There was no room to stand. In fact, there was
no room to walk bent forward. They had to crawl over and around the
supplies, creating room for themselves quickly. Silently, they
spread themselves out upon the soft wooden floor, among the various
vegetables, fruit, canned food and firewood kindling.

The air was damp and pungent from the fruits
and vegetables. Beams of late day sunlight slid through the slats
of wood on the western side of the house. Hanna heard a tapping
sound coming from under her legs. As she looked down, she noticed
that her legs were shaking, causing her feet to hit against the
floor. She pulled her legs underneath her to stop the sound. As
twilight turned into darkness, they waited for evil to deliver its
horrible punishment to their doorstep.

Soon they heard a faint scream in the
blackness of the night. "It could be a bird," said Hanna's younger
sister. Next, there was a sharp cracking sound, followed by more
screaming. They all knew that it was a gun. Hanna stared at her
sisters and her mother, who simply stared back with fearful
expressions. "Mother, what are we supposed to do?" Hanna whispered.
Her mother continued to stare with no apparent comprehension of the
horror nearby. She was frozen with fear. Hanna's ten-month old
sister, Liza, was now fussing in her mother's arms. Everyone stared
at Liza. If she were to cry when the brutes were inside of their
house, the baby would give away their position. If that happened,
she thought, none of them would live to tell about it. Even her
older sisters were frozen into silence.

Minutes later, the sound of horses arrived at
the house next door. Hanna's friend Leah lived there. Although Leah
was ten years older, they were close friends. They confided a great
deal to each other. Someone was screaming. It was Leah's mother.
Again, there was a sharp cracking sound. It was another gunshot,
followed by more anguished screaming. This time, it was Leah's
voice. Hanna could hear the Cossacks swearing, followed by banging
and breaking in Leah's house. The invading men were exceedingly
angry about something. She fought the urge to go to the window
facing Leah's house. Behind her, Liza began to cry. Rather than
comfort the child, her mother continued to stare into space. Hanna
had never seen her mother panic in this way. She called to her.
"Mama! Mama! What's wrong with you?" There was no response. Hanna's
mother was in another world. Hanna looked at her sisters. None of
them moved or spoke. They too were petrified. Meanwhile, there was
another loud cracking sound, again followed by much hysterical
screaming. One of the drunken men screamed loudly and began to
issue threats.

Hanna could resist the temptation no longer.
She started to climb back up into the house. Her sisters grabbed
her arm. But Hanna's face was strained into a twisted caricature.
"Don't go out," her oldest sister admonished in a hushed voice. But
Hanna loved her friend Leah and nothing was going to stop her from
helping. Opening the trap door, Hanna silently climbed into the
kitchen and ran out to the rear porch. Looking to the left from her
porch, Hanna saw smoke coming from Leah's house. It drifted out
from all of the broken windows on that side of the house. There was
more banging and screaming. Hanna was frozen with fear. She was
desperate to help her friend. Yet, she understood that to intervene
meant her own death. Suddenly, a young woman emerged from the back
of the house. It was Leah.

Leah had just turned seventeen and Hanna
admired her greatly as an older friend. She had recently become
engaged to Adam Rosenberg, the grocer's son. The marriage had been
arranged by their parents long ago. Still, they had been lifelong
friends and both of them were excited about the upcoming marriage.
Unfortunately, Adam was already dead. The same group of Cossacks
had discovered him on the road to town. After taking turns with
their knives, they left his bleeding carcass in the gully next to
the road. And, there was no longer anyone to give the bride away.
Leah's father lay dead on the kitchen floor. Most of his face had
been destroyed by a point-blank shotgun blast. Leah's mother lay
naked upon a disheveled bed. Her blood was everywhere. It had
soaked the bed linens, forming a large, dark puddle on the wooden
floor. The Cossacks had raped her repeatedly before they slit her
throat. On the back steps now, Leah looked terrified. Her clothes
were torn and it appeared that she had been beaten. She was wearing
a torn white blouse with a dark skirt and no shoes.

Behind each of the homes on that side of the
village was a dense forest. It could offer protection, especially
for a child who had grown up there and knew the best hiding places.
Leah ran toward the forest as quickly as possible, her dark hair
and torn blouse flying behind in the breeze. Hanna thought
momentarily that Leah resembled an angel in the night, with her
torn white blouse floating like wings behind her shoulders as she
ran. Leah ran with the desperation of someone who knows that she is
about to die. Reaching the protection of the forest was her only
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Suddenly, a large bear of a man with a long
dark beard stumbled from the back of the house. He yelled something
in Russian at Leah that Hanna could not understand. Most of the
people that Hanna knew spoke Yiddish. But the brute screaming at
Leah from the back of her house was speaking Russian. In a hushed
voice, Hanna urged Leah on. "Run Leah! Run faster. You have to make
it." She glanced back at Leah's house only to see that the man who
had been screaming at Leah now had a rifle in his hands. He aimed
at Leah. Hanna's heart was in her throat. She stifled her natural
urge to scream. Covering her mouth with her hands, Hanna continued
to urge Leah onward. "You're almost there, Leah! Run faster!"
Indeed, Leah had almost reached the forest when Hanna heard a loud
cracking sound. There was a simultaneous flash of light and puff of
smoke from the man's gun.

The following moment would be burned into
Hanna's memory forever. Leah, with her floating "angel" wings, had
almost reached the edge of the forest. Suddenly, just a
split-second before the gun's muzzle flash, she stopped and looked
down at something and smiled. While she was looking down at the
edge of the forest, the shot rang out. "Why did she stop and
smile?" Hanna said to herself. She was totally perplexed. Her
friend had arrived safely at the edge of the protection of the
forest. Yet, she did not enter the forest at her desperate peril.
Why did she stop? She was almost inside the forest! What could have
caused her to stop? Was she speaking to someone who was just inside
the woods? How could anyone smile at a time like that? And then a
bullet tore through Leah's back, coming out through her chest. It
tore a hole directly through her heart. Instantly, she fell,
lifeless to the ground. Her eyes gazed blankly ahead. The corners
of her mouth still curved upward in a smile.

Leah's motionless body lay only ten meters
from the protection of the forest. The murderous Cossack belched
loudly, wiped his mouth on his sleeve and walked back into the
house. He was laughing. Hanna would never forget that harsh, cruel
laughter. Leah's limp young body was still.

Just inside of the forest, beyond Hanna's
view, a trembling eight-year-old boy named Moshe stood in front of
Leah's body. He had been watching Leah as she ran out across her
back yard towards his very own spot. Later, he would tell survivors
that he escaped into the forest while his parents were being killed
by the Cossacks. He could not comprehend why these terrible men
were hurting them. He only understood that there was safety in the
forest.

His name was Moshe Silverman. He was filthy
and his clothes were torn. He had been standing in the forest
waiting for his parents to come for him when he heard the commotion
coming from Leah's house. His parents had told him about angels who
live in heaven. When he saw her running behind her house, with
floating wings of shimmering satiny white, he was drawn to the
angel. And then, suddenly, the angel was shot and fell to the
ground. The Cossacks would have killed him as well, if they had
seen him hiding. Alone, and with no one to guide him, little Moshe
stood mute before the body of this fallen angel. Her dying eyes
stared at him. Blood came from her mouth and nostrils. Little Moshe
was astonished when the young lady fell at his feet.

Just before she fell, the angel's expression
had turned from fear to joy. In her last moment, she looked up at
little Moshe and smiled. But what she whispered across the narrow
grassy divide between hillside and forest made no sense. Gasping
her final breath upon the damp grass, this angel said to Moshe,
"Yours will save many."

Little Moshe stood there motionless for what
seemed like hours. Finally the bad man went back into the house.
Meanwhile, those four words burned themselves into his young mind.
He told almost no one about it, since he was so confused. It made
no sense to him as a child. Even as an adult, Moshe failed to
comprehend the mystery of the floating angel and the words, "Yours
will save many." Only near his death, in his final moments, would
he comprehend the message's significance.

Hanna, who had been transfixed upon the final
earthly moments of her best friend, was petrified. She stood on the
porch, mute. Suddenly, she heard her mother's voice from behind.
"Get into the hiding space now!" Hanna's mother had apparently
snapped out of her trance. She demanded that Hanna return to the
cellar. Regaining her senses, Hanna ran back into the small, musty
space as fast as she could. Her sisters begged her to tell what had
happened. But, Hanna was mute. Her silence told all of them that
Leah was dead. Their turn would be next.

The Cossacks entered Hanna's house through
the rear porch door, which Hanna had left open upon her return to
the cellar. Now, fear crawled up and down her spine as she could
not recall whether she had pulled the cord that brought the kitchen
rug back over the opening, covering the cellar below. Not being
able to remember was torture to Hanna. In her mind, she continued
to replay Leah's death.

All of the girls were now crying, making
sobbing sounds in the crawl space. Above this, however was the
constant muttering, calling and shouts of the men above. Hanna
tried to keep her sisters quiet. The Cossacks walked back and
forth, sending dust and pieces of dirt through the wooden slats
over the girls' heads. Dust sparkled in the tiny shafts of light
that fell through the floor. It looked like sparkling sand,
floating through the damp cellar.

"Look for jewelry, gold, silver or money,"
growled one of the Cossack invaders, in a deep baritone voice. The
men continued to stomp around above the trembling girls. They
followed the footsteps from one room to the next. "I found
something" cried a man from Hanna's parents' bedroom. His voice
sounded young. He was certainly much younger than the "baritone"
Cossack. A million thoughts raced through Hanna's mind. Did the
young man's father take him along this time to show him how it's
done? Will he be able to kill Jews on his own next time? And, will
he then teach this to his own children? The young man spoke again.
"I've got some rings, a silver box and some gold coins here." He
promptly walked back into the kitchen, where the older Cossack was
emptying the cupboards by throwing the entire contents, including
the only family's only set of china, on the floor.

"This is all crap," growled the baritone.
"Let's see what you have," he demanded. After apparently surveying
the contents of the younger terrorist's bounty, the baritone
suddenly shouted in anger, "Where are the women and chil48 Hanna's
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damn Jewesses?" he cried over and over again. "I need to have
another one," growled the baritone. "You want one too, don't you,
son?" Hanna's mother winced and shuddered at this last remark. Baby
Liza suddenly made a cooing sound in the secure arms of her mother.
The girls froze. Hanna was certain that the terrible men heard it.
How could they forget about the baby? Someone should have had her
mouth covered!

Hanna and her sisters trembled. She whispered
"Did they hear?" At the same time, the older man said, "What was
that sound?"

The younger man replied, "I heard nothing,
father."

The old man was not satisfied. "I'm telling
you that I heard a sound."

The younger man said, "What kind of
sound?"

The older man grew impatient and started to
scream again. "It was a damned baby. That's what it was!"

The younger man replied in a meek voice. "I'm
sorry father. I did not hear it."

Underneath the floor, little Liza stretched
again and began to whimper. Hanna and her sisters shuddered and
stared at the baby, aghast. Hanna's mother drew the baby close to
her to muffle the sound.

"Wait," said the younger man. "I heard
something that time." At the same moment, more men came into the
house. Apparently, they had been through the village house by house
and building by building. They had found many women and children -
but few men.

Above the huddling girls, the men argued
about whether they should leave the village, or if they thought
additional searching would reveal any treasure. "There is nothing
here for us," one of them said in an angry voice. "These people
have no money or jewelry. Whoever told you that they were rich made
it up! These people are as poor as the dirt they live upon." The
man coughed and spat a prodigious amount of mucus, some of which
fell through the cracks in the floorboard. Hanna watched a long
string of silvery mucus that was caught in the light as it seeped
down towards her outstretched leg. She slapped her hand across her
mouth to stifle a scream. She moved her leg, to avoid the man's
disgusting fluid. Her shoe made a noise on the dirt below. Her
sister, Raisl - in reaction shifted her leg, which bumped a large
potato, which in turn fell from its perch atop a basket. Everyone
gasped as the potato rotated through the air as it fell. In a
flash, Hanna's hand whooshed into the air, catching the potato. It
made a muffled slapping sound. The held their breath, waiting to
see if they had been discovered. But the men continued talking, as
if nothing had happened.

The Cossacks soon also discovered that there
was very little money or valuable property in Hanna's house. The
younger man started to speak. "But, father, what about the box that
I found." This was followed by a loud slapping sound. Hanna heard
the son whimper. "We found nothing," the father said, after he had
slapped his son. Hanna understood. He doesn't want the others to
know about the box. He wants to keep it all for himself.
Fortunately, Hanna's mother made a habit of keeping most of her
money in her dress. They had almost no jewelry. Hanna looked at her
mother in the darkness. Only the whites of her eyes were visible.
She gazed at her sisters in the darkness and could only see the
whites of their eyes, blinking in the eerie darkness. She never
felt more frightened than at that moment.

Among the potatoes, radishes, onions and
canned fruit, Hanna was about to discover if she would live or die.
Her heart raced. She thought about how her family had been poor.
She always felt bad about not having many toys, like some of her
city cousins had. And how she had wanted to have a kitten! She
actually ran away from the house when her parents refused to allow
her to keep a stray cat. She thought it was the end of the world.
Losing that cat was terrible, she had thought. She almost laughed
thinking about how naïve she had been. Now, scattered on the dirt
floor of her cellar, with mother and sisters, feeling bad about a
kitten was humorous. Suddenly, death was at her own doorstep. And,
her life might end. What I thought was important meant nothing. I
was so stupid. The only thing that matters is the people that we
love. Nothing else is important. Oh, Papa. Where are you?

The girls gathered together, hugged and
trembled, while their mother pushed baby Liza's face deeper into
her abdomen, to stifle her sounds. The men above continued to
argue. But unfortunately, Liza was ready for food when the Cossacks
arrived. She had become restless and whimpered loudly. Hanna's
mother now clamped down upon the child with an iron grip. Although
she was only seven, Hanna knew that if the Cossacks found them,
they would be tortured and perhaps killed. Although she did not
exactly know what "rape" meant, she had a pretty good idea. When
she saw the way her friend Leah's clothes were torn, Hanna fell
into a deep despair. She understood that a man could do some very
bad things to a woman or a girl. She had heard family members tell
stories of it and it made her shudder.

Suddenly, there was no sound from above. The
Cossacks were listening. Hanna's mother and her sisters fell
totally silent. The Cossacks walked back and forth, but softly this
time. Dust fell through the slits between the floorboards above. As
the dust settled over Hanna, she suddenly needed to sneeze. The
urge was overwhelming. She covered her face with her hands and
turned the sneeze into a cough. Fortunately, a man spoke at the
same time and her cough was lost in a vulgarity-laced conversation.
Hanna heard the baritone grunt, "Look for a crawl space." She
stopped breathing. Her heart pounded in her chest. They will find
us! They will kill us! The men were looking for a doorway to the
crawl space. They seemed to look everywhere. Yet, for some unknown
reason, no one pulled up the rug in the kitchen. I don't want to
die! Mommy, I don't want to die! Make them go away! Hanna's heart
was pounding so hard that she was surprised the men above did not
hear it.

Liza was very hungry now and would not take
no for an answer. Hanna's mother tried to feed the baby from her
breasts. However, she had stopped breastfeeding some months ago and
there was simply nothing available for the baby. Poor little Liza
tried to suckle, but the disastrous result only compounded her
frustration. Hanna's mother covered the baby's mouth, yet muffled
cries continued. Hanna gazed at her mother and saw an expression of
horror that she would never be able to forget. With abject fear,
Hanna's mother moved the baby between her ample breasts and bent
forward as far as she could. She covered the 50 Hanna's Dark
History baby's face entirely with her body. The crying became
increasingly muffled. It soon stopped altogether. Finally, in total
silence, Hanna and her sisters held their breath, waiting to
discover if they would live or die.

In that surreal darkness of the cellar,
horror ate its way into Hanna's psyche. She began to retreat into a
small, safe place in her mind where men don't rape and murder
innocent young women. It was a place where Leah was still alive and
they were still close friends. The sun always shines brightly in
that place. And, bad news never arrives. And, once again, Hanna was
free to be a child again and think foolishly about the trappings of
life that aren't really important. The birth of neurosis lies
between fantasy and futility. Into the recesses of that small, dark
and safe place, Hanna remained a safe child.

The Cossacks, having failed to discover the
crawl space entrance, finally left the house, taking with them
almost nothing of monetary value. They had broken every window and
jar, leaving a curtain of broken glass under every footstep. In the
kitchen, their food was smashed everywhere. The psychological
damage was even more extensive. Hanna and her sisters left the
crawl space and climbed up into the house again. They were numb
from fear and shock. The sisters stood up at gazed at each
other.

Hanna's mother suddenly uttered a brief
scream and fainted. Hanna's older sister, Greta, grabbed the baby
before she fell to the floor. But, Liza's frail body flopped back
and forth unnaturally. Greta began to shake violently. Her wideopen
eyes brimmed with tears. Her mouth made an "O" from fear and shock.
Hanna watched helplessly as Greta held the infant out at arms
length, like a doll that has become filthy. Greta offered the dead
infant to each of Hanna sisters. No one would touch the body. When
it was her turn, Hanna accepted the dead baby, as her sisters had
hoped she would. She stared at the Liza's blank face. Her arms and
legs wobbled out awkwardly. The poor baby's eyes were still open.
Her complexion was stark white, while her lips were dark blue.
Greta began to sob hysterically. Hanna retreated back into her
secret place, where she remained for weeks.

Perhaps Hanna's mind was never the same after
that event. To Jacob, it seemed that she had always carried a
mental scar. She no longer trusted anyone, even her own family. It
made her forever doubtful, fearful - sometimes to the point of
paranoia. Perhaps true madness was never far from Hanna's tenuous
hold upon reality. But, who could blame her for being neurotic
after living through a particularly bad pogrom? She had survived
the only way that she could.

Almost half the town population was dead.
Seven men were among the dead, including twenty-seven-year-old Adam
Rosenberg, Leah's fiancé. Nine women had been killed. Three
additional women and two girls had been gangraped and were severely
beaten. They might or might not live. The survivors walked
erratically around the decimated village, staring out at others as
though in a dream. They had difficulty focusing their thoughts in
the aftermath of disaster.

The Cossacks could come back at any time.
They townspeople knew that they had to move. But, move where? They
had heard that Jews were treated fairly to the west, in Austria,
Poland, and in Hungary. With almost no money and almost no
contacts, Hanna's family headed for Austria - by foot. They carried
their possessions in a cart, pulled by Hanna's father, who returned
just two days later. By then, the dead had already been buried.
With a few meager possessions, Hanna and her remaining family left
Russia in search of a safe home. They longed for a place where they
could live in peace. Hanna's mother said they should move to some
isolated place where Cossacks did not exist. In 1882, Salzburg
seemed perfect. So, Hanna's family moved to the mountains of
western Austria.

As a result of that terrible pogrom, Hanna
and Moshe became close friends. A few years later, they were
married. Some of the relatives spoke alarmingly of the fact that
Hanna was three years older than Moshe. Still, they seemed very
much in love. In 1918, the year of a terrifying influenza epidemic,
they were married. But by 1935, anti-Semitism again reared its ugly
head. By 1939, it was no longer safe to be a Jew in Salzburg, or
any other German-held territory.

 


Chapter 6 The Synagogue Tragedy

January of 1940 was cold and snowy. Jacob
awoke on a Saturday morning with a start. He was covered in sweat
and trembling. The nightmare had come back. Just like the first
time he had the nightmare, he was forced to burn the naked bodies
of dead Jews. And, like the first dream, he was again killed at the
end. As waves of fear washed over him, Jacob struggled to
understand the meaning of this dreadful nightmare. An episode of
intense chest pain interrupted his thoughts. Can someone my age
have a heart attack? Jacob quickly got out of bed, washed and put
on his new suit. He could not stop thinking about his appalling
dream. While washing his face, Jacob noticed that his hands were
still trembling. No dream was ever so realistic. He could still
taste the sickly-sweet odor of burning flesh. It was at the back of
his throat, reminding him of the terrifying experience.

Recently, many of the things happening to
Jews in Austria seemed unreasonable. But this was 1940 and Jacob
embraced everything that was modern, from airplanes and wireless
communication to breathtaking medical breakthroughs. Yes, Germany
was at war with almost every country in Europe. But, despite the
chilling rumors that they had heard from travellers, most of
Jacob's friends believed that the war would soon be over. Looking
ahead to the 1940s, he felt like the most fortunate person on
earth. Never mind that his father and many others in the leadership
of the Jewish community of Salzburg heard horrible stories of
"death camps" where Jews were forced to submit to torture, and
forced labor. His parents continued to argue about moving out of
Austria. They argued often about it in recent weeks. His mother,
who felt that something terrible was about to happen to Jews in
Europe, wanted to leave immediately. His father took a more
pragmatic approach, favoring patience. "If it gets really bad for
Jews, we can always move at a moment's notice," he said. But, Jacob
was in love with Rachael and not much else in the world mattered to
him. He did his best to bury thoughts of his horrific nightmare,
hoping that it would never return. In secret, he wondered if it
could eventually happen.

Jacob loved and respected his father beyond
measure. They were as close as two people can be in life, sharing
everything. Moshe began to take Jacob everywhere with him, even as
a small child. They went on fishing and hunting trips into the
mountains, to soccer games at the university, to the carnival and
even to the hospital, as Moshe made rounds with his patients. There
was nobody that Jacob loved as much as his father... until his
friendship with Rachael turned into mature love.

Jacob now left his apartment building on
Verdant Street with his parents in tow. The new snow was deep,
fluffy and soft, drifting into curves and creating hills where it
piled up against buildings and fences. Their feet made loud
crunching sounds in the fresh snow with each step. Jacob's nose and
cheeks were stung by the still howling wind. As Jacob's parents
followed behind, their combined footsteps sounded like a percussion
concert. For a long time, there was no conversation... just silence
and the crunching of their boots in the new snow.

Hanna, who had seemed pensive throughout the
morning, abruptly turned to Moshe with a sense of concern. "Moshe,
did you go to the American consulate this week?"

Moshe looked nervously at Hanna and said
nothing for a moment. Finally, he spoke in a soft, quiet voice.
"Hanna, we have everything we could want here in Austria. Why would
you want to move away from all of our friends? Besides, you know
that I have a full practice here. Who would my patients turn to?
And, I'm on staff at the hospital."

Upon hearing this, Hanna stopped and turned
angrily towards Moshe. "The Nazis will not allow you to continue to
work at the hospital Moshe. You know that."

Moshe looked down at his shoes, dejectedly.
"Yes, my darling. I believe that you might be right about that. But
how long do you think they can hold power? Besides, I cannot simply
drop my patients. They rely on me for their health and medical
care."

Hanna was not assuaged with his reasoning.
Something deep inside commanded her to leave. She had never held
such a dark feeling in her life. Something awful was about to
happen and Hanna felt compelled to go as far away as possible - to
some place that was safe for Jews. Yet, no such place existed.

Having overheard this conversation, Jacob now
felt obliged to defend his father. "Mother, you worry too much. We
Jews must always endure pogroms. Gentiles will never accept us.
Father is right. Everything we have is here - our friends, our
home, our community, our lives. These Nazis will eventually lose
power and we will return to our old lives." Then, Jacob thought
about his nightmare. Could it have been a premonition? If my mother
has premonitions, could I have inherited the same trait? Perhaps,
he realized, he was only supporting his father's position to make
his other self feel better. In reality, he felt very uncomfortable
about remaining.

Hanna suddenly turned to Moshe. She seemed
truly shaken. Her face was ashen. For the first time that he could
recall, Jacob's mother looked old. The lines around her eyes were
deeper and she had dark circles under them. When she spoke to
Moshe, her voice was low, almost a growl. "I've never told you
this, and I will say it in front of Jacob. Something terrible is
about to happen. I have never had such a feeling as I do now. I
despair all of the time now. I tell you that the Nazis mean to kill
all of us, Moshe! Hitler speaks of the Jews like we are
cockroaches, to be exterminated. He tells the people that we are
vermin and we should be destroyed. You see that Poland has fallen
to the Germans in only a couple of months. What do you think will
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my sister lives in Krakow. Who will stop the Nazis from killing
everyone there?" Hanna had become almost hysterical. Jacob
understood that his mother was high-strung from her unusually
difficult childhood. But now, her anxiety frightened him. Moshe put
his arm around her and they stopped talking for a moment.

Jacob, Moshe and Hanna stood on the corner of
Judengasse and Getreidegasse. They paused in the dim light of the
cold morning, collecting their thoughts. Tiny snowflakes drifted in
the eerie silence. Hanna finally broke the silence. Her voice was
low and shaky. "Listen carefully to me. Some people in my family,
but only a few, are said to have the ability to foresee the future.
My Aunt Sara was one of them. She always could tell before
something very bad would happen - like a pogrom. I've never spoken
of this with you because, well, I thought you might find it...
foolish." Hanna felt like looking down, but instead forced herself
to look into the eyes of her husband and her son. These were the
only two people in Hanna's life that she would die for. Nothing
could be more important than their safety.

As she continued, she appeared suddenly calm,
as though just getting these thoughts out in the open was a big
step for her. "We must leave here, and not just Austria. We must
leave Europe. Look how many Jewish families have left Europe in the
past few years." She paused, giving Moshe and Jacob enough time to
think about the accuracy of her statement. Their silence confirmed
their acknowledgment. Indeed, a great many Jews had already left,
many to Great Britain and to America. She continued, "I have never
had a feeling like this in my life. Each morning I get up and all I
can think of is getting out of here. Each day, this horrible
feeling is with me, wherever I go. It's like someone is standing
over me screaming." Tears welled up in her eyes and dripped down
her cheeks. Jacob could almost taste the fear in her voice. "We are
going to die if we do not leave this place!" She buried her face in
Moshe's soft black overcoat. Jacob watched helplessly as his
mother's body heaved and shuddered against his father. She cried
for what seemed like ten or fifteen minutes. All the time, Moshe
said nothing. He held Hanna tightly and allowed her to get the
tears out of her system. As other people walked nearby, they stared
at Hanna before they finally moved toward the synagogue.

Moshe and Jacob glanced at each other. Jacob
had always known his mother to have a tenuous hold on reality. She
was constantly nervous and exceedingly overprotective with him. It
seemed to Jacob as though his mother was always on edge. Probably,
this whole Nazi thing with Jews has set her off, Jacob thought. He
started to say something, but suddenly held back. He remembered his
nightmare. It was so fresh in his memory that he could still smell
the burning flesh from the crematoria. Should I tell my parents
about the nightmare? He shivered, as a chill went up his spine. Can
she be right about the Nazis? Would they actually round up and kill
Jews? If she is right, then the dream could come true! Could people
do such things to Jews? Jacob stared up at his father. Moshe looked
down at him with a sad expression. Father, tell us it won't
happen!

Moshe looked down lovingly at Hanna and wiped
her tears away with his soft black glove. He was in doubt about her
"premonition" concerning the Nazis. Yet, Moshe admitted that life
could become difficult for Jews in Europe. For the first time,
Moshe began to accept that these Nazis could get out of hand.
Hitler does have passionate feelings about Jews. But would he
commit genocide? Would the world allow him to get away with it?
Certainly, the world would was more civilized than that! But, the
most important thing in his life was his family. What if Hanna is
right and I do nothing? What if there is some way to protect my
family and I fail to use it? What kind of father would do such a
thing? "All right, Hanna. I will go to the American consulate on
Monday. Will that do?" Hanna looked into Moshe's eyes and smiled.
He wiped away the rest of her tears and the Silverman family
finally reached the synagogue.

As they walked up the synagogue steps, Jacob
thoughts were dark. What if Nazis really do mean to "eliminate"
Jews from Europe? It took them less than two months to conquer
Poland this year. The Nazis took Austria without firing a shot.
They have already separated Jews from gentiles and forced us to
live in ghettos. There is talk about preventing Jewish doctors from
practicing medicine in Austrian hospitals! The fact that his father
was still practicing at the Salzburg hospital was an exception to
the rule. And, how long would that last? The Nazis were forcing
Jewish professors and teachers out of public schools and
universities. Will I be allowed to study medicine in Vienna, as I
have planned? Suddenly, Jacob began to see the world as it was, not
as he wanted to see it.

There was one small, wooden synagogue in the
Jewish ghetto of Salzburg. It was a few blocks from Jacob's house.
The aged wooden structure now loomed in front of them. Soon, the
sounds of many footsteps and muted conversations arrived, as they
climbed the synagogue steps on Brodgasse Street. "Wait for us" he
heard his father say behind him.

They entered the synagogue together, hung
their coats on hooks near the entrance, put on their yarmulkes and
prayer shawls, and walked into the spacious sanctuary. All of the
chandeliers were lit for the Sabbath service. Jacob and his father
sat together near the front of the lower level. They were close to
the bimah, where the Torah and the Holy Scriptures were housed.
Little more than a highly polished wooden cabinet, it was the
visual focal point of the sanctuary. All seats pointed towards the
bimah. Jacob's mother, along with Rachael and her sister, sat
upstairs in the balcony - in the section of seats overlooking the
synagogue below. Rachael was already there, with her father and
sister. Jacob looked up at her and winked. She smiled down at
Jacob, her long dark hair shimmering in the sanctuary's bright
lights. Jacob could never understand why men and women had to sit
separately in the synagogue. Even after listening to the Rabbi
explain why this was necessary; he still felt it to be wrong.
However, she would see him participating in the service, and that
thought warmed his heart.

The Sabbath service began with the usual
prayers in Hebrew. With each passing moment, Jacob became
increasingly nervous. He was to read from the Torah during the
service. It was the anniversary of his Bar Mitzvah. Many of Jacob's
friends and relatives told him that they planned to attend services
in his honor. Some were not even Jewish. Although Jacob had
memorized his Torah readings four years ago, additional practice
with the Rabbi had been required. Stage fright had taken over and
he was beginning to perspire. He began to dread 56 The Synagogue
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called up to read the Torah, he glanced behind. He was in shock.
The synagogue was completely filled. Jacob assumed that the bad
weather would keep most of his friends and relatives at home.
Instead, he saw a full sanctuary. There was hardly an empty seat.
Jacob was so stunned by this huge mass of people that his heart
almost jumped out of his chest. I should have known this would
happen. Father is so well known and well-liked. Many of these
people are here for him, as well as for me. Ariel Goldberg,
Rachael's father took a seat next to Moshe.

Rachael Goldberg sat next to Hanna Silverman.
Anna, her little sister, was at her side. Rachael wore a beautiful
white dress with fold and after fold of shimmering velvet,
cascading to the floor. Her shiny black hair fell down upon her
shoulders, like an ebony waterfall on top of a white, iridescent
mountain. There was a soft hissing sound coming from the balcony
where dozens of women chattered away in the old synagogue. The
gentle sound came from the whispered voices of women exchanging
gossip. None of the diminutive voices could be individually heard.
Instead their cumulative intonations created the gentle hissing
sound. Anna fidgeted, pulling upon Rachael for attention. But,
Rachael Goldberg spoke with no one on this cold, snowy Saturday
morning. She paid rapt attention to the one person whose love meant
more to her than anything. Each time that Jacob turned and looked
up was a moment to be savored.

The Rabbi called, "Jacob, son of Moshe" to
read this day's portion of the Torah. Jacob looked at his father
with a strange combination of feelings, but mostly with endless
love and admiration. Dr. Moshe Silverman held his son close for a
moment, gently kissed his cheek and then told Jacob to take several
deep breaths. As always, Jacob's father knew exactly what to do.
Looking into his father's bright blue eyes, Jacob smiled. Father, I
love you so much. His father was the most kind, gentle and caring
person that he had known. It seemed that everyone agreed about
that. He was a skilled physician, but he was also beloved by many.
Slowly, Jacob walked from his seat in the center of the synagogue
to the aisle. All eyes were upon him, as he was the first
representative of the Hebrew tribes to be called to read from the
Torah. Jacob's tribe was called the "Cohanim." They have been the
high priests of Judaism from the time of Moses. Jacob was proud
that he belonged to the priests of his religion. To him, it meant
added responsibility. Jacob had always harbored the belief that it
was his duty to give to his community, in whatever way was
appropriate. Now, Jacob felt obliged more than ever to serve. He
closed his eyes for a moment. In the warm darkness, he took in
three large gasps of breath, holding each for several seconds. The
deep breaths helped to ease his anxiety. As Jacob approached the
Torah, he felt more relaxed.

Jacob paused for a moment at the edge of the
steps leading to the bimah. He gazed at the Ark where the
congregation's two beloved Torahs were kept. The doors were now
spread wide open. The Rabbi and Cantor each took a Torah out from
the ark, holding it so that the congregation could see the front
coverings. The Torahs were wrapped in dark red velvet, with shining
silver plates covering the front. Large wooden handles that control
movement of the scroll extended above and below the velvet
covering. One Torah was smaller and older than the other. It had
been used for almost two hundred years and many of the sections had
been repaired. But, Torahs were very expensive and few
congregations could afford a new one. To Jacob, they both looked
elegant, as he walked up the steps to the bimah. Jacob's heart
filled with joy as he rejoiced in taking part in the Sabbath
service. Here, in these two Torahs, were the laws handed down to
the Jewish people through Moses at Mount Sinai. Honoring the
Sabbath is the pure essence of Judaism. The Torah tells us how to
be a good person. Could there be a more important book? Before
beginning to chant, Jacob turned to look at the congregation. He
saw his parents, his father below and his mother in the balcony.
They were smiling at him warmly. But it was Rachael's smile that
filled Jacob's heart with the greatest joy. His heart was still
pounding, but he began chanting from the Torah with confidence.

For almost five minutes, Jacob chanted from
the Torah, as he had been trained to do at age thirteen, more than
four years earlier, when he was a Bar Mitzvah. His nervousness
faded away while the Hebrew letters floated past in the large
scroll. He used a long, silver pointing device with a tiny metal
hand at the end to keep his place. The tiny metal hand's index
finger skipped along from word to word, pausing on words that
required a longer chant. Once again, he was thirteen. Everything
came back to him. Jacob was one with all of the Jewish people - his
extended family over more than three thousand years. And, he wanted
to chant perfectly for his father, whom he respected more than
anyone.

Just as Jacob completed his Torah reading, in
the total stillness of the crowded synagogue, faint voices and a
commotion could be heard outside. Jacob thought that he heard
people chanting. It sounded like "All Jews must die." Suddenly,
there was a crashing of broken glass followed by a deafening
explosion. Thick black smoke quickly filled the sanctuary. What
followed could only be described as mass hysteria. Women and
children were screaming, some with blood dripping across their
faces. Everyone ran towards the main doorway. Jacob inhaled the
thick, acrid smoke as he raced to be with his father. He choked on
it and began to cough. It burns my lungs! It burns so much! Some
elderly worshippers seemed unable to move. They stood in front of
their seats, like visitors to a strange museum. Others fell to the
floor. Jacob watched in horror as people in the aisle were trampled
under the rushing crowd. Jacob's lungs now hurt horribly. He
coughed hard after each breath. His throat screamed with pain. In
the background he could hear men yelling to "save the Torahs."

Jacob finally reached his father and together
they moved into the aisle, heading towards the open synagogue
doors. "Cover your mouth with your handkerchief," his father
screamed at him. Each breath now felt like a streak of fire,
burning his throat and lungs. Jacob noticed that everyone around
him had black marks on their upper lips and around their mouths. At
first it looked almost comical, as though they had used dark makeup
to paint a mustache, like a minstrel performer. Then, Jacob
realized that it was due to the smoke exhaled from their lungs.
"Hurry!" screamed Moshe. Everyone was pushing the person in front
of them. It was pure panic and pandemonium. The thin white curtains
that covered the broken stained-glass windows were on fire. Flames
danced up the walls, pushed by wind entering through the windows.
58 The Synagogue Tragedy Jacob was pushed by someone behind into
the aisle. He, in turn, pushed the person in front. After about a
minute, something very strange happened. There was something soft
underneath his feet. What is soft? He had trouble maintaining
balance because of the soft floor. Jacob discovered that he had now
lost control of his own movement. Everyone in the aisle was pushing
so hard towards the sanctuary doors, but the capacity of escape
through the doorways was insufficient. In this panic, the
congregation was completely out of control. Jacob had lost his
father's hand and began to call for him. "Father! Where are you?"
Jacob turned and could no longer see his father behind him. This
must be a dream, Jacob thought. This can't be happening! The
sanctuary was now very hot, as flames raced across the huge room.
Stuck in the center of this horrified crowd, Jacob began to pray.
He could do nothing but push, along with everyone else. He, and the
others around him, drifted slowly towards the foyer and the
doorway. But, the floor is so soft! It felt as though he was
walking on pillows. He tried to look down, but smoke obscured the
floor. Why would the floor be soft? Are there cushions on the floor
of the synagogue? If so, where did they come from? As Jacob moved
closer to the foyer, he again heard the people yelling outside. The
group was shrilly chanting "Jews must die, Jews must die, Jews must
die!" While Jacob had heard Nazi propaganda against Jews for the
past three or four years, and he had been beaten for being Jewish,
he never thought anyone would actually do something like this. He
thought it was simply governmentsponsored propaganda, to distract
people's fears about the war. He was amazed that anyone in his
sleepy, remote hometown would actually take such drastic action
against its small, innocent Jewish population. The curtains around
the windows were now totally engulfed in flames. The wind-whipped
fire made a growling sound as it burned against the walls. The
burning curtains resembled the angry wings of some huge evil
raptor, flapping toward the ceiling, with smoke curling around the
edges of flame. "Save the Torahs, save the Torahs," Jacob heard
from behind. People everywhere were screaming and pushing. Looking
back, Jacob could see that the Rabbi and the Cantor had grabbed the
synagogue's two Torahs, holding them high as they ran to an exit.
His last view of the sanctuary revealed flames and smoke
everywhere. God help those poor people behind me. The fire swept
quickly up the wall to the balcony, upstairs. Suddenly, Jacob
realized that his mother and Rachael could be in trouble.
Unfortunately, the smoke was so thick that he could not see more
than a few feet in any direction. Jacob could no longer move
independently among the mass of flowing humanity. He trod on the
pillows as long as he could, moving step-by-step closer to the
doorway. All the while, he was mystified by the sudden appearance
of the pillows. He could not comprehend where they had come from
and how they all ended up in the aisle. Everyone was coughing and
screaming. He thought, for a moment, that he heard some people
screaming from underneath him. He dismissed the thought as
unrealistic. As the flames crept up the wall behind him, Jacob
neared the doorway. His throat was burning intolerably. He was
coughing very hard and beginning to get dizzy. As Jacob gazed at
the faces around him, he again noticed that dark stain below their
nostrils and around their mouths. They resembled ghosts as they
scrambled towards the exit. It was now almost impossible for Jacob
to keep his balance. The "pillows" on the floor were sometimes more
flat and hard and sometimes much more rounded and full. Suddenly,
one of them seemed to shift under his feet. How can a pillow move
on its own? He was very dizzy now, as the room swirled around his
head. Sounds began to diminish. His vision was pale and blurry.
Suddenly, he lost his balance and fell to the floor. Just as he was
about to hit the floor, a very large shoe kicked Jacob squarely on
the front of his forehead.
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