
The Debt 

Martin S. Cohen 

 

 

There are survivors who can’t stop talking about their wartime experiences and there are 

those who cannot bring themselves to speak about the events that befell them at all. My 

grandfather fell in the latter category and, for reasons he also never disclosed, chose never to 

tell us—or at least never to tell me or either of my sisters—he chose never to share his story 

with any of us. Was there something shameful in his past that he wished for us not to know? 

For a long time, I thought that had to be it…but eventually it struck me that if there was 

anything truly dishonorable or disgraceful in his past, the way to hide it would have been 

with a flattering, made-up story rather than with no story at all. And that was what my 

grandfather offered us when we occasionally screwed up our courage, or one of us did, to ask 

about his wartime experiences: no story at all. “It’s all the past,” he would say dreamily, as 

though we had asked him about some unpleasant childhood disease he preferred not to have 

to recall in much detail. If we persisted, which we learned early on never to do, he would 

simply say that he did not wish us to fear the world and was therefore unwilling to tell us 

stories that would do just that—make us feel that our neighbors could turn against us, that 

the people we considered our friends in the world could wake up one morning redefined as 

our enemies, that our sense of security and rootedness in the world could simply vanish in 

the wake of a single election that went the wrong way and brought bad people to power. 

Some small part of the story I knew anyway. That our family came from Germany and that 

there had been Speiers living in Worms for more than a thousand years. That my father and 



his parents had all been born in that city, in its day one of the jewels of medieval Jewry and 

among its greatest centers of learning. That there had once been a family jewelry business, 

but that my grandfather’s father, Willi Speier, had been a physician. That my Grandpa Emil 

had somehow been responsible for finding a way for my grandmother and my father to 

escape deportation.  And that they—my father and his parents—had somehow survived in 

hiding. 

My other grandparents—my mother’s parents—survived and settled in Fresh Meadows not 

far from where we live today, but they died long before my bar-mitzvah and my memories of 

them both are, at best, hazy. But my Speier grandparents, my dad’s parents Emil and 

Hannelore—they were the grandparents I grew up with into my twenties. My grandfather 

was a tall man with an aquiline nose and deep blue eyes. My grandmother was a handsome 

woman with a prominent bosom and long hair she wore in a twisted braid pinned up in a 

circle around the circumference of her large head. But of the actual story of their survival, I 

heard nothing at all. 

All that changed, however, after my father died and I found among his papers a small diary 

that I soon realized had been written by my Grandfather Emil.  He wrote in English—my 

grandparents tried to speak only English once they arrived here, and particularly when any 

of their grandchildren was present—but the specific reason he wrote down his story in a 

notebook that he then did nothing with other than preserve among his papers, that reason he 

took to the grave. I still don’t really know what he hoped would happen with it or to it. 

The story has an ending too, and an interesting one that only unfolded years after my 

grandparents were gone. But first let me let my grandfather speak. I’ve fixed a bit of his 

spelling and some grammatical errors, but other than that what now follows are my 

grandfather’s words as transcribed by myself from a notebook I found among the papers of 

my late father, Henry (formerly Hanns) Speier. 



* 

The deportations in our city began almost immediately. At first, it appeared to be by random 

selection that families were chosen for resettlement in the east. The S.S. men appeared at first 

quite bizarrely polite and willing to wait almost patiently as the Jews gathered their few things 

together for the trek to their as yet unspecified destination. But by 1942, when the killing 

machine was running smoothly and efficiently, the randomness disappeared and the municipal 

authorities mounted a systematic effort to rid Worms of its few remaining Jewish citizens. Our 

names were known. We were all registered with the authorities. Other than by taking one’s 

own life, there was no avenue of escape. 

Miraculously, days passed and no deportation notice appeared for our family. I watched in 

silent amazement as Jewish families all around us disappeared, often on only hours’ notice. I 

stayed in the shadows all day, hoping to avoid arrest while Hannelore and our Hanns, then just 

an infant, lay low at home and awaited my return. 

Out of work and without any visible means of support, I basically spent my days trying to 

conduct enough illegitimate business to provide some food for the family. We had had a 

jewelry shop before it had been destroyed on Kristallnacht, but I had been clever enough to 

keep the best part of our stock at home and now, because of that bit of forethought, I was able 

to conduct a bit of trading with some local, mostly unscrupulous, characters with whom I was 

acquainted. Still, I was in a better position than the Jewish shopkeepers whose stock was 

impossible to keep anywhere but on site in their shops: I at least had something to trade once 

all Jewish businesses were formally closed and, at that, something I could carry around in my 

pockets. Business was difficult, illegal, and generally profitless. But I kept at it in the almost 

entirely futile hope of keeping the family afloat for as long as it would take the Allied armies to 

smash the Axis powers and bring peace and sanity back to Europe. 



By the summer of 1942, however, even I had lost my nerve. The situation was too impossible 

and the scoundrels with whom I was at that point obliged to do business had themselves 

mostly disappeared either into the army or prison. The only chance we had was to go into 

hiding all together…if a suitable refuge could be located and secured. 

҉ 

My father, Willi, had been a medical doctor until his death in 1932 and among his patients had 

been a certain Jutta Lich, a young woman whom he had saved from death by operating on a 

malignant tumor that every doctor she had previously seen had diagnosed as a harmless 

fibroid. 

The woman had survived and gone on to marry, but she was never able to have children. This 

particular woman, now Frau Jutta Wiltsch, had remained in touch with my father until the 

day he died and she had attended his funeral in the great synagogue. 

As she passed by the line of mourners, she had stooped over to whisper a private word into my 

ear. There was, she said, going to be trouble for the Jews of Germany. I must have looked as 

though I was going to argue with her, but Frau Wiltsch silenced me with a single raised 

eyebrow before I could say a word.  

“Come what may,” she whispered into my right ear, “ich werde über Sie wachen —I will 

watch over you.” 

҉ 

Late in the summer of 1942, when the situation had gone from bad to bleak to fully hopeless, I 

had a dream. In my dream, I saw my own father’s funeral much as it actually had been. The 

black, horse-drawn hearse, the black crepe bunting over the synagogue’s northern portal, and 

the solemn assembly of the bereaved and the curious was more or less precisely as I recalled it. 



But the dream was not precisely as the reality had been, for in my dream my father’s coffin 

was open, not shut, and the corpse was clearly visible. Only it was not my father at all in the 

plain pine box—it was me. Looking desperately for myself among the mourners and seeing 

myself present only as the body in the box, I suddenly realized I was having not a dream but a 

vision. 

Following the course of events closely from some sort of invisible aerial perch, I could see the 

line of guests snaking forward for the privilege of speaking some few words of comfort into the 

ears of the bereaved family. 

There were dozens, perhaps even scores of former patients of my father’s standing patiently on 

line and a smattering of other doctors. Many of the patients, I knew personally and could 

easily recognize, but many others were unknown to me and presumably dated from the years 

of my father’s practice that had preceded my own birth. There were even some few city 

officials, despite the obvious political reasons for anyone interested in a career in the civil 

service not to attend a Jewish funeral. Clearly, these people all thought they were attending 

my father’s funeral, not my own. But there was no way for me to set them straight, no 

possibility of communicating with them at all. 

And there, standing towards the back of the line, was Frau Jutta Wiltsch. Frau Wiltsch was 

wearing a black dress that was a size, at least, too big for her and was obviously borrowed from 

someone else for the occasion. On her head, she wore a small black pillbox with a veil of black 

tulle pulled up over the hat. In her hand, she carried a single white rose. From my vantage 

point, I could see Frau Wiltsch waiting patiently for her turn to come close to the casket. Since 

this was my funeral, it was Hannelore, rather than my mother, who was receiving the 

condolences with her own mother, my mother-in-law, at her side. And little Hanns, our son, 

was there too, standing by his grandmother’s side and bravely holding her hand in his. 



Eventually, Frau Wiltsch came to the front of the line. Pressing Hannelore’s right hand 

between both her own hands, Jutta uttered some banal words of comfort that I could somehow 

hear from my elevated vantage point. 

And then, passing over to where young Hanns was standing, Frau Wiltsch crouched down 

and, putting the palm of her left hand on the ground so as to steady herself, leaned forward to 

whisper something into the young boy’s ear. 

By straining slightly, I found I could hear Frau Wiltsch’s whispered words. “Ich werde über Sie 

wachen,” she said. “I’ll take care of you all.” And then she was gone, her rose left in little 

Hanns’ hand. 

I awoke from my dream with a start. In the grey dawn, I imagined I could hear the thud of S.S. 

boots on the cobblestones as those proud knights of the Reich defended the fatherland against 

feeble, elderly Jews, innocent infants, and their defenseless parents. But there came no knock 

at the door. 

҉ 

We had no food at home and no money. If we were going to survive even a few days longer, 

we had only two choices: to volunteer for deportation—which, almost incomprehensibly, 

some families had done—or to go into hiding. I made my decision. And as soon as there were 

enough people out on the street to provide at least some modest camouflage, I was on my way 

to the Kranzbühlerstrasse. For better or for worse, it was time finally to see if Frau Jutta 

Wiltsch was as good as her word or not. 

Speaking with Frau Wiltsch was not as simple as I expected it to be. Marek Wiltsch, her young 

husband, had been conscripted during the first few months of the war. He had undergone his 

basic training at a base outside of Kassel and had been just selected for officer training when he 

was killed during the invasion of Russia. Whatever mixed feelings his wife had had about 

Marek’s future as a Nazi officer vanished with his last breath; she had married a pharmacist, 



not a soldier, but her grief was no different than it would have been had Frau Wiltsch not 

despised everything for which her husband had died fighting. 

But Frau Wiltsch was not a pharmacist herself and had no real choice but to sell her husband’s 

business to the first reasonable bidder. This, however, was easier said than done. The most 

likely would-be purchasers—young pharmacists seeking to set up shop—had all also been 

conscripted and were busy enough plying their trade, if they were plying it at all, for the 

soldiers of the Wehrmacht. Pharmacists old enough to avoid conscription already had their 

own businesses and, once the Jewish-owned pharmacies were all closed down, could barely 

keep up with their customers’ demands, let alone consider taking on full lists of colleagues’ 

clients as well. Finally, frustrated by the situation and bored by her own idleness, Jutta Wiltsch 

moved from the apartment in the Kranzbühlerstrasse she and her late husband had been 

renting to her parents’ home just outside Worms proper in the suburb of Pfrimmbach, in those 

days still its own municipality with its own town council and its own mayor. 

All of this, of course, was completely unknown to me as I made my way as evasively as 

possible to the address I found among my grandmother’s papers. (She had died a year or so 

after my grandfather, but only after having written formal thank-you notes to all who had 

attended his funeral or made charitable donations in his memory.  The addresses of those 

people she had collated in a small notebook she kept with her other papers. And there, on the 

fifth page towards the bottom, I had found Frau Jutta Wiltsch’s address.) 

I located the building easily. Entering through the unlocked front door, I stepped into the 

building. Shuddering to realize that the Wiltsches’ downstairs Jewish neighbors had already 

been deported—I could see the police seal across their front door only partially obscuring the 

Jewish star in white paint just beneath the paper and paste—I actually tipped my hat politely 

to an elderly dame I met in the stairwell as I climbed the stairs to the Wiltsches’ apartment. 



I rang the bell over and over, but no one came to the door. Since I knew that Frau Wiltsch 

could not have become a mother, I guessed that she must have been conscripted into some 

work brigade or another. But where precisely she might be found, I obviously had no way to 

know. I rang her neighbor’s doorbell. 

A young woman came to the door and asked politely how she could help.  

“I’m looking for Frau Jutta Wiltsch, but she doesn’t seem to be home. Does she still live here?” 

I felt the woman staring at the place on my jacket where the yellow star had been sewn until I 

had ripped it off in a fit of rage, but I had the sense not to lower my own eyes to check for 

loose yellow threads or faded outlines.  

The conversation only took moments. Herr Wiltsch, the young woman said easily, had fallen 

on the eastern front. Frau Wiltsch had given up her flat and moved back in with her parents. 

The young woman thought her parents lived somewhere in Pfrimmbach, but she wasn’t 

entirely sure. 

The door closed. I felt worried, but also exhilarated. I was on Jutta Wiltsch’s trail and, with 

any luck at all, I would find her before the S.S. found me. That Marek Wiltsch was dead was 

not necessarily a disaster–that there was now one less Nazi soldier in the world could only be 

good news–and if it now meant that I could encounter Jutta Wiltsch without having to take 

her husband’s feelings or affiliations into account, then so much the better! So far, I told myself 

as I wandered out into the warm air of the Kranzbühlerstrasse, so good. 

Taking the streetcar was risky, but I was feeling daring. Just for good measure I made a point of 

not buying a ticket before getting onto the car, figuring that, if a conductor did stop me, I 

could always stammer that I didn’t have a ticket and then run for it as though avoiding the fine 

for riding without a ticket was the biggest of my problems. I walked from the 

Kranzbühlerstrasse to the streetcar stop on the Alzeyer Strasse just north of the old Jewish 

cemetery, itself still miraculously intact despite nine years of Nazi rule, then climbed onto the 



next car that came, then changed cars once or twice on the chance someone might be 

watching and wondering why a man of conscription age should still be walking around free 

when everyone else was in the army. I made a point of limping as I got on and off the 

streetcar, hoping to suggest that I had indeed been conscripted and was merely home 

recuperating from an injury sustained in the service. 

Forty minutes after leaving the Kranzbühlerstrasse, I was standing in front of a post office on 

the Ringstrasse gazing into the muddy waters of the Pfrimm. My courage somehow built up, I 

entered the brick building and inquired how I might best go about finding Frau Jutta Wiltsch, 

currently thought of by myself to be living with her parents somewhere in Pfrimmbach.  

The clerk gave me a strange look, rose from his seat and disappeared into a back room of the 

post office. Well, I recall thinking, now I can only pray that he comes back with Jutta 

Wiltsch’s address instead of an S.S. man. 

The next few minutes were harrowing. All around me business was going on freely at the 

other wickets while my clerk remained absent. Every logical bone in me said to run for it 

before the man came back, but something even more powerful kept me rooted to my spot. 

Three minutes passed, then four. I felt the sweat beading up under my shirt and dripping down 

onto the small of my back. I loosened my collar. My palms were soaking wet. And then, a full 

five minutes after he disappeared, the clerk returned. He was an older man who himself had 

probably only escaped conscription due to his age and had a distinctly uneasy look about him. 

His dark eyes seemed to have something of their own to say, but their message was 

unintelligible to me. My only thoughts were on what the next few moments were going to 

bring. 

The old man leaned forward until his forehead was almost touching the brass bars that crossed 

the upper half of the wicket. “Hermann and Sieglinde Lich, Steingasse 18,” he said quietly, 

almost inaudibly. Then, obviously wishing our conversation to be over immediately, he waved 



the next customer forward and even before I left the wicket was already asking in what way 

he could be of service. 

The Steingasse, one of Pfrimmbach’s oldest and most lovely streets, was only about eight 

blocks away. In ten minutes, I was standing in front of no. 18. 

It was a lovely house, an old one with a grey stone facade and a well-tended garden in front.  I 

knocked and then, almost immediately, the door opened and before me stood the widow 

Wiltsch, the former Jutta Lich. 

She recognized me easily. “Grüss Gott, Herr Speier,” she said politely. “Come into my parents’ 

home.” 

I stepped inside and felt an immediate surge of relief. The house was spacious and light. Books 

lined the four walls of the living room and there wasn’t a single bit of Nazi paraphernalia or art 

anywhere to be seen. “We need some place to stay,” I said, not seeing any reason not to get to 

the point quickly. 

“Ich werde über Sie wachen,” she said softly and without even a moment’s hesitation. She 

must surely have understood she was putting her life and her parents’ lives on the line, yet her 

voice was clear and strong. “Please don’t worry about a thing,” she added, “I’ll take care of you 

all.” 

* 

That’s as far as the story goes. She apparently did it, too, keeping her word and watching 

over my father and his parents until the end of the war. What exactly her parents’ role in my 

grandparents’ and father’s survival was, I couldn’t know.  But I was curious about the after-

story, about what happened to Frau Wiltsch after she selflessly risked everything to save my 

father and his parents. My sisters could not possibly have been less interested in pursuing the 

matter. What mattered, they said, was that our father and his family had survived, not the 



specifics of what may or may not have happened years later.  I wanted to see it that way too, 

but I couldn’t. The story as my grandfather wrote it down was intriguing, but too brief to be 

satisfying. I wanted to know more, but I didn’t know exactly where to turn. Eventually, I 

had the idea of mimicking my grandfather and knocking on the widow Wiltsch’s front door. 

Could she still be alive? I wasn’t sure. My father was born in 1938. My grandfather himself 

was not even forty in 1942. But I imagined Jutta Lich Wiltsch as being far younger than my 

grandfather, perhaps only in her early twenties when he knocked on her parents’ front door. 

I did the math a thousand times. If she was, say, twenty-two in 1942, she would have been 

born in 1920.  Surely she could still be alive, I figured—she’d be in her nineties, but it 

seemed at least possible that she had yet to abandon life to the living. I resolved to find out. 

For some reason, I thought it was going to be complicated to find her. But, as thing turned 

out, it couldn’t have been simpler. Google offered up five different women in Germany with 

the name Jutta Wiltsch, a sixth in Vienna and a seventh in Sankt Gallen, Switzerland. Five 

were on Facebook and were clearly far too young. That left two. One was the woman in 

Austria, but the other lived, amazingly, in Worms, just where my grandfather and his family 

had left his Frau Wiltsch at war’s end. We live in an amazing world. I started the day with 

no idea at all if Jutta Lich Wiltsch was dead or alive, but before the day was done I not only  

knew that Frau Wiltsch was alive, but that she was living in some sort of old age home on 

the Kirschgartenweg in downtown Worms. The next day I spoke to the doctor in charge.  I 

had studied German in college and his English was more than adequate to fill in the parts I 

couldn’t manage, but more crucial was that he seemed to have none of the qualms about 

sharing details about his patient that the HIPAA laws would have inspired in one of his 

American counterparts.  Frau Wiltsch, he said, was very old and very weak; she was not 

suffering from any specific disease, just a lack of stamina and a deep, lingering depression 

that was robbing her of her will to carry on. She had never married, the doctor said. (He 

ought to have said “remarried,” but, since she had apparently never mentioned her late 

husband, I also said nothing about her marriage to Marek.)  She had given up her room in the 



“regular” part of the home, he explained, and was now living in the hospice wing. As far as 

he knew, she had no living family. 

I’m not by any means a wealthy man, but I do own my own business—we are book designers 

and manufacturers—and I can take time off when I must. More to the point, I have a partner 

who has two elderly parents in Los Angeles whom he goes to visit regularly while I hold 

down the fort and who therefore didn’t say a word when I said that I needed a week away 

“to go see someone.” Then, once my decision was made, things just fell into place.  Three 

days after I spoke with Dr. Lammers, I was on a plane to Frankfurt. And from there it was an 

easy train ride to Worms. 

I’d never been to Germany before. My father, there one single time to make some 

presentation at the Frankfurt Book Fair, pronounced the experience weird and unsettling. He 

never went back. My grandparents refused even to speak German in public, let alone to 

return to their former homeland. Yet, to my amazement, there I was getting off the train in 

Worms, taking a cab to my hotel, then stepping out into the sunshine and walking the four 

or five blocks to the nursing home that housed the hospice wing in which Jutta Lich Wiltsch 

lay dying. 

I found my way easily enough. I asked for Dr. Lammers by name and was ushered directly 

into his office. We shook hands. If he wondered what my specific relationship to his patient 

was, he didn’t ask. And I didn’t say, preferring to allow him to imagine whatever he wished. 

Probably he thought she was some distant relative I had somehow managed to track down. 

Finally, the time had come. I walked down a long corridor, following the signs to room 2035 

(which was unexpectedly on the ground floor).  I felt my heart pounding in my chest as I 

approached the room, not sure what I would say. As noted, I had taken German in college—

there had been a language requirement at Bowdoin and I figured I might have some genetic 

predisposition towards German—and had kept at it for three years, but it was one thing to 



speak with someone like Dr. Lammers, who could fill in my missing vocabulary with his own 

sturdy English, and something else entirely to speak with someone who, as far as I knew, 

knew no English at all!  But it was too late to turn back and then, amazingly, I was standing 

outside Frau Wiltsch’s door. I waited for a long moment while I gathered my thoughts, then 

knocked. There was no response, or at least none that I heard. But the door was not even 

latched shut and swung open from the force of my knocking. Feeling both bold and timid at 

the same time, I stepped inside.  

It was a tiny room, barely large enough for what it contained: a bed, a table, a chair, and a 

lamp. In the bed was a woman, but she appeared to be sleeping. Not wanting to disturb her, I 

sat down on the chair. I had a few books on my phone and began to read. 

It took a while but she eventually woke up. I expected her to find it alarming that a strange 

man was sitting in her room, but she seemed totally unsurprised and completely at her ease. I 

approached her and, using my best college German, I asked how she was feeling. 

She looked at me, but did not answer. 

Was she possibly hard of hearing? I asked my question again, this time speaking louder and 

more distinctly. 

She stared at me and still said nothing. But then, just as I was about to repeat myself again, 

she finally did speak. 

“Wer sind Sie?” she asked. Who are you? 

“Ich bin der Sohn von Hanns Speier. Emil Speiers Enkel.” I am the son of Hanns Speier. Emil 

Speier’s grandson. 

She smiled, appearing to recognize the names. “Wo sind sie?” she asked. Where are they? 



On the spot, I decided to lie. “Sie sind in New York,” I said. “Sie wohnen in New York.”  

They are in New York. They live in New York.  Why risk upsetting her by pointing out that 

my grandfather would be 110 years old if he were alive or by mentioning that my father died 

of a brain aneurysm at age seventy in 2008? 

Frau Wiltsch closed her eyes. For a moment, I thought she had fallen asleep. Her breathing 

was shallow. I could see her chest rising and falling. She was alive, but I could see easily how 

weak she was.  

And then she opened her eyes. “Und Sie?” she asked. And me? Was she asking for me to say 

again who I was? Or did she want to know why I was in Germany or why I had come to visit 

her? It was hard to say. 

Overcome with emotion, I stepped towards her bed. I could smell some sort of scented 

talcum powder in the air. Her skin was pale, but her hand felt cool and smooth as I took it in 

mine and paid my family’s debt to an ancient woman who had once risked everything by 

taking them all in when the alternative would have been deportation, degradation, and 

death. 

“Keine Sorge, Frau Wiltsch, I said. “Ich werde über Sie wachen solange Sie leben.”  Don’t 

worry about a thing, Frau Wiltsch. I’m going to watch over you now for as long as you live.   

 


