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Foreword

I

take great pleasure in writing this foreword to Michael
Kesler’s fascinating and significant memoir of survival in the
face of impending annihilation. He tells a memorable tale
that very few can tell, as the vast majority of Polish Jews did not
survive the Holocaust. A youth sixteen years of age, and a sister
three years older, flee their home in Ukraine ahead of the
advancing German armies in June 1941. Suspense builds as the
siblings escape east amidst roving German tanks and strafing
aircraft. A few months later, the youngsters settle near Stalingrad
where they spend a brutal winter, nearly perishing from hunger
and cold. The following summer, they venture several thousand
kilometers east, to Uzbekistan, where they survive, just barely,
through the rest of the war, with the help of sympathetic Jews and
non-Jews.
Being a native son of an American-born mother, I had no
direct experience of the Holocaust. But attendance at a Yom
Kippur Yizkor service (memorial service for the dead) in Israel
many years ago had a lasting impact on me. This service
happened to take place in one of the last transit camps for new
immigrants arriving in Maabarot, Israel, after 1948. Most of the
younger couples with children had already been placed in new
housing, leaving only the older people who remembered all too
ix
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well their losses. As the service proceeded, the extent of their
agony became abundantly clear. I have never before, or since,
heard such anguished weeping. It was as if the many dead, with
the enormity of their suffering, had entered the consciousness of
the living, and we were now hearing their cries of horror at
experiencing their fate.
After the war, Michael and Luba return to their hometown and
find it devastated, with nearly all its 8,000 Jews, including their
family, in mass graves. Most of those who survived were those
who, like Michael and Luba, had fled the German armies as they
invaded Soviet territory, which included eastern Poland from
1939-1941. “Shards of War—Fleeing To & From Uzbekistan”
chronicles the atrocities and mass executions of the Jews in
Dubno and neighboring towns, as told by some of the survivors
of these heinous crimes. When I think of the faces of the men at
that Yizkor service long ago, I could easily see Michael as one of
those survivors bitterly mourning the many dead of his family,
friends, and townspeople.
Yet, as in many cases (sadly not all) of Holocaust survivors, the
horrendous past is not necessarily a prologue to the future. At the
end of the war, Michael and Luba depart for the West, ultimately
arriving in the United States. The young people make highly
successful lives here, including many children and grandchildren,
and professional accomplishments at a very high level.
Surely, the tenacity of the human spirit is a legacy of their
journey. But there is more. In writing this memoir, Michael seeks
to memorialize the past in ways that will be unforgettable. Hence,
we are not only exposed to the death and destruction of an entire
European society, but also to a compelling tale of adventure. Once
one starts reading this story, it is almost impossible to put down.
Even though we know that the outcome is survival, the story is
x
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written in such a way that the suspense is carried from chapter to
chapter. The reader is inexorably pulled forward. This was my
experience in reading the book; I hope it will be the same for
many more readers, especially younger ones who may identify
with this tale of ultimate success in confrontation with
overwhelming odds.
Manus I. Midlarsky
Moses and Annuta Back Professor of
International Peace and Conflict Resolution
Rutgers University, New Brunswick, N.J.
Author of The Killing Trap: Genocide in the Twentieth Century
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Preface

H

itler’s sudden, massive onslaught on June 22, 1941
caught the Soviet Union by surprise and proved disastrous to its armed forces. It also proved catastrophic for
the Jews of the Soviet Union, sealing the fate of over one million
Jews who lived in the western part of Ukraine. About 50,000 Jews,
mostly young people, managed to flee the German armies
advancing through Ukraine and spent the War years deep inside
the Soviet Union. At War’s end, finding their hometowns
devastated and families and friends killed, most of the survivors
became homeless refugees.
“Shards of War—Fleeing To & From Uzbekistan” relates the
story of my sister and me fleeing our home in Dubno, in western
Ukraine in 1941, ahead of the German armies, our stay in the
Soviet Union, our return to Dubno — where all its 8,000 Jews had
been murdered and buried in mass graves — and our migration
to a displaced persons’ camp in West Germany.
The book, written against the backdrop of the raging War,
provides, in Appendix I, an overview of the Holocaust in Ukraine.
Appendix II presents a brief account of the extermination of the
Jews of my hometown. Appendix III gives a short description of
Barbarossa, Hitler’s code name for his war against the Soviet
Union, focusing on the first, calamitous week of that war, and
1
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Appendix IV presents a few selected maps.
In writing my memoir, I relived the events, thoughts, and
feelings of the six most eventful years of my life. In the process, I
have tried to reproduce faithfully, with my sister’s help, many
details of our experiences of 65-70 years ago. Unavoidably, I had
to fictionalize some of the dialogue and names of people.

2

Prelude – Snapshots of My Life,
1932-1941
The Woods of Lublin, Poland – Summer of 1932

“

N

ow, what is 17 x 17?” Father asked.
“Two-hundred eighty-nine,” Luba, my sister, answered.
“And 16 x 17?” Father quizzed me.
“Two-seventy-two,” I said.
Father loved to drill us on our hikes through the forest near
Lublin, where he worked as a forester for the wealthy Polish
landholder Graf Zamoyski. I still remember the sweet scent of the
pinecones’ sap glued to my fingers. I can feel the refreshing taste
of the wild strawberries we picked as we reached a sun-soaked
clearing in the woods. Our bags filled with hazelnuts and
mushrooms and our faces stained with strawberry juice, we
would return to our cottage triumphant to share our joy with
Mother.
The villagers, most of whom worked for my father, treated us
well, supplying all our needs from their nearby farms. They spoke
to me gently, as if I were an adult, and made me feel important.

3

SHARDS OF WAR—FLEEING TO & FROM UZBEKISTAN

The teacher at the one-room school favored me and often called
on me — at the age of seven being one of the youngest — to read
aloud for the older kids, commenting, “That’s the way to read!” I
have often thought of those years as the sweetest in my life.

Fading Days in the Country – Fall of 1933
“Watch out!” a worker yelled at me one day as he saw me near
a tree being felled by his co-workers. I ran to another part of the
cleared area. I had sneaked out of school early to observe my
father at work. Hundreds of workers filled the clearing as far as I
could see, sawing the tall trees and using axes to slice away
portions of the trunks. Other workers climbed on tall ladders and
wrapped heavy ropes around strong branches of the tree on the
opposite side of the sawing. Pulling on the ropes would bend the
trees, making it easier to saw the trunks at the base and then fell
them. I spotted my father dispatching workers and directing them
in the various tasks with a commanding, quiet voice.
Father discovered me a few hours later and explained to me
how each tree had to be trimmed, cut up, and prepared for
various usages: home construction, shipbuilding, telephone poles,
and so on, then moved by horse-and-wagon to many destinations.
Father looked animated and joyful. I felt happy for him and proud
to be his son.
One afternoon in late September, Mother opened a letter
addressed to Father, stating that his services would no longer be
needed. We soon learned that Graf Zamoyski had fired all Jews in
his employ. Two weeks later, we left the forests of Lublin to return
to our home in Dubno, a town of some 20,000 people—
approximately half of them Jewish—some 200 kilometers to the
east.
4
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Awakening Tremors – Spring of 1935
The peaceful life in the forests of Lublin gave way to disturbing
months of Father preparing, and then failing, to emigrate to
Palestine, as the British had shut the gates for Jews to enter the
Promised Land. Mother came to the rescue and opened a softgoods store in Dubno’s commercial district. Father at first hated
becoming a small merchant, but soon adapted to the long hours
of waiting for and serving customers, side-by-side with Mother.
The fourth-grade teachers of Polish literature and of history
believed in a renewed period of enlightenment that had begun
with the French Revolution and the birth of democracy in the
United States. Further education, combined with technological
progress, would bring “freedom, fraternity, and equality” to all
mankind, they stated enthusiastically. The assigned readings of
renowned, patriotic Polish writers Henryk Sienkiewicz and Adam
Mickiewicz, as well as of Victor Hugo and Friedrich Schiller
reinforced their rosy view of the future. And yet…
Luba had just been admitted to the gymnasium (high school);
indeed, she had passed her entrance exams with ease. We soon
learned that only a handful of Jewish students had been admitted
for the fall semester. The town government had set up a quota
that severely limited Jewish admittance to three percent, even
though Jews constituted more than half the town’s population.
“Will I be able to enter the gymnasium three years hence?” I
wondered.

The Darkening Horizon – Spring of 1937
On the morning of Easter Sunday in April, Ukrainian churchgoers poured out into Panienska, Dubno’s main street, breaking
5
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into Jewish homes and stores, looting, and wounding a number of
Jews.
A letter from my mother’s sister in Warsaw brought new alarm
to the family. An associate professor of history at Warsaw
University, my Aunt Peshia had been dismissed and would soon
come with her infant child, Heniek, to join my grandmother in
town.
The afternoon hours at school filled me with worries of how to
avoid attacks by gentile classmates on my way home with my
Jewish friends, through the narrow streets and dilapidated
passageways. A new, young history teacher replaced the elderly
one. Tall, blond, and wearing a brown shirt, he extolled the virtues
of fascism and of the great leader Hitler. One of the Jewish
students snickered and caught the teacher’s attention.
“What’s your name?” the teacher asked.
“Yakov…,” he stammered.
“Come here,” the teacher demanded. He took hold of Yakov,
tied up his hands with a small rope, forced him to crouch on the
chair face down, pulled his pants down, and began to hit the boy
with a cane. Yakov bled and screamed, while I cringed with fear
and anger. I had never seen a teacher physically harm a pupil. The
wild, angry look in the teacher’s eyes, full of hatred, made me
shiver.
“That’s what we will do to all Jewish students who disrespect
our great leader, Hitler,” the teacher yelled. I ran home as soon as
the class ended, and in the evening, told my parents of the
incident. The next day, they transferred me to the Hebrew School
and told me that in the fall they would enroll me at the Hebrew
High School in Ostrog, about 60 kilometers east of Dubno.

6
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The War Is Upon Us – June 1941
Hitler’s armies broke through the Polish border on September
1, 1939, and moved swiftly eastward with tanks and heavy armor.
A few days into the war, cars of evacuees from the west began to
clog the cobblestone streets of Dubno. On September 12th, my
parents decided to leave our home and stay with Ukrainian
peasants, my father’s friends, a few kilometers east of the town.
We fled on foot at dusk, and next morning a Messerschmitt plane
strafed the dirt road crowded with escaping refugees. Mother
pulled me to roll into a ditch alongside the road. Screams of
wounded people spread panic as we ran into the woods.
A few days later, the Soviet army moved westward, occupying
the eastern half of Poland, including our hometown. We returned
home and to our great surprise, found a strange Ukrainian family
in our home. Father paid them off and they left, but the fear of
losing our home filled me with worry. The Soviets ruled our town
like a hoard of wild bears. They brought all commerce and
business to a halt and carted off the goods. They treated everyone
with equal contempt, and often, with brutality. And yet….
Father became employed again as a forester, working for the
government. Luba, having completed the gymnasium, enrolled
in the Rovno Teachers’ Institute, some 30 kilometers north of our
hometown. I felt relieved from taunts and rock-throwing by my
classmates. We had become impoverished, but lost our fear of
being singled out as Jews. I hoped the Soviets would not permit
persecution of Jews within their borders. Life in our town moved
on uneventfully, it seemed, and we began to adapt to an eerie
normalcy, but for the ominous news from the West.
In the spring of 1940, Hitler’s Panzer divisions broke through
Holland and the Benelux countries into France. Six weeks later,
7
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France capitulated, and the British army, some 80,000 men strong,
barely escaped being wiped out by the German Luftwaffe. During
the following 12 months, Hitler consolidated his grip on most of
Europe while the Soviets became enmeshed in a disastrous war
with Finland. In the spring of 1941, harbingers of Hitler’s
intentions to invade the Soviet Union darkened our horizon.
Anxious talk between my parents and our neighbors of Hitler’s
violent persecution of Jews in Poland alarmed me. Early in June
1941, an air of despair descended on the Jews gripped by fear of
an impending disaster.

8

CHAPTER 1

Leaving Home
The Day of Judgment
Split Decisions
I had just turned sixteen – I remember it well –
I was obsessed with the thought, nagging and sweet,
to surprise my classmate Sophie and tell
I admired her and would love her forever, indeed.
I saw Sophie once and never again…
On June 22, 1941,
the world I had known turned insane,
as Hitler’s war on Russia had just begun.
On the third day of war, shocking news came
the Russians were fleeing and German tanks were near.
Then Stukkas roaring set the Castle aflame.
The day grew long, filled with panic and fear.
Yet the day was short, too short to abort
life planted firmly with patience,
sweat and blood of scores of generations.
Too short for the young to tear apart
from family, friends, and sweet ties of the heart.
Painful quarrels and bitter debate
erupted in each household, and led in dismay
9
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to final verdicts of every Jew’s fate:
who shall leave and who shall stay,
who shall live and who shall die....
As night descended, awesome and dark,
the gates of heaven shut, and Satan’s verdict came stark:
all eight thousand would die, shot into pits,
except for a few who’d crawl out amidst
layers of bleeding, dying kin, into a jungle ruled by cruelty of chance,
hatred, violence and the Death-Angel’s dance.

I

have lived a long life, and I can readily tell my age from the
way I find it ever more difficult to recall names of friends or
many an event of yesteryear. So, how do I remember
happenings and conversations of decades ago, you may ask. Some
experiences have so profoundly changed me and my world, as to
leave indelible scars on my mind. Memories of June 24, 1941, the
day that I had left my home, have been haunting me all my life.
I remember the early morning sun peeking through the playful
leaves of the acacia tree in front of my window, caressing my face
as it awoke me on that fateful day. “Luba is here!” I dreamily
whispered, hearing her voice in the adjoining room. I turned
around and saw on the opposite wall the bedding on the open
couch. It was true; she had returned. I felt relieved. Luba, my threeyears-older sister, had been studying at the regional teachers’
college in Rovno, a town some 30 kilometers northeast of our
town, Dubno, in Ukraine.
Two days earlier, the Germans had invaded the Soviet Union,
across the new 1939 border some 50 kilometers west of our
hometown. My parents and I had worried if Luba would be cut off
from us by war’s turmoil.
I put on my trousers and shirt and ran into the common room,
10
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which comprised my parents’ sleeping and dressing area, our
dining facilities, and the heating stove. I glanced at Luba; I thought
she looked beautiful. Her face had become more rounded, her lips
fuller and broader, her grayish-green eyes larger and more
animated, and her brown braid longer, reaching down to her waist.
Now 19, she looked very much like Mother, short and slender with
a narrow frame.
Luba sat across the table from Mother, flushed and excited.
“Luba, it’s great to see you,” I said. “But, you look upset.”
“Yes, the Germans have broken through the front, and the
Soviets are fleeing,” Luba said.
“How do you know that?” I asked.
She told me that her physics professor, a reserve colonel in the
Red Army, had given her the bad news, asking her to go home
and urge her family to leave Dubno immediately.
“Enough already! Stop your foolish talk!” Mother exclaimed.
“You want me and Father to abandon our home and everything
we worked for all our lives and run away like crazies?”
“We have a choice. We leave or we stay here and wait to be
killed,” Luba said.
“You think you and your professor know everything!” Mother
shouted. “Napoleon tried to conquer Russia, and he didn’t do so
well. Let’s hope Hitler does no better.”
“In the meantime, his henchmen will probably kill us all!” Luba
shouted back. Luba’s boldness startled me. A few years earlier, I
had been the favorite in the family, particularly of Mother. I also
had been stronger than my rather fragile sister. Emboldened by
my parents’ love and my strength, I often acted as the superior
sibling. What a difference the few years had made, I thought. Luba
grew large in my eyes as I felt she was making much sense,
challenging Mother.
11
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Mother shot back, “We met the Austrians and some Germans
during World War I and we lived on. It was the Ukrainians who
killed my brother!” Mother screamed in a high-pitched voice, as
she broke down and cried.
Mother often told us about her daring mission to ransom the
severed head of her brother, Mehal, from Petlura’s gang. My uncle,
Mother’s favorite sibling, whose name I bore, had been a lawyer
and socialist leader in town, and among the first victims of the
1919 pogroms by the short-lived Ukrainian government under
Simon Petlura.
Father returned from morning prayers at the Shul (Synagogue).
He had come home the day before, on foot, to rejoin the family.
He had been gone for weeks before, working 10-12 kilometers
away as a forester for the Soviet government. He had been
concerned by the outbreak of war, but reassuring news of the
Soviet army beating back the Germans had uplifted his spirit. But
now he looked like a changed man: his face, covered in
perspiration and ashen, with froth at the corners of his lips, and
eyes bloodshot and bulging as if ready to fall out, had a wild look
about it. Father’s demeanor, in sharp contrast to that of the quiet,
even-tempered man I had known, frightened me.
“Moyne, you look terrible! What have you heard at the Shul?
Mother asked.
“The Germans have broken through the front with lots of
tanks. Some people think of leaving town,” Father said.
“So what do you think, Moyne?”
“I think we should gather whatever belongings we can and
leave before the Germans get here.”
“What are we going to do? What are we going to live on? Leave
everything and become homeless beggars in a foreign land? And
what about Mother, my sister and brother?”
12
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Uncle Mehal, after whom the author is named.
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“Manya, all of us, particularly the children, are in mortal
danger if we stay. I’m afraid Hitler is determined to kill all Jews,”
Father said.
“I know of Hitler’s hatred of the Jews, but what good will it do
for him to start mass-killing innocent civilians? How many Jews
can Hitler kill? A thousand? Two thousand?” Mother answered.
The arguments, the shouting, the pleading went on and on.
Mother went into the kitchen, and Luba joined her to prepare
some food. I moved closer to Father and grabbed his hand; I
wanted him to know that I agreed with him that we should leave.
“Momme is tough, isn’t she?” he said with a forced smile.
“Don’t be upset, Tatte. She’ll change her mind yet,” I said
quietly. I felt for Father, understanding well his frustrations with
Mother.
A talented woman, Mother was well-read and appeared more
worldly than Father, who had come from a small village. Mother’s
father, a prominent lawyer, had died, leaving two sons and four
daughters, Mother being the oldest. Barely 17, she and
Grandmother began to manufacture candy and sell it at the candy
store at the corner of the family’s property. The havoc of World
War I and the tragic loss of the oldest sibling, as well as a rather
impoverished married life, had made her resilient and
resourceful, but also quarrelsome and difficult; she exhibited an
air of superiority towards Father.
Mother and Luba returned from the kitchen with poached
eggs, fried potatoes, and salad, and we ate quietly. The heated
arguments soon resumed, but it became clear that Mother’s
determination had prevailed and we would stay.
“I want to go and see Grandmother,” I said, and I left. The street
was flooded with sunlight, and the scent of acacia and lilacs filled
the air. Fresh, lush greenery, set against a pale blue sky amid
14
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chirping birds, filled me with excitement. And yet, I felt choking
in my throat as I thought of the quarrelsome exchanges at home.
The panic in Father’s eyes haunted me. I trusted him and his
instincts, and the thought of leaving began to flood my mind.
I walked east on Berka Yoselevicza. I reached the end of our
block. On the opposite corner of the side street stood the home of
my Uncle Avrum, a large, white house with black shutters and a
shingled roof. A pharmacist, quite prosperous, he had two
daughters and a son who had left a few years earlier for Vilna.
I turned right onto a narrow side street. The din of rumbling
vehicles surprised me as we approached Panienska, the main
street of Dubno, where Grandma lived. Motorized vehicles and
trucks filled with soldiers clogged the street. I turned left on
Panienska and passed the Greek Orthodox Church, which Luba
and I used to sneak into to listen to the beautiful choir during
holiday services. The pogrom of 1937 had ended our curiosity
and admiration.
I reached Grandma’s home. In the front of the property stood
the now abandoned, boarded-up candy store. The large,
sprawling ranch house set back deeply in the yard, surrounded
by tall oaks, contained Grandma’s living quarters and a wing that
she had rented out to a Soviet official.
My grandmother greeted me on the porch. A stout and healthy
woman in her early 80s, she carried herself with dignity and
aplomb, but a hard life left marks on her deeply wrinkled face.
Her lips were folded, hardly visible, since she had few teeth left. I
exchanged a few words with Grandmother, and then went to the
backyard where Aunt Peshia and little Heniek were playing. I told
my aunt of the arguments at home with Father and Luba wanting
to leave and Mother insisting we stay.
“Your mother has seen a lot of tragedy in the past, and she
15

SHARDS OF WAR—FLEEING TO & FROM UZBEKISTAN

doesn’t easily frighten, but I do fear the Germans,” Aunt Peshia
said. “I just listened to short-wave radio news from London of
the Soviets retreating and suffering heavy losses.”
“So, what are you and Heniek going to do?” I asked.
”I can’t leave my mother alone, and I certainly can’t take her
with us; I have to stay. I think that you and Luba, at least, should
leave, and the sooner the better,” she said.
Her words and the tone of her voice startled me. I stood frozen,
as she grabbed me.
“Give your aunt a hug,” she said. “Be brave. Don’t be afraid.
Go!” she whispered. She then released me, and I left, deeply
troubled: would I ever see her, Heniek, and Grandmother again?
The encounter with my aunt confirmed my feelings that we
should leave, or at least Luba and I should leave if Mother
persisted in staying. But I wanted to convince some of my friends
to leave as well.
Sophie’s name struck me like an electric shock. Sophie had
been my classmate during the past two years and, in fact, took
almost all the same courses I did. By far my smartest female
classmate, often getting the highest scores, she became my tough
competitor. The first year that I knew her, I treated her as a boy
competing against me.
Last year I had begun to feel an attraction, a longing to be with
her. She lived near the post office, halfway to our high school,
only a kilometer from my home. I often would leave early in the
morning and wait at the post office until I saw her at the corner.
I would then dash out to greet her with the lame excuse of
depositing a letter or delivering a package. A bit taller than I—
everyone in class was taller—statuesque with light-brown hair
and dark eyes, I thought her the most beautiful girl, and I hoped
someday to marry her.
16
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The author's grandmother, aunt, and cousin
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Sophie lived with her mother and her maternal grandmother.
Her father had passed away, and her mother, working in the
hospital as a nurse, provided for the family.
I unlatched the door of the fenced yard of Sophie’s home, and
saw her at a table on the porch, reading a book. She looked up as
she saw me approaching.
“What a surprise! What brings you here?”
“I thought I would stop by to say hello.”
“And you haven’t even had to take anything to the post office?”
she said.
“Stop teasing me.”
“I don’t really want to tease you. I just want to let you know
that you don’t need an excuse to walk or talk with me. You know,
we girls have a sixth sense; it’s called intuition. I can tell very well
that you like me, so you don’t have to be so shy. You have nothing
to fear, you know. Come, sit down.”
She moved over to make room for me at the table. “Now, tell
me why you really came.”
I recounted to Sophie the heated discussions in my home and
the dilemma of whether to stay or leave. I told her about my
sister’s message from her professor and about my brief meeting
with my aunt, whom she knew well. I told her of my own feelings
and urge to leave.
“Leave where?” she cried. “You know, tanks and airplanes can
move much faster than one can by foot. If the Germans have
broken through the Soviet Army’s front, they will be able to
conquer much of Ukraine in no time. And if they want to kill us,
I’d much rather die here than somewhere in a strange place.”
I listened. Then, mastering all my courage, I turned to her. “If
Luba and I leave, will you come with us, will you come with me?”
I heard my heart pound as I spoke those words and felt blood
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rush to my face.
“Mehal,” she said, “you talk like a true teenager. You make it
sound like a picnic, like a lag b’omer outing. Do you have an
address to go to? I know that you like me and I like you too just
a little bit, but I am not ready to run off with you, not at this
troubling time.”
She paused, got up, and put her hand on my shoulder. I got up
to face her.
“Be serious, Mehal. My grandmother is ill, my mother works
hard to support us, and we try so very hard to be together and
survive. How could I possibly leave my mother alone?” Agitated
and blushing, she spoke with gentleness that belied the firmness.
Suddenly, an explosion rocked the house and the yard. We
looked up and saw several Stukkas dropping bomb—like inverted
finned bottles—near the Castle along the Ikva River across from
the high school. Powerful explosions came in succession.
“Oh my God! Oh my God!” Sophie screamed and fell into my
arms, trembling with fear. She embraced me, and the warmth of
her body overwhelmed me. Tremors ran through me and I
became transported, as if in a dream. I gently caressed her face.
“Sophie! Sophie, darling! What’s happening?” shouted her
grandmother, coming down the stairs.
Sophie abruptly pushed me aside. “Mehal, you better leave. Run
back to your home!” she said and ran inside to her grandmother.
Shocked as if somebody had torn a part of me, I felt hurt and
angry. Sophie had dismissed me as if I did not matter. Then a
dark, sorrowful thought overwhelmed me, that I might not see
Sophie ever again! I felt abandoned, yet more determined to leave.
I ran home through Panienska, past the Great Synagogue on
the hill, and turned onto Berka Yoselevicza. Frightened and
agitated people filled the street in clusters, moving in excitement,
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as bees around a beehive. Startled by the dramatic change, I
rushed down the street that only a few hours earlier had been so
quiet.
I reached my home to find Luba in front of our house,
buttonholing neighboring friends. As I approached, Luba turned
sharply towards me. “Where have you been? Mother wants us to
leave. German armored vehicles have been sighted in Mlynov,
just a few kilometers from here.”
“Why did she change her mind?”
“The Feyersteins from across the street came over and pleaded
with her that she should let us go since the Germans would
almost certainly grab the young men first, and Mother wanted
me to go with you.”
We entered the house, and I saw Mother packing two small
valises with underwear, a change of clothes, and a couple of
sweaters. She had also prepared a few sandwiches and found our
leather winter boots.
“Father and I decided you and Luba should go, and we will stay
here. The Germans will not bother us old people, but they may
well take you, Mehal, away. So, we want you and Luba to leave,
maybe for a day, maybe forever,” she said as she broke down and
cried.
I watched my mother turn into a defeated woman. It seemed as
if all the awesome burdens of a difficult life converged to crush
her. Her eyes turned dull, her lips tightened, and her cheeks
turned pale; her wiry, erect frame stooped like a folded accordion
gone silent.
Then, as if awakened, she said, “If you have to move farther
east, head towards Aunt Etie in Ostrog. I’m sure she and Uncle
Sholem will welcome you. You liked them, didn’t you, Mehal,
when you studied there?”
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The day’s painful, quarrelsome discussions finally reached a
climax: Half the family would stay, and half would leave. King
Solomon would have decided that way, too, I thought, as I
remembered his poignant adjudication between two quarreling
women claiming ownership of a baby: “Split the baby in half,” the
King ruled.
Mother asked us to change clothes and put on the winter boots.
I sat down to put on the boots and observed Father’s pallid face,
droopy lips, and vacant stare of his prominent eyes. He stood in
the corner of the room, next to the wardrobe chest, drained of all
strength, with his shoulders sagging as if carrying a monstrous
weight. He looked sad, old, and defeated, and his eyes betrayed
fear, as if he had given up all hope.
I became frightened and felt shivers traverse my body. Should
I leave Father and Mother like this, I agonized.
“Here, take the two valises I prepared and all the rubles I could
find,” Mother said as she turned to Luba. “Please take good care
of your brother.”
Then she hugged Luba and held onto her until she burst into
tears. She hugged me, kissed me, her face wet, and said softly, “I
love you very much. Remember that, Mehal.”
“The angel who redeemed me may bless you,” Father
whispered as he began Joseph’s blessing to his sons that we recited
Saturday evenings. He embraced me, his voice hardly audible.
Suddenly, as if awakened, he pushed me aside and began to undo
the golden chain of his Longines watch, Grandma’s wedding gift,
from across his vest.
“Here, Mehal, take good care of it,” Father said, as he handed
me the watch with trembling hands. “It may save your life. And
take good care of your sister.”
I wanted to tell him that I loved him, but I choked with fright
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that I might not ever see him again; I could not utter a word. I
opened my little valise and carefully packed the watch with the
chain. Shortly, Luba and I left our home, joined by six young men
with whom she had spoken earlier: Two of them, Hayim and
Motel, in their early 20s, were neighbors from across the street;
the other four—Joseph, Jacob, Nathan, and David—teenagers
from homes further down the street. Hayim had a compass, Motel
a map, and we had two flashlights to share. Dusk descended as
we hurriedly began walking. We wanted to be as far ahead of the
Germans as possible. We also wanted to be far away from our
homes, lest we change our minds and turn back. Gripped with
fear and guilt, I heard my heart pounding as we began our
journey into the dark night and beyond.
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