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“That shirt you’re wearing?”  Aunt Lena sounded sure of herself. But then again, I reminded 

myself, Aunt Lena generally sounded sure about everything.  

“Your aunt is right,” my uncle chimed in, apparently feeling the need to agree with his wife 

despite the fact that he didn’t ever disagree with her, or at least hadn’t in the ten and a half 

weeks I had lived with them. If anything, he sounded pleased, perhaps even proud, to have 

expressed himself at all.  

I looked at them both, then looked down at my arm. The radio was on. (The radio was 

always on at the Friedmans’.) And the man on the radio had just announced another 

scorcher. It was just eight in the morning, the man noted, and the temperature was already 

in the mid-eighties. And it was going to be up over one hundred degrees by early afternoon, 

hot even by Brooklyn standards for this time of year. The air was going to be stagnant and 

oppressive. People with breathing problems, the man said, should stay home.  Everybody, 

actually, who had no specific reason to go out into the heat should stay home. I myself 

suddenly wanted to stay home, only that was clearly not in the cards. And, I reminded 

myself quickly, it wasn’t even true. I didn’t really want not to go. Today, after all, was going 

to be the first day of the rest of my life…a cliché, to be sure, but in this specific instance 

entirely true: it was the day after Labor Day, I was seventeen years old, and I was about to 

begin tenth grade. I wasn’t entirely sure yet who James Madison was, but I was going to his 

high school. And I was going to succeed too, I told myself…even if my English was still a bit 



shaky back then and I was clearly going to be the oldest tenth grader the school, although (I 

reassured myself) surely not the whole wide world, had ever seen. 

I was already nervous enough that morning, so the last thing I needed or wanted was a 

confrontation with my aunt.  I knew no one at all at James Madison, not a soul…and 

although I really had learned a lot of English since my arrival the previous June—and that 

was on top of the year and a half of lessons in Föhrenwald, where the level of instruction 

would have been impressive even not for a make-shift language school in a DP camp without 

a single native speaker on the teaching staff—I hadn’t actually made any friends my own age 

at all since my arrival in New York.  Aunt Lena and Uncle Nathan were grand people, to be 

sure. And generous ones too, taking me in and making me feel as though I belonged there, as 

though it was they whose great good fortune it was to have me living under their roof, as 

though somehow I had done them a huge favor by moving in with no specific plans to move 

out in the foreseeable future. 

They were actually my great-aunt and my great-uncle. Aunt Lena was my grandfather’s 

youngest sister, the sole survivor—other than myself—of their entire family. Their own 

children, my second cousins Steven, Lawrence, and William, were grown men out of the 

house for years. Larry and Willy lived nearby, were married, and had families of their own; 

Steven, divorced for longer than he had been married and apparently—and to his parents’ 

ongoing irritation—in no great hurry to remarry or to reproduce, lived on his own in a 

studio apartment on First Avenue in Manhattan. They were all friendly towards me, and 

kind. None of them seemed irritated to think of me occupying the bedroom they had shared 

as boys in their parents’ apartment. Just to the contrary, they appeared to be happy to have 

someone present “on the ground” to keep an eye on their aging parents and someone who 

had no real possibility of moving out precipitously suited the bill to a T as far as they were 

concerned.  



The boys—this was how they were invariably referenced at the Friedmans, their adulthood 

not so much unnoticed as simply ignored—also understood all too well what it meant to my 

aunt to have me in her life.  Aunt Lena’s parents, my great-grandparents, died on their own 

years before the war, but she, my aunt, was the only one of her five siblings to emigrate and, 

in fact, the only one ever to have left Poland, let alone permanently. How I myself survived 

is an entirely different story that I am still hoping to write about one day in detail. But here I 

will just say that I was the only one who made it, the sole survivor among the forty-four of 

us put on the trains on October 23, 1943, and even I was half dead when I was finally 

liberated.  (To sharpen that image, I was five-foot-eleven and weighed less than eighty 

pounds when I was first examined by one of the US Army doctors assigned to our camp. And 

I was among the more robust people still alive in that place when the good guys finally 

arrived.) The rest of the story I’ll also leave over for another time—but the short version is 

that I was interned for a while at Buchenwald itself, then transported to a series of DP camps 

(including Föhrenwald, where I stayed for a full eighteen months), then, finally, helped to 

make contact with my aunt and uncle in Brooklyn. I knew Aunt Lena existed all along, of 

course. My parents mentioned their American auntie all the time, and fondly. But where she 

lived exactly and how I might actually go about finding her—she herself having had no 

reason to think any of us survived once the truth about the deportations and the camps 

became known—I had no idea at all. But then, with the help of the Joint and the Red Cross, I 

eventually did make contact. At first, she could hardly believe I was alive. (For the record, I 

could hardly believe it either.) We corresponded, obviously, in some mash-up of Yiddish and 

Polish, but it was clear to me from her letters that she had lost her fluency in both—Aunt 

Lena had been in America for more than a quarter-century at that point in her life—and was 

only really comfortable in English. Maybe that was why I devoted myself so intensely to my 

studies, particularly after it was made clear to me that my American visa would eventually 

come through and that I would be permitted soon after that to step through the golden door 

into a new world and a new life. 



I was thirteen when we were deported and still not sixteen at liberation. (I’ve always been 

tall for my age and I survived partially because I was able easily to pass for older. But now 

that there’s no need to lie about it, I can just tell the truth: I was born on the first night of 

Chanukah in 1929, which made me thirteen in October 1943 and fifteen when we were 

liberated in April of 1945.) I’m eighty-four now, but in the summer of 1947, as I sat in my 

aunt and uncle’s kitchen waiting for my aunt to express herself more clearly, I was still only 

seventeen. To say that I was a fish out of water is really to say the very least. I was a citizen 

of no country. (I had a laissez-passer instead of passport, but it merely noted that I was a 

stateless person under the temporary protection of the European Command of the United 

States Armed Forces and its Supreme Commander, General Dwight David Eisenhower.) I had 

never been in an automobile other than a taxi. I had never lived in a home with a television 

set. I hadn’t ever attended a baseball game or even held a baseball. I hadn’t ever owned a 

necktie, and still didn’t. In fact, I owned nothing at all, unless you counted the stuff my aunt 

and uncle had bought for me since my arrival and the Passover Haggadah that Rabbi 

Schacter had given me in Buchenwald to keep and which I had indeed kept with me ever 

since after using it one single time at that famous month-late seder the rabbi conducted in 

May of 1945 not for the descendants of slaves but for people who just weeks earlier had 

themselves been slaves…and, at that, to a Pharaoh far more diabolical than his ancient 

forebear could possibly ever have imagined. 

And yet, despite everything, there I was at my Aunt Lena’s kitchen table wearing a crisp, 

short-sleeve white shirt and blue trousers and drinking a cup of black coffee while 

contemplating my first day at school. (At seventeen, I really should have been starting 

twelfth grade, but, having not attended a school in years and not being perfectly fluent back 

then in English, the principal had determined that I should start off in tenth grade and see 

where that took me. Truth be told, I probably should have started in elementary school, but 

they could hardly send a boy my age to school with eleven-year-olds and tenth grade seemed 

like the most reasonable compromise. So tenth grade it was.) I was some combination of 



nervous and excited, but also a bit stunned: the last time I had had a normal breakfast at a 

normal kitchen table on my way to a normal school I had also had two parents, two sisters, a 

brother, and an army of aunts, uncles, and cousins. Were they really all gone? Even to me, it 

seemed unimaginable that of them all only I was left. I tried to put the catastrophe that had 

befallen my family—and every other family I grew up with—I tried to put it all out of my 

mind, to focus on the good, on the future, on my incredibly good fortune to have survived. I 

listened to the radio, tuned as always to WEVD. I ate a piece of buttered toast with my 

coffee, then another. I suddenly remembered Rabbi Schacter saying that the greatest of all 

the commandments was to choose life and I found myself hoping that our paths would cross 

again, his and mine, and that I would one day have a chance to show him that I had done as 

he had said. I had just put a third piece of bread in the toaster and was pouring myself a 

second cup of coffee when Aunt Lena appeared in doorway and, without pausing even to 

wish me a good morning or to ask how I slept or to wish me good luck in school, turned her 

withering gaze to my bare arms and said, in her inimical style, “That shirt you’re wearing?” 

Standing right behind her was my uncle, whose response (“Your aunt is right”) made it clear 

that he too had understood her question to be far more of a command to be obeyed than a 

question actually to be answered.  

Nonetheless, the path of least resistance seemed simply to answer the question. “Yes,” I said, 

“I am.” What other shirt did she think I might be wearing than the one I had on? It was a 

nice shirt too. More to the point, it was one that Aunt Lena herself had bought for me!  

Wasn’t this how American boys dressed for school? Was I supposed to be wearing a tie? (She 

hadn’t suggested buying me one and I hadn’t thought to ask.) Or was there some sort of color 

code connected with the specific grade one was entering? Were white shirts only for 

teachers? I had no idea. But if that was the case, then why had she bought this particular 

shirt for me in the first place? 



Aunt Lena sat down at the table, saying nothing. She poured herself a coffee, then stirred 

some sugar into it. She herself was dressed for the day in a powder blue blouse with a bow at 

the neck and a slim tan skirt. (Even in her older years, my great-aunt was a handsome 

woman with a good figure she had no compunction at all about showing off.)  I wasn’t sure 

what I was supposed to say next, if indeed I was supposed to say anything at all.  She had 

asked a question and I had answered it. There was, however, clearly more to be said. She 

drew her chair close to the table, then reached up to turn down the volume on the radio. 

“A horse can only move in one direction at a time,” she said.  

I nodded thoughtfully, but said nothing. 

“Forwards it can move or backwards,” she continued undeterred, “but not both ways at 

once.” 

Clearly, she was trying to tell me something. But what was it? 

“You see my point?”  

“No,” I said honestly, “not really. I don’t know much about horses.”  

Aunt Lena looked directly into my eyes. “About horses I’m not talking,” she said. “I’m talking 

about you.” 

Slowly, I began to catch her drift. And when I lowered my eyes to my left forearm, I could 

almost feel her gaze joining mine as we both contemplated my number.  

* 

For as long as I was at Auschwitz, my number was my name. That was how it worked and 

that was probably also how it had to work—for the dehumanization process the Germans put 

in place to be as effective as they intended it to be, the inmates had to be reduced to mere 

numbers, to nameless ciphers in a ledger book, to cogs in a machine to be replaced without 



fuss, not repaired, when broken.  I don’t want to tell here about my experiences in the 

camps, and particularly not about my first days at Auschwitz.  Years ago I did one of those 

Spielberg interviews and didn’t hold much back, so here let me just say that having no name 

was emblematic, at least in my mind, of everything we had to endure: the prisoner had no 

possessions, no rights, no freedom, no dignity…and no name. I wasn’t assigned my prisoner 

number, I was that number. And that number was embedded in my mind no less indelibly 

than it was tattooed on my forearm.  It wasn’t my name and it wasn’t exactly who I was, but 

in a real and brutal way it was what I was. And it was fully visible on my forearm for all to 

see who cared to look from that first day on and ever since. 

Thinking back on that scene in my Aunt Lena’s kitchen after all these years, it’s hard to 

believe so much time has passed. Nowadays we’re used to thinking of Shoah survivors as 

older people, but there were huge numbers of us in the late 40’s who were still teenagers, 

some who were really just children. We had seen more in our brief lifetimes—more misery, 

more brutality, more beatings, more torture, more death—than most normal people living 

normal lives see in normal lifetimes. That, obviously, is a good thing…for all those other 

people. But it also made us into freaks even in our own eyes. I remember feeling that way in 

a thousand different ways, and particularly after I found my place at Madison High and had a 

gang of friends I hung around with. They were nice guys, good guys. They had normal lives, 

had had happy childhoods. They had at least some living grandparents, and to a man they 

had parents and siblings. They liked baseball, liked talking about girls, liked choosing the 

cars they were going to own when they got older and made some money. They were, in 

short, normal American guys on the cusp of manhood enjoying each other’s company for as 

long as they could stay together. Of the misery of the world they knew almost nothing. They 

thought they had lived through a war because they knew somebody—or at least of 

somebody—who had died fighting in Europe or the Pacific, but they themselves knew death 

only at a distance.  They felt rooted to their place, comfortable in their skin, at home in the 

world that they were growing up in and truly were at home in. They were, in a word, 



normal citizens of their time and place. It was me who didn’t belong, who couldn’t quite 

figure out how much to say or even what to say.  

Eventually, I tried to tell them. They were curious about my past—we were friends, after 

all— but they also didn’t want to know. Or at least they didn’t want to know much. For a 

long time, my feelings were hurt by their lack of more than formal interest. But now that I 

think clearly back on how things were, I realize that the whole thing had more to do with 

me being unrealistic than with them being harsh or cruel or uncaring. Even Sam and Izzy—

who were my closest friends until they both died not eighteen months apart a few years 

ago—even they didn’t want to hear my story, not really, not in detail. But now that I 

consider the whole scene from the vantage point not of years or decades but scores of years, I 

can see that the whole thing was simply unfathomable, and way too much for teenagers used 

to schmoozing away long afternoons over cigarettes and coffee to assimilate into their sense 

of what life was or could be.  These guys were interested, in order, in girls, cars, and baseball.  

Were they supposed also to want to know what it was like hearing trains in the distance and 

knowing, especially towards the end when the ramp selections ended, that not a single 

passenger—not even the children—would still be alive by nightfall?  I thought then that 

they should have wanted to know everything, but now I find it more amazing that they 

wanted to hear any of it at all. In my naiveté, I thought they were shallow while I was this 

sophisticated witness to history. But in retrospect I can see that they were just normal guys 

and I was the visitor from Mars whose ability to breathe at all on earth was the surprising 

part of the story, not my earthling hosts’ capacity to breathe easily on their own planet. 

And, of course, I was also—in addition to being a survivor of deportations and beatings and 

extermination camps and death marches—in addition to all that I was also a seventeen-year-

old boy. I too liked sports, liked thinking about girls, liked speculating about the car I was 

going to drive once I had the income to support that kind of extravagance.  By rights I should 

have been several people rather than just one person.  And yet I was just me, just one single 



person who was me.  In retrospect, I can say easily that it was that specific piece of 

complicated reality that constituted the real background to the talk Aunt Lena and I had over 

breakfast early in the morning on Tuesday, September 2, 1947, as I prepared to attend my 

first day of school in America and she wished to get me to change my shirt by observing, just 

a bit obscurely, that horses are able only to walk in one direction at a time.  

* 

“You’re talking about me?” She was talking about me? 

“About you I’m talking. About you and what you’ve been through.” 

“I have to leave in a few minutes.” My aunt and uncle lived on East 22nd Street between 

Avenue R and Avenue S. It was going to take me about five minutes to walk to school if I 

was going to get there on time and it was already eight o’clock. I had been told to arrive at 

8:20 and not to be late. 

“Change your shirt. Put on the blue one, the one we bought at Macy’s in the city.” 

“I don’t look good this like?” I thought I looked fine. “You bought me this shirt!” 

“You look good. You are good. I bought that shirt for you to wear in shul under a jacket. But 

wearing it without one, like this, with your arm exposed...with that that number…that 

damned number….” Her voice trailed off. Together we looked at the outer side of my 

exposed forearm, at the six digits that somehow encapsulated everything there was to say 

about who I was, about what I was. I remembered everything about that first day, about 

being separated from the others and from my parents, about being shaved and having that 

number burnt into my flesh. I didn’t fully understand that I was one of the lucky ones, that 

there was at least some chance I would live to see the next dawn, that I had somehow been 

chosen (at least temporarily) for life.  

“It’s who I am,” I finally said, not sure if even I knew exactly what I meant.  



“It’s who you were,” Aunt Lena said quickly. “But it’s not who you’re going to be.” 

“But I’m not who I’m going to be, am I? I’m who I am right now.” 

“You want to be more than that number.” 

I said nothing. 

“People need to see you, to see your face, to see your eyes,” she continued. “But who will be 

able to look past that number? And then you’ll never stop being a prisoner.” 

We didn’t usually use that word, “prisoner.” Truth be told, we hardly ever talked about the 

war at all, preferring to trade stories about the people we both loved from when things were 

normal and life was good. But we did speak about it now and then. Uncle Nathan never 

showed any interest. But Aunt Lena knew the whole story, having made me tell it all from 

beginning to end shortly after I arrived precisely so that we could then not discuss it again.  

I can still remember that day clearly even after all these years. It was a couple of weeks after 

I arrived.  We were still communicating in some made-up language of our own, mostly 

consisting of Yiddish and Polish with some English and some German thrown in for good 

measure. (I had no idea how to say some of the camp words in any language but German.) 

Uncle Nathan was out for the day—I can’t recall where—and it was just my great-aunt and 

myself at home. And I really did tell her everything, holding nothing back. She said nothing, 

preferring to sit in her chair and smoke cigarette after cigarette while she listened intently. 

And then I was done and that, more or less, was that. We occasionally returned to this or 

that detail, but we mostly left the topic be. It was what it was. I was who I had become. Aunt 

Lena needed to know what had happened to her family—you have to remember that there 

were no historians of the Shoah out there in 1947, no reliable authors whose books about the 

camps you could buy in a bookshop or consult in the library, nothing but the personal 

accounts of individual survivors you could listen to or not listen to, believe or not believe, 

accept or reject—but now that she knew she didn’t need to hear it again.  And yet the fact 



that she did not need or wish to hear my story a second time did not mean that hearing it 

that one time hadn’t altered her dramatically.  Her sense—I can see this now, although I’m 

sure I didn’t fully get it back then—her sense of who she was had been permanently altered 

by learning who I was and what had befallen me.  And from all that came her resolve not to 

let me exist as nothing more than the latter-day version of the prisoner I had once been, to 

insist that I somehow morph forward through the present into the future rather than to live 

on merely as a living echo of the past. 

In her defense, it took us survivors a long time to figure this out, to make ourselves 

comfortable with being both who we were and who we eventually became. All these years 

later, of course, it feels inevitable that we were eventually going to find a way to integrate a 

past that involved worrying about the possibility of being murdered with a present that 

involved worrying about the possibility of not getting into the best college.  But it didn’t feel 

that way back then, not by a long shot. And one plausible avenue into the future—I can see 

this now clearly—one reasonable path forward could indeed plausibly have involved simply 

moving past the past and treating the whole thing like a bad dream to be woken up from, 

then gotten over, then forgotten. I’m sure there are plenty who chose to travel along that 

path into their new lives. I know there are, actually. But it wouldn’t have worked for me and 

even back then I think I already know that I myself had no choice but to allow the past to 

flow through me—and through my story—into the future, into my future. 

“I stopped being a prisoner on April 11, 1945.” 

“So why look like what you’re not?” 

I thought for a long moment, trying to figure out how to say any of this in English. “Because 

it’s not about who I am. It’s about who I was, and who I was is who I’ll always be. Because 

the present is a moment and the future is a dream—it’s really only the past that truly exists.” 

Where that came from, who knows? But it’s stayed with me for all these years. And I still 



think that. I really do.  “But what that all adds up to is that life…life itself can only be…that 

life is just a prayer.” 

Aunt Lena put down her coffee cup and looked into my eyes. Her own eyes were sapphire 

blue and it was just then that I finally understood how kind and how good she was.  “Life is a 

prayer?” There was no trace of mockery in her voice and I could hear easily that she was 

asking her question guilelessly and without pretense, that she merely wished me to say what 

I meant more clearly.  

“Life is a prayer,” I repeated. “A prayer for the future, but also a prayer for the past. Or 

maybe the real way to say it is that life is both those things at once, that they’re both the 

same thing, that we live for a moment in the present and by living forward into the next 

moment…by surviving into the future…we make our lives into prayers that the past be 

justified, that the future reflect the best of what we’ve lived through in the past, that the 

future come to justify the past and give it depth and purpose in the same way that the past 

explains the future and gives it its real meaning.” Where any of this was coming from, I had 

no idea. But I meant it. And the ease with which I was expressing in English ideas I could 

barely understand in any language only made me surer of myself and less willing to cave in. 

“The past is gone.” Aunt Lena’s voice quivered slightly, but I could see that she had been 

waiting a long time to say that to me clearly and unequivocally. 

“The past is never gone.  If it was gone, where would my parents live?” My voice sounded 

strange, even to me.  

My dear Aunt Lena reached out and took my hands. I could see that her eyes were brimming 

over as, finally, she wept for her sisters and for her brother, for their children and their 

families, for all who had lived and died.  I rarely cried, but I too felt my cheeks wet with 

tears. It was a truly cathartic moment for me, and all the more so for having been wholly 

unanticipated. 



“And this prayer,” Aunt Lena asked me, her voice soft but clear, “this prayer that is your life, 

does it have words?” 

“Not words,” I said from some distant platform, from outer space, “just numbers.” 

With no fight at all left in me and more than aware that I was going to be late for my first 

day of school if I didn’t walk out of the apartment within the next three or four minutes, I 

got up from the table. I went to my bedroom, took off my nice white shirt, and replaced it 

with a blue shirt my aunt had also bought me at Macy’s on Herald Square in Manhattan. I 

unbuttoned the cuffs but didn’t roll the sleeves up high enough to expose my number, telling 

myself—and, as far as I can recall, in that moment truly believing it—that some prayers 

really are best said quietly and in private. 

There wasn’t time for a long discussion. I had to go. I gave my aunt a kiss on the cheek. And 

then I was out the door and into the rest of my life. 

That first day at school was confusing and a bit overwhelming, but I got the hang of high 

school quickly enough and by Thanksgiving could hardly remember not being an American 

high school student. By then, of course, it was already plenty cool enough for everybody to 

be wearing long-sleeved shirts anyway. But once springtime came and the weather began to 

warm up, I came home from soccer practice one day to find a gift from my aunt waiting for 

me on my bed: three new short-sleeved white shirts, each still in its Macy’s wrapper and 

each one a reminder that we had both been wrong the previous fall, that prayers, like speech 

itself, can be conceptualized within the heart but only truly heard in public, in the world. 

And that that applies to prayers that cannot by their nature be spoken aloud at all, merely 

put out there so that the world—and the God to Whom they are addressed—can take note of 

their reality and possibly even respond. 

 


