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At age twelve, I memorized life lessons that my teacher wrote on a chalkboard:  

 

Be yourself 

Count your blessings 

It’s okay to cry 

Have compassion 

Never give up 

Everything will be okay 

 

 At age thirteen, I learned it was hard to be yourself. Especially for Jewish people. I’ll 

never forget the day I was forced to wear the star of David or the cold blue eyes and harsh stare 

of the man who gave it to me. My body felt cold and my heart felt heavy. “Jew” was in its center, 

and though I was proud to be Jewish, the badge made it seem like “criminal” or “scum” were on 

it instead. Being myself was no longer the objective; it was being invisible. I was no longer 

Aliyah, my siblings were no longer Maya, Eli, Rayna, or Samuel. My neighbors were no longer 

Mr. Adelstein or Ms. Danenberg. We became the “Jews,” all trying to blend in so the Germans 

wouldn’t find a reason to beat us up, destroy our homes, or execute us. The only “individuality” 

I’d receive for a while was the serial number tattooed onto my arm at Auschwitz. 

At age fourteen, I learned to count my blessings in the most horrific way. My parents and 

four younger siblings were everything to me, and when arriving at Auschwitz, my six blessings 

became three. Papa and Samuel were immediately sent to work. Since Mama was pregnant and 

Rayna and Eli were toddlers, they were unfit to work and taken to the gas chambers. All I could 
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think about were Eli’s brown eyes – full of light and wonder at every new experience. My heart 

shattered into a million pieces as Maya and I were sent with other surviving females. Soon, my 

three blessings became two when Maya died of illness. A guard hit me across the face when I 

sobbed over Maya’s body; I wished he would hit me repeatedly so I could forget the pain in my 

chest even for a second. That night, all I could think about was Papa’s final words before we 

were separated, “I’ll find you.” But he never did. I would later find out that my final two 

blessings were ripped from me, too. 

 At age fifteen, I learned that although it was okay to cry, I wasn’t capable of it anymore. 

Aaron, my best friend, was caught trying to escape. The guards beat him to death and left his 

nearly lifeless body in the yard. I watched the light leave his eyes, but I couldn’t shed a tear. 

Maybe I was becoming heartless like the Germans who made my life hell. I was relieved that my 

heart wasn’t breaking and that my eyes weren’t waterfalls. But guilt also consumed me for not 

weeping over Aaron as I should have.  

At age sixteen, I lost the little compassion left in my body. Ten other teenagers and I 

were starved for a week as punishment for “unsatisfactory” work. As a sick joke, the guards 

gathered us into a courtyard and threw a loaf of bread. All hell broke loose as we sprinted 

towards it. I was taught that the difference between humans and animals were that humans had 

souls. Compassion and intellect controlled us; instinct controlled animals. We were once naive 

children with compassion-filled hearts. But the Germans had taken our souls; now our hearts 

were empty, beating inside our hungry, corpse-like bodies. Driven by animalistic survival 

instincts, we were willing to kill anyone in our way. I felt pain throughout my body as I fought 

for the bread. I didn’t hesitate or feel remorse as I kicked and threw hard punches. The gruesome 

scene didn’t phase me. My only focus was survival. 
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At age seventeen, I was somehow still alive, perhaps because I never gave up. But the 

night we were saved from Auschwitz and brought to safety, I wanted nothing more than to be 

dead. I remember crashing to my knees, questioning why I tried so hard to stay alive after 

everyone important to me had died. I had nothing to live for. After years of bottling my 

emotions, I began crying. My eyes were blurry and all I could hear were my piercing screams. I 

wished I had given up a long time ago. I wished I had died with my family. With Aaron. With 

the other kids who suffered. I wished I had died with the six million Jews in that hell hole. I 

guess I did, in a way. A part of me died with them in the fires and the gas chambers. A part of me 

was starved, tortured, and beaten to death with them. Though the other part of me stayed alive, it 

didn’t truly escape Auschwitz and it never would. I was merely condemned to a different hell 

where my thoughts would eat me alive and I’d see darkness in everything. 

At age thirty-three, despite years of therapy and support from newfound loved ones, I still 

struggle to believe that everything will be okay. I am awakened by my crying newborn, Isaac, 

and immediately remember hysterical mothers sobbing at Auschwitz as their crying infants were 

burned alive. Haunting memories flash before me and I desperately try calming Isaac down 

before I begin crying, too. He finally stops and opens his eyes. In them, I see my brother Eli and 

the way his brown eyes lit up with wonder. Hope fills me and I’m determined for Isaac’s eyes to 

stay like this – full of light. He will live a happy life and learn the same lessons I did. Those 

lessons are embedded in my mind, written in the blood of all those who died at Auschwitz. But 

he won’t learn them from a bloody chalkboard as I did. The Holocaust is over. He will learn 

them from his father and me, from school chalkboards, and from his own childhood memories.  

“Everything will be okay,” I assure him. And for once, I actually believe it. 

 


