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To my family, the living and the dead,
but especially my grandfather, mother, and
brother Fred, who were its soul


“Each of our deeds, even those as small as  the flapping of a butterfly’s wings,  has great consequences.”
—RABBI ABRAHAM J. TWERSKI
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Author’s Note
Where possible, Marthe has remembered with extraordinary clarity exact names, dates, and locations. Where  that was not possible, we have substituted details we  feel are closest to the real thing. Our apologies for any  minor inaccuracy this may cause.

The Smell of Danger
There was no time to be frightened. My mission was clear.  Shortly before midnight on that bitterly cold night in February  1945, I left the small French town of Thann with four officers  and twenty Moroccan commandos. The men were heavily armed with  machine guns, tommy guns, and grenades, and well-prepared for the  weather. Posing as Martha Ulrich, a young nurse fleeing from the  Allies, it was part of my subterfuge that I was neither armed nor suitably dressed. I wore simple clothes—a woollen skirt, jacket, hat, and  gloves. I had knee-high socks under my ski boots, but my legs were  bare above the knees.
It was very dark and intensely cold. The towering fir and pine  trees dimmed what little light there was, and only the snow was distinguishable in the gloom. We set off in a long line, marching through  deep drifts. The snow came halfway up the legs of the fourteen men in   front of me and the ten behind me, but most of the time I sank up to  my hips. My only consolation was that I was now warm. I had to use  my hands to pull each leg out of the snow as I walked, but I never  once faltered. I could see the men constantly watching me, ready to  help if I fell, but the challenge of keeping up drove me on.
For five hours we traveled in complete silence, aware that the Germans were all around us. Sound carries surprisingly well in such a still,  frosty environment. Outside Thann, with all its crooked buildings, we  must have gone more than four miles up a mountain, and then down  toward Amselkopf. The snowy peaks of the Vosges Mountains loomed  high above us.
At the edge of a small valley my military escort stopped and  stared at me, blinking in the dark. This was where they were to turn  back. We were deep in the thick pine forests, trees close all around,  making it almost impossible to see. Nothing was said, only hand signals were used. The guide shone his hooded flashlight on his map to  remind me which narrow, icy path to take along the southern slope of  the mountain. There were several, all running parallel. When I reached  the second path before dawn, I was to follow the flank of the mountain for about an hour until I came to the heavily armed enemy post at  the end of the pass.
“The Germans will shoot anything they can’t clearly see,” the  guide had warned me the previous night. “You’ll be no good to anyone dead.”
In silence, the men waved farewell and evaporated into the trees.  Lieutenant Neu, who’d become a friend, squeezed my arm.
Forcing myself to move, I stumbled on in the pitch-darkness,  crossed the valley, found the second path heading east and turned onto  it. As instructed, I crouched against a tree and waited until the first  streaks of dawn lit the sky before moving on. I was so keyed up, I no  longer felt tired, cold, or hungry.
I’d only gone a little way along the flank of the mountain when I  spotted two German soldiers lying way down in the valley, covered in  fir branches for camouflage. They lifted their heads but did nothing to  stop me. I tilted my chin high and pretended not to have seen them. I  suspected they were scouts, as intent as I was on avoiding detection.   Continuing to walk, I tried not to think of their fingers twitching on  their triggers.
I knew I was very near my goal. I had to be. In my mind, I was  constantly urging myself on.
Just a little farther, Marthe, I told myself silently. Stay calm, smile,  cry, play the part, do whatever you have to do. Think of the colonel  and how important this mission is to him and to his men.
I thought of how he’d kissed me on both cheeks the night before.  Tears had welled in his eyes and he’d turned away, hoping I hadn’t  seen them.
Suddenly, a soldier sprang out from behind a tree just below me,  his rifle pointed straight at me, its bayonet glinting. Though I’d  expected this kind of welcome, I was so startled I nearly screamed.  Taking a deep breath, I swallowed. Three more soldiers leaped out  from behind adjacent trees, machine guns at the ready, sprigs of fir  attached to their helmets.
Looking around me intensely for the first time in the half-light, I  saw several soldiers dead on the ground nearby, their blood seeping  into the snow after a recent skirmish.
“Don’t shoot!” I cried, my hands raised in defense against their  weapons.

Cross of Lorraine
The place of my birth was the cathedral city of Metz, in the  northeastern region of French Lorraine, an area with a complex and tumultuous history. With the Franco-German border  just thirty miles east, this frontier province had been the target of invasion for a thousand years. In 1870 the Germans annexed it for nearly  fifty years.
By the time I was born, on April 13, 1920, less than two years  after the end of the First World War, the map of Europe had been  redrawn and Alsace-Lorraine was back in French hands. Raised as  true French patriots in an area of such national significance, it was a  matter of the greatest pride to us all that General de Gaulle later chose  the double-barred Cross of Lorraine, above all symbols, to signify Free  France.
Metz was a bustling, cosmopolitan city of pedimented and classical facades whose outlying steel factories and coal mines were manned  by Poles, Italians, and Czechs. A garrison town, its streets were also  full of soldiers in uniform. On the east bank of the Moselle River, it sat  astride major trade routes linking Paris and Strasbourg. An independent republic in the twelfth century, it had a character all its own, with  its medieval French quarter around the Gothic cathedral of St. Etienne,  and the elegant “Ville Allemande” built under Prussian occupation,  with its bourgeois apartment buildings. Filled with a mixture of  seventeenth-century squares, Italianate streets, and grand German edifices, it was not at all the dour place one might have expected from its  geography and industrial background.
My parents had effectively grown up as Germans. Living most of  their lives in occupied territory, they’d only been allowed to speak German; it was taught in school, and they were under pain of arrest if  they uttered even a single French mot. By the time I was born, French  and German were spoken freely. For seven years I learned Hoch  Deutsch as a second language in school. But my siblings and I spoke  French to each other, our school friends, and some of our neighbors,  and spoke German to my parents and most of their generation. It was  like having a secret language. If we didn’t want our parents to know  what we were up to, we’d just chatter away merrily in French.
Our family name was Hoffnung Gutgluck, which means “Hope  and Good Luck” in German, shortened to Hoffnung for ease of use.  My given name was Marthe, pronounced “Mart.” My grandfather on  my mother’s side, Moishé Bleitrach, was a marvelous man, a prominent Orthodox rabbi and a renowned Hebrew scholar. By the time I  was born, he was nearly sixty, with a long beard. My earliest childhood memories are of tugging at it while he laughed a deep, sonorous  laugh.
At the age of two, however, it was my mother, Regine, to whom  I’d become obsessively attached. She was small, blonde, and pretty,  and I adored her beyond reason. She was a warm, fun-loving woman,  looking more like an older sister than a mother, and if she ever left my  sight I’d become hysterical and go blue in the face with screaming. My  elder brothers, Fred and Arnold, or my sister Cecile, would lift me  and, with great relish, slap me on the back to restore normal breathing. By the age of four I realized that my siblings resented me carrying   on and that I never gave them or my hardworking mother any peace;  so—an early pacifist—I simply desisted.
Sixteen months after my birth, my younger sister Stéphanie  arrived in this world, a gorgeous, chubby confection of dark brown  curls, the exact opposite of me. I was tiny, skinny, pale, and very  blonde, just like my mother. I was also insanely jealous.
“She may be pretty,” I would tell Stéphanie’s many admirers indignantly, “but I’m very bright.” My jealousy soon vanished, however,  when Stéphanie melted my heart and became my very own little doll to  play with. Permanently cheerful, angelic to look at, she and Cecile were  the most sweet-natured of us all, and I adored her. Stéphanie soon  became a confidante, a friend, and a spirited childhood playmate.
In 1924 my sister Hélène arrived, a fragile pixie of a child, followed in 1925 by Rosy, our baby. Stéphanie and I were sent to school  together soon afterward. But the teachers took one look at me, at the  age of six, and because of my size refused to believe I was old enough  to be in the first grade.
“You must go to the kindergarten with your sister,” they told me,  assuming I was the same age as Steph.
Despite my protests, they sat us side by side in the kindergarten to  learn the alphabet. I was already reading entire books from cover to  cover. Infuriated, I sulked until the teacher asked if anyone knew any  songs. To my mortification, Steph raised her hand. Knowing what a  dreadful voice she had (as we all did, apart from Cecile and my  mother), I grabbed it and pulled it down.
“Don’t put your hand up, stupid,” I told her. “You know you can’t  sing.” But the teacher had already spotted her and called Stéphanie to  the front of the class. As I held my hands over my face, she launched  into “Je Cherche après Titine,” a popular song that made me cringe. At  lunchtime I ran home to tell my mother what had happened.
“I can’t possibly stay there,” I told her, grimacing. “I won’t. They  think I’m a baby, and worst of all, Steph sang!” My mother hid her  smile from me and walked me back to school in the afternoon. Taking  my birth certificate with her, she proved to the staff that I was indeed  old enough for the first grade. Thereafter, Stéphanie sang alone.
I hated school and wanted nothing more than to be at home, my  nose buried in a book. Each time the teacher produced a new book for   us to read, I’d already read it months before. I was bored and frustrated.
One day, when I’d requested new books in the town library, the  librarian told me I couldn’t have them. “You’re far too young to read  these,” she told me, looking at my list and peering over her round-rimmed spectacles at me. When I complained to my oldest brother,  Fred, he marched me to the library and took her on, face-to-face.
“My sister is allowed to read anything she chooses,” he told her,  firmly but politely. “It is for her family to decide whether or not they  are suitable, when she gets them home.” I loved him even more for his  intervention.
Fred was the one I felt closest to as a young child. He was more  like a father than a brother. Each night, after dinner, he would read  aloud to us from the daily newspaper, an event I keenly anticipated.  Sitting at my mother’s knee, I’d listen awestruck as he recounted news  of the latest political or historical events in Europe.
One story that transfixed me from an early age was the case of  Shalom Schwartzbad, an immigrant Jewish watchmaker and poet  who’d fled to Paris from Bessarabia (now Moldavia) in the Russian  Ukraine after the 1919–20 pogroms against the Jews. Once in the  French capital, Schwartzbad sought out Symon Petliura, the former  general and supreme commander of the Ukrainian army who’d since  become the socialist leader of the Ukrainian independence movement.  His armies had been responsible for some of the most appalling brutality against Jews. One morning, Schwartzbad approached Petliura as he  left his home, and shot him dead. The murder trial in Paris made international headlines. His defense lawyer, Henri Torres, turned it into a  trial against Petliura and the loss of sixty thousand Jewish lives. Witness after witness gave the most harrowing evidence of what had happened under Petliura and the Cossacks. They’d burned whole villages;  tortured, raped, maimed, and killed, even children. The descriptions  Fred read to us were horrible. I was appalled to learn what some  people could do to others, just because they were Jewish. When Fred  read that the jury had acquitted the watchmaker, I wept tears of joy.  From that moment on I wanted to become a lawyer and bring justice  to the wronged.
Fred was kind and thoughtful, but he could also be a terrible   tease. He and Arnold would often ambush us in the hallway of our  apartment, jumping on us and boxing our ears. “Only sissies cry,”  they’d goad us. “Come on, girls, get those fists up and fight back.” I  realize now he was trying to teach us self-defense.
Each Thursday, Fred would chase me around the house with the  huge live carp my mother had bought for our Sabbath dinner, terrifying me with its gaping mouth and goggle eyes. Terrified of fish, I was  genuinely afraid. One day he cornered me in the kitchen between the  stove and the wall, and I was so frightened I stopped breathing. My  mother, who usually didn’t interfere with our boisterous games, pulled  Fred away.
“That’s it,” she told him firmly, reaching for me and slapping me  hard on the back to restore the color to my face. “You must never torment Marthe about the fish again.” And he never did.
My father, Fischel, was a brooding, difficult man whose unhappy  childhood had scarred him for life and made him an awkward parent.  His mother died in childbirth when he was three years old, and his  father and new stepmother sent him and his baby brother, Benoit, the  youngest of five children, to an orphanage. He’d had little formal education, and his only contact with his violent father was unpleasant. His  stepmother had two boys of her own living at home with his older siblings, yet he and Benoit were all but disposed of. The bitterness never  left him.
He met my mother when one of her seven brothers married one  of his two sisters. He instantly fell in love with the pretty little blonde.  He was her first boyfriend—young, good-looking, and shy—and she,  too, was smitten. She’d grown up as the only girl in a large family of  men, all of whom adored her, but this was different. Her father,  known to us as “Grospapa,” wholeheartedly disapproved. He felt my  father wasn’t nearly well-educated enough.
“To give my only daughter to an uneducated man is like giving  her to a wild beast,” he’d said. My father overheard, and hated him  for the rest of his life.
Grospapa was right. They were completely mismatched. After  Fred was born, my mother gave birth to a second son, Eugene, and  then they had their first daughter, Cecile. Eugene died of scarlet fever  when he was two, and the pain nearly tore them apart. Maman left   Papa and returned home to her parents with her two surviving children. She told him she wanted a divorce. But Papa begged her to come  back, promising to be a better husband. “You have no right to take  my children from me,” he pleaded, and she knew he was right. More  for the sake of the children than for herself, she returned, and went on  to bear him five more.
At times my father could be great fun. He loved to invent stories  and regale us with them. He’d play games or take us swimming in the  Moselle, or for long walks in the countryside around Metz. But despite  his deep affection for us, he was unreasonably jealous of our warm  relationship with Maman. Part of him desperately wanted to emulate  my mother’s close ties to us, but he just didn’t know how. When he  broke down and cried as I was wheeled into the operating room as a  child to have my appendix removed, I was so touched at his concern, I  forgot to be frightened for myself. But rare events aside, he was more  often than not moody and bad-tempered; shouting for no reason, dictating orders like a Prussian general.
When he wasn’t home, the atmosphere in the house was completely different. My mother was relaxed and patient with us. We  laughed a lot together, talked a great deal, and were unusually close.  The seven of us still fought “like  tziganes,” as my mother would say—  or Gypsies—and were often extremely noisy, but she rarely silenced us.
At the dinner table, in the presence of my father, however, we had  to be well-behaved, and we felt free to talk only if he was in a good  mood. We all dreaded the times when Papa would flare up for no reason, becoming unreasonably angry, screaming at my mother or at us.  Once he started, he seemed unable to control himself and would go on  at length, in increasingly crude language as his limited vocabulary ran  out. We had to sit at the table until he’d ceased his diatribe. When he  really lost his temper, he’d leave the room, telling us in a clipped voice:  “If I were ever to beat you, I’d have to be much calmer than this. If I  hit you now, I’d be no better than my father.”
As a child, I had little understanding of his mood changes, and  was angry at his unnecessary destruction of our happy family life. I’d  complain about him to my mother, who’d sigh and tell me, “It could  be worse. He never plays cards, he never drinks, and he never runs off  with other women.”
“That’s a shame,” I told her, and she looked at me in horror. “At  least if he ran off with someone else we’d be left in peace.”
Despite my anger, I also felt sorry for him. Papa seemed compelled to act the way he did, as if he had no choice in the matter. In  the rare glimpses we had of how sentimental he could be, we realized  that hidden beneath his gruff exterior there was a warm human being.  He seemed so terribly alone, while the rest of us formed a solid block  of love around my mother.
He was reasonably successful, running a small photofinishing and  enlarging business—Agrandissements Photographiques Encadrements—  which provided us with a comfortable five-bedroom apartment on the  second floor of a building in rue du Marechal Pétain, well away from  the poorer, former Jewish ghetto. When my younger sisters were old  enough to go to school, my mother helped him at work and with getting through each day of his life. She had infinite patience, and was  determined that our home be filled with light and laughter.
We had a live-in maid, Sophie, with whom we ate lunch in the  kitchen most days. She was more like an older sister than a servant,  and when she eventually left us after ten years to get married, I was so  upset I became ill. Once a week Sophie would polish the wooden  floors until the whole apartment smelled of wax. That scent can still  take me straight back to my childhood.
We were a very religious family, observing every custom and ritual, although I’m sure my father was far less devout than my mother.  On Friday nights she’d light the candles, and my father and brothers—  wearing their traditional skullcaps—led the prayers. Our home was  strictly kosher; we had two sets of dishes and never ate meat and dairy  products at the same meal. My mother was an excellent cook and  mixed Jewish specialities with French and German fare, so we’d have  carp or chopped liver, soup, chicken, veal or beef roast, fresh vegetables and salad, followed by fruit. On Fridays, for the Sabbath, and on  holidays, the house would be filled with the smell of baking as Maman  made the special challah bread, as well as cakes and pies. Hebrew  prayers would be said over wine and challah before the meal, and  grace was said after. We also had to say prayers before we went to bed  and immediately upon waking. My mother and Cecile had beautiful  voices and would sing old Yiddish songs after dinner. We younger children knew the words but not the meaning, and sang along, grimacing  as my father—who, like us, couldn’t hold a tune—made up his own  version.
My parents wanted us to get the best and broadest education  available, and so we attended public schools, mixing freely with Catholic and Protestant children. I went to the all-girl Lycée de Jeunes  Filles, as did Cecile, Stéphanie, Hélène, and Rosy. We learned to read  Hebrew with a tutor at home and later at the heder. At the lycée we  had religious studies with Grand Rabbi Nathan Netter. Although  Church and State were strictly separated in the rest of France, since  1918 the highly devout Alsatians and Lorrains had been exempted  from the Separation Law. Thus, in each school, every pupil of each  religious persuasion had their respective clergy teaching them religion.
Our synagogue was in the poorest area of Metz, and we walked  there in our finery every Saturday. One morning, when I was about  five years old, we emerged from the synagogue to find a scruffy group  of children waiting outside. They were teenagers from the wrong side  of the tracks, looking for trouble.
“Dirty Jews!” one of them shouted, spitting on the ground at our  feet. Others threw stones, one of which hit my shin and made me  wince. The boys scattered on seeing my father’s thunderous expression,  but stayed close enough, gaining courage, to hurl more insults.
I looked up at my father, deeply confused, and he peered down at  me. I was filled with an overwhelming sense of injustice. I couldn’t  believe we were being treated differently just for being Jewish. What  did it matter which faith we practiced? My eyes pleaded with my  father for an answer, for a fair conclusion to such an unfair situation.  His eyes locked on mine, and without saying a word, he slowly  removed his thick leather belt. Turning on the boys with a look of  absolute rage in his eyes, he gave chase, brandishing the belt high in  his right hand.
“Which one of you called us dirty Jews!” he bellowed as he  lashed out at them. My mouth open, I watched him run off up the  street, belt in hand, as Fred and Arnold tried to lead me home. In that  moment, I think I loved my father more than I ever had.
My first experience of what it was like to be a Jew in Europe in  the years before the war was followed by many more. One afternoon   some years later, my mother sent me on an errand to the corner shop  to buy a dozen eggs. She gave me a string bag in which to carefully  place them. Just as I was nearing home, a young girl from my street  whom I knew by sight, stepped forward and stood in my path.
“You’re a dirty Jew,” she said, her hands on her hips.
“I’m not dirty!” I replied, with great indignation.
“You are,” she said, and then started catcalling: “Dirty Jew, dirty  Jew, dirty Jew!”
With hardly a thought, I lifted the bag of eggs and brought it  crashing down onto her head, covering her hair and clothes in broken  shell and yolk. Running home, I arrived empty-handed and found my  mother in the kitchen, her hands covered in flour. Certain I’d done the  right thing, I told her exactly what had happened.
My mother bent down and held me to her very tightly. Brushing a  strand of blonde hair from my eyes, she smiled and told me, “You  were absolutely right, Marthe. You must never, ever let anyone get  away with calling you such terrible names.”
Few of my childhood experiences were negative, however. Despite  the problems we sometimes encountered outside the home, and the  atmosphere created by my father within it, I was surrounded by happy,  loving siblings and an indefatigable mother who taught us to rise  above our circumstances and to fill our heads with ambition and  learning. “You can make a difference,” she’d tell us. “Be your own  person and stand up to the rest of the world.”
My heroes at that time were Maurice Bellonte and Dieudonné  Costes, the French airmen who flew nonstop across the Atlantic, from  Paris to New York, in 1930. As I read of their exploits, I became ever  more desperate to fly a plane, an ambition I’d had since I’d first seen  one flying over Metz as a young girl. To my delight, the two national  heroes came to our town on a nationwide tour of France. Better still,  their route took them right past our home. To watch from our balcony  as these living legends passed in their cavalcade was almost more  excitement than I could bear. The streets were thronged with people  waving little French flags. Stéphanie, Cecile, and I were crammed on  the balcony with Arnold, Rosy, and Hélène, screaming at the top of  our voices, along with our mother. It was the first time in my life I’d  ever been allowed to raise my voice in public. I was hoarse afterward.
“One day,” I told my mother in a rasping whisper as she tucked  me into bed that night, “I’m going to learn how to fly a plane.”
“Yes, Marthe,” she told me, kissing my forehead with a smile.  “You probably will.”
Around that time, the entire neighborhood was abuzz with preparations for the consecration of a new Catholic chapel, St. Therese,  built almost across the street from our home. When the day arrived,  one of my classmates invited me to attend the ceremony. As my parents raised no objections, I went along, but stood in the back of the  chapel. I could not bring myself to sit with my friend and her family in  a pew; I wanted to be a spectator, not a participant. I loved the pomp,  the incense, the music, the choir boys, and the beautiful vestments of  the bishop and his entourage. The precise planning of the high mass,  with everyone following a well-rehearsed choreography, fascinated me.  Afterward, I attended mass several times in that chapel, for the communion of friends and for the consecration of the bell, another grand  affair. From an early age, I was interested in learning about religions  other than ours. We’d occasionally accompanied our maid Sophie, a  Protestant, to her religious service. Our parents were secure enough in  their belief and ours not to worry about our bonds to Judaism. While I  thoroughly enjoyed these high masses at St. Therese, they had no effect  on my faith.
I had a wide circle of friends, mostly from school, but the core of  my life was my family, with whom I spent most of my time. Stéphanie  and Cecile were my dearest and closest friends. Inseparable, we slept in  the same room, went to school together, ate together, and played  together. On weekends or holidays, Papa didn’t let us leave the house  alone, and we could only go to the cinema or the theater escorted and  in daytime. Even then we always had to do a chore first, like clean out  our wardrobe or drawers. Sometimes the chores would be so numerous that by the time we’d done them, it would be too late to go out, a  fact my father knew only too well. I began to become bitterly resentful  of his autocratic ways, and often argued with him.
“I’m going to send you to an obedience school for dogs!” he’d  cry, exasperated with me.
Cecile, on the other hand, never argued, and thus often got her  own way. And Stéphanie was quiet and calm and never crossed swords   with anyone. She simply accepted her lot. The younger children did  likewise, apart from Rosy, who was always cheeky and had her own  ways of exacting revenge.
My mother would try to advise me on how to handle Papa.
“You two don’t always have to be at such loggerheads,” she’d tell  me, sighing. “Try to be softer, like Cecile.” But I never learned, and the  older I got, the harder it was to accept the adverse effect Papa had on  us all. It was a gamble just bringing friends home from school, because  I never knew what mood he’d be in. Maman would welcome anyone,  but Papa would often frighten them so badly with his gruffness that  they wouldn’t want to come back.
Apart from my sisters, my closest friend was Sophie Weyne, the  daughter of a good friend of my mother’s. She and I saw each other  regularly, although, sadly, we didn’t live in the same neighborhood or  attend the same school. Sophie was very pretty, blonde, and great fun  to be with. If I couldn’t go out, then Sophie would often visit—regardless of my father—and we’d sit around the table in the dining room  with Cecile and Stéphanie and Sophie’s older sister, Regine, talking for  hours about films, books, and occasionally boys.
There was only one boy who was interested in me as a young  teenager, and he became something of a nuisance. His name was Grandidier, and he was, I believed, little more than a street kid, tall and  lanky. I don’t know what he saw in me, but for some reason he was  besotted, and for the next two years he made my life hell. He’d stand  outside our apartment, staring up at the windows for hours on end,  waiting for me to emerge. When I did, he’d follow me—to school, to  the shops, even to the synagogue. Stéphanie and I would hurry away  from him as fast as we could. One day, he followed Cecile and me to a  local fair and sat in front of us on the merry-go-round, offering to pay  our fare and trying to persuade me to go out with him.
“Come now,” he told me impatiently, “surely you could just come  for an afternoon stroll or something? I’ve been waiting for over a  year.”
I was bothered by his intensity and told him so, calling him a  delinquent.
Out of the blue he sent me a postcard, the first personal mail I’d  ever received at our home. I was horrified. My father, who opened the   mailbox every morning, summoned me to his study and accused me of  having a boyfriend.
“You’re far too young,” he warned me sternly, handing me the  offending postcard, in which Grandidier had expressed his undying  affection. “You must never see this young man again.”
“But Papa, I’ve hardly ever spoken a word to this boy,” I cried. “I  haven’t been seeing him at all.” Thankfully, he believed me. But young  Grandidier continued to follow me for some time.
I was still much more interested in books than I was in boys. From  the earliest age, in the lively, noisy household I shared, my salvation was  reading. My grandfather had instilled a love of books in me, my mother  was very well-educated and had been similarly inspired, and Fred felt  much the same way. I was never happier than lying on my belly in  the large bay window of the lounge of my parents’ apartment, hiding  behind the thick curtains, lost in a book. Hidden from sight, ignoring  all calls for me to help with the chores, I’d revel in titles like Ivanhoe,  Robinson Crusoe, Robin Hood, and Swiss Family Robinson. I loved the  romances of Walter Scott, the plays of Molière, Racine, and Corneille,  and the poems of Musset, Vigny, and Baudelaire.
Because of my obsession, I was a very poor student. My teachers  would chastise me roundly, telling me, “Your sisters are such model  students, Marthe. Stéphanie, especially, is the brightest of them all.  Why can’t you be the same?”
My grandfather was my strongest influence as far as education  was concerned. When I was in my mid-teens, Cecile and I began to  stay overnight at the apartment he shared with my grandmother. Each  evening after supper we’d walk the few blocks to their home and  spend the night, to keep them company. It was he, not she, we looked  forward to seeing most.
My grandmother was a difficult but witty woman, with a quick  mind and tongue and lively blue eyes. She’d had seven sons and always  favored them over my mother, her only daughter. Later, she also  favored my uncles’ children over us. She’d give my cousins gifts, for  instance, and never us. She’d used my mother as her servant and my  grandfather as the target for her nagging. He spoiled her, and us, rotten, but often complained, when she nagged him too much: “That’s  what happens when you marry a pretty woman.” The first time I   heard him say it, I was astounded. The thought of my pious grandfather being susceptible to a woman’s beauty was a revelation. I was not  yet mature enough to realize that not only the young fall prey to their  emotions.
My grandfather rose every morning at four o’clock to pray and  study his Hebrew manuscripts, of which he had a priceless library.  He’d enter into correspondence with scholars from around the world,  and spent much of his time writing poetry, interpretations of Hebrew  texts, and letters. Metz had a large Jewish population and Grospapa  founded the Orthodox synagogue, along with all the formal Jewish institutions like the mikvah—the ritual bath—and the heder, or Hebrew  school. He’d helped organize the Jewish cemetery in Metz, and subsequently arranged the relocation of Jewish remains previously consigned to a Catholic graveyard in a small town in Lorraine.
Each morning at around seven he’d put away his books, emerge  from his library, and collect the fresh bagels delivered to their apartment. Then he’d prepare breakfast for me and Cecile, almost imperceptibly making the transition from learned scholar to doting  grandparent. The two of us would sit happily at the kitchen table he’d  set with bone china cups over a linen tablecloth, chatting to him and  bombarding him with questions, usually either of a political nature or  about Greco-Roman history, a subject of which he was particularly  fond.
The example set by my grandfather, mother, and Fred led me to  develop an interest in current affairs, and I devoured the morning  newspaper from the age of six. Likewise, listening to my grandfather’s  marvelous stories of Greco-Roman history, which were interwoven  with that of our Israelite forefathers, I became an avid student. I began  reading books where kings, emperors, princes, and beautiful queens  shared tales with gods and demigods who—unlike the God we worshiped—behaved as badly as humans. Until late in my teens I read and  reread Homer and Roman history, translated in French. It was a world  of historic facts mixed with imaginary events and extravagant characters. Enthralled by the unbridled imaginations of the authors, I vicariously lived the terrific adventures of divine, semimortal, and mortal  Greek and Roman heroes.
Grospapa also introduced us to subjects close to his heart, such as  Tzedakah (Charity) and Tolerance.
“People are intolerant because they are frightened by what they  don’t understand or deem different,” he told me. “You must never  judge a person by his religion, skin color, or beliefs. If someone needs  help, you never ask his or her race or creed, you just give it. And you  never boast about what you’ve done, or it would humiliate the person  you’ve helped.”
He then cited some story from the Bible or literature that perfectly  suited the situation. I basked in his presence and the influence he had  over me. He and Fred were my true role models.
Injustice, it seemed, was all around us and increasing daily. We  didn’t have to look far. One day my father traveled to a small village  outside Metz to deliver some pictures. Entering the customer’s house,  he met two gendarmes who asked him for his identity papers.
“Yes, sir,” my father replied respectfully to the most senior officer.  “I’ll show them to you right away. Just let me just put these pictures  down, please.”
As he attempted to lean the pictures carefully against the wall, the  gendarmes for some reason took offense and arrested him. They  claimed later that my father was being impudent by not complying  with their request immediately. For twenty-four hours he vanished and  we had no idea what had happened to him. My mother, anxious, even  went to the local police station and filled out a missing persons report.
When Papa walked back into our lives the following day, he was  a broken man. He was also covered in bruises. A gendarme had  thrown him down a flight of stairs at the station, before beating him  senseless and charging him with a lack of cooperation. His trial was  set for the following month. As far as he could tell, his only crime was  that he was Jewish.
Whatever else my father was, he was incredibly proud, and after  the events of that night, he became physically ill with grief. He’d  always had such high regard for the military and the police authorities,  and was distraught at having been treated so cruelly for no reason. To  have discovered the flip side of power brought his entire view of the  world into question, and I think probably rekindled some unhappy   memories of his time in an orphanage. Papa took to his bed soon  afterward with a severe case of hepatitis and turned bright yellow. The  doctor was called, but gave us little hope for a recovery. My mother  was beside herself. It was weeks before the doctor declared him out of  danger. But Papa’s recovery was so slow that his trial had to be repeatedly delayed. When the newspapers reported, with huge headlines, that  a father of seven had been unjustly beaten, the judge acquitted him.
As I reached my teens I began to ponder a number of matters that  until then I had taken for granted. Strong convictions led me to  become a vegetarian. My mother believed my decision to be a passing  fancy but, busy as she was, she still prepared special dishes for me  without ever attempting to alter my thinking.
My request to learn the Hebrew language was, however, met with  great alarm. “Only boys are taught our sacred texts,” she told me,  shaking her head disapprovingly. “No girl has ever learned them.”
“I’m tired of reciting prayers I do not understand,” I told her. “I  refuse to repeat the Hebrew words of our prayers like a parakeet without knowing what they mean. I don’t even think of God when I murmur the prayers—all kinds of thoughts cross my mind instead. It is  pure hypocrisy to pray when one’s heart isn’t in it.”
It was hard for her to accept such a rebellion against our religious  practices. No event, not even the death of her little boy, had shaken  her strong and sincere religious faith. With great sorrow, she understood that I was questioning my belief in God. Afterward, she never  again demanded that I pray.
Grospapa, too, chose to turn a blind eye. When he realized that  Cecile and I no longer said prayers before and after every meal  through choice, he diplomatically left the room at that moment so as  not to make us do something we didn’t want to do.
All around us the world was changing beyond recognition. Mussolini and the Fascists had risen to power in Italy. Germany had sent  its troops into French Rhineland. King George V died in England. The  Fascists and the Republicans were fighting in Spain. And the American  black track athlete Jesse Owens was publicly snubbed by Adolf Hitler  when he won a gold medal at the Berlin Olympics. In France, the fascist colonel François de la Roque became president of the Croix de  Feu, which had become an extreme right-wing association espousing   ultranationalistic views. De la Roque engendered the mob mentality,  and there was fighting in the streets, followed by the downfall of the  government. The more outspoken the politicians and warmongers  became on the Jewish question, the more their blinkered outlook  seemed to filter down to the masses. Spurred on by those in public life,  the ordinary bigots seemed to find a voice. Finally, in 1936, Leon Blum  came to power, the first Jewish (and socialist) prime minister in France,  an event that caused further riots in the streets. Anti-Semitism was by  then quite open, and there were demands for Jews to be removed from  public life, as they had been in Germany. The news sent a chill through  me, as did the growing sense of threat from Hitler and his Nazi party,  but I nonetheless wholeheartedly believed in peace and rejected my  brothers’ constant call to arms.
“We must always find a way around war,” I declared grandly.  “Politicians should talk to each other. Wars maim people and destroy  lives. There has to be a better way.”
Fred and Arnold didn’t agree. “Hitler must be stopped, and  soon,” they warned me ominously. “You don’t understand, Marthe.  You were born too late for the last war.”
Despite being an excellent student, Fred had left school at seventeen and gone to Antwerp, in Holland, to learn the diamond trade. He  then moved to Nancy to take over my uncle Henri’s bespoke tailor  shop after the Depression caused the diamond industry to slump.  Arnold moved with him, to work as a cutter. Every Sunday morning  Fred would travel from Nancy to Metz on the train for the sole purpose of taking us girls out for the evening. Father would never have  allowed us out alone. Sophie and my other friends were insanely jealous. Fred would take off his hat to greet us and treat us like ladies as  he escorted us around town. I adored him and hated it each time he  left.
Bored at school, inspired by the books of Zola, Balzac, Dumas,  Tolstoy, Jules Verne, and Jack London, I was eager to leave and experience something of the world before it was too late. My ambitions were  unclear and swung wildly from wanting to be a lawyer to being a  pilot, although I knew the chances of my feet reaching the controls  were limited. Fully grown at seventeen, I was no more than four feet  eleven inches tall, and considerably shorter than my brothers and sisters. Even my little mother towered over me, at five feet two inches. “I  will never marry a short man,” I told her, “or we’d have dwarves for  children.”
Maman shook her head and smiled. “Where do you get such  ideas, Marthe?” she asked.
In 1937, I said a gleeful good-bye to my teachers and went to  work in Cecile Modes, my sister’s hat salon on the second floor of a  building on the corner of the Place de la Republique and rue Serpenoise in the center of Metz. A career as a milliner had never been on  my agenda, but I was glad to be free at last of the strict confines of the  education system. Everybody agreed that Cecile made wonderful hats.  They were concoctions of fancy for the young at heart. I have a cherished photo of my friend Sophie, her sister Regine, Cecile, and I all  wearing hats that Cecile had made. At the time, we didn’t have a care  in the world. In retrospect, I realize how kind Cecile had been to hire  me. I ruined more creations than I made, and I nearly burned the shop  down when I left the electric iron on one night, searing a huge hole in  the center of our worktable. But she was always very patient and never  got mad at me. Perhaps she knew there were worse things in the world  to get upset about.
At eighteen I went with Stéphanie, Rosy, Hélène, Sophie, and a  large group of friends to La Vallée de Chevreuse summer camp near  Paris. We’d been there before, with our parents, but this was the first  time we were deemed responsible enough to be alone. For several  blissful weeks we swam, cycled, played, and laughed together. I have  dozens of black and white photographs of that holiday, in which our  happiness was apparent. Little did I know it was to be the end of my  childhood.
In October of that year, Germany marched into Czechoslovakia,  claiming it as part of Hitler’s Third Reich. A month later the whole of  Germany’s Jewish population—already subject to myriad rules, among  them physical segregation and curfews—suffered a reign of terror  without precedent, as the vast majority of the non-Jewish population  looked the other way. Kristallnacht, the “Night of Broken Glass,” was  government-orchestrated and marked a crucial turning point in German policy regarding the “Jewish question.” Hundreds of synagogues  were set on fire and thousands of Jewish businesses destroyed. Gangs   of Nazi youths roamed the streets and systematically smashed the windows of Jewish shops. Thousands of Jews were arrested and beaten in  the streets. Ninety-one died.
We read about it with horror. We had relatives in Düsseldorf, the  Farber family. The wife, Cecile, was my father’s niece, and heavily  pregnant with her third child when the Gestapo came to her home that  night to arrest her husband. They broke everything in the house,  smashed all the windows and threatened the entire family with violence. Somehow, Cecile persuaded them not to arrest her husband, and  during the night they all fled. Her husband escaped to Holland. She  hid in her maid’s house until her baby—a little girl named Mindele—  was born, and then followed him. Later, they left for Palestine, leaving  Mindele with relatives in Holland. Their two sons—Josie, who was  two, and Jacquie, who was three—were sent to us. Actually, Fred and  Cecile traveled by train to the border to collect them from the courageous maid who’d agreed to escort them there. All risked arrest by the  German police at the border station, but it was something they felt  they had to do. After a few days with us, Josie was sent on to Aunt  Hélène, an older sister of my father, who lived in Nancy. Jacquie  remained with us. The rest of my father’s family in Germany—including his elder sister Feigel, her husband, and their youngest daughter,  Berthe—were arrested and deported to Poland, never to return.
Jacquie was just three years old when he arrived on our doorstep.  Speaking only German, he looked around the room at us in bewilderment until his eyes fell on Hélène, then just fourteen, and he smiled.  From that moment he was hooked. Hélène could do no wrong. He’d  follow her around our home like a puppy, completely devoted to her.  She loved having a little “brother” to play with, and thoroughly  enjoyed the attention. But she had Fred’s playful streak, too, and she’d  often tease poor Jacquie mercilessly, telling him her hands were cold so  that he’d run to her and warm them, or asking him to fetch something  for her to wear. Her playfulness hid a patience I secretly admired. We  were all too painfully aware that Jacquie might never see his family  again, and Hélène’s kindness helped to soften the loss.
After the events of Kristallnacht, we agreed as a family to help  any Jew we could. It was a community decision, inspired by our young  rabbi, Elie Bloch. Each Jewish family I knew was doing the same. My   mother was among the most active. We’d talk endlessly about what  action should be taken against the German government, since the  French government seemed reluctant to do anything.
“The French and the English are equally to blame,” she said.  “They let Hitler walk in and take anything he wanted, and nobody  seemed to have the courage to defy him.”
At least ten families came to stay with us, having escaped from  Germany. Their tales of life under the Nazis were terrifying, far worse  than anything we’d read in the papers. They’d been denied basic  human rights; had their pensions arbitrarily revoked; been stripped  of their jewelry, stocks, and art works; denied the right to drive, listen  to a radio, or be on the streets after dark. The walls of most shops  and businesses had been plastered with posters saying, JEWS NOT  WELCOME, and they’d been verbally and physically abused everywhere they went.
The more who came, the more determined we were to help them.  My mother would feed and lodge them for several days, until they  were ready to continue their flight; Stéphanie, Cecile, and I would try  to cheer them up, and my father would help them financially. Most  had fled penniless with just what they could carry, and were refused  permission to withdraw money from their own bank accounts. They  were en route to relatives in France, the low or Nordic countries,  America or Palestine.
Despite reeling with horror at what had happened to them, I can  honestly say that never for one moment did I think that the same thing  would happen to us. Not in France.
“The French would never allow it,” I told my worried mother  confidently. I was not at all afraid. I believed that with clever politicking, Hitler could be appeased. I was delighted when we heard that the  English prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, had gone to see Hitler.  As I’d always claimed, it was good that they were talking. I knew  Hitler was crazy, but I believed that the right people could make him  see sense. I was young and ideological. I believed in human nature. I  still had confidence that good would prevail.
By 1939 my ideological world was shattered. As if unprepared to  carry on in the face of such international madness, my beloved grandfather’s heart gave out, the day before Passover. He was seventy-six   years old. With tears and heartache, on a warm spring day we buried  him in the heart of the Jewish cemetery he was partially responsible  for, after a three-mile walk through Metz in which we were joined by  hundreds of people. Children stopped to tell us that every time  Grospapa saw them, he’d give them a sweet. Poor people told how  he’d regularly bring coal and food for the Sabbath, hauling heavy  sacks to the third or fourth floors of their apartment buildings. So  many people loved him, and we didn’t even know. The world suddenly  seemed a far duller place. In later years, however, we were enormously  grateful that he’d never lived to see what happened in France. Wise to  the end, he’d chosen dignity in death rather than the indignity of such  cruel humiliations.
When Germany and Russia invaded Poland on September first of  that year, and France and Britain declared war, I realized that I might  have been naive in my hope for peace. My parents were more frightened than any of us. They’d lived through the First World War and  knew exactly what it meant, although my father had escaped the draft  because he had so many children. Back then, Maman had run to  Cecile’s and Fred’s beds when woken by the Allied bombardments, and  recited with them the Shemah. “Hear, O Israel,” she’d cry, praying fervently that her babies would be spared. Her children, their fear  allayed, would fall asleep, despite the noise.
Now, all around us, Frenchmen were mobilized. Fred was enlisted  in Nancy and sent straight to the Maginot Line, a heavily defended  line of fortification between France and Germany. Arnold was doing  his national service in Tunisia, where he stayed with his regiment. My  mother fretted for them both, as we all did. Then the local government  in Metz issued an appeal asking all French families who could afford  to move from the region to do so.
“Leave?” my father said indignantly. “And go where? All we have  is in Metz. This is all we’ve ever known.” He and Cecile both had  their respective businesses, the younger children were still in school,  there was my elderly grandmother to consider, and my grandfather’s  priceless library.
“Poitiers has been designated as the town you should move to,” a  harassed government official told us. “It’ll only be temporary. Just  until things settle down. It’s a precaution. Consider it a short holiday;   go and stay with family or friends. Take only what you need. And  please hurry.”
My father’s youngest brother, Benoit, lived in Poitiers, which was  south and west of Paris, more than four hundred miles from the German border. It seemed a lifetime away. Everyone firmly believed it  would never be affected by war. After a brief discussion with friends  and relatives, and with the persuasive arguments of the authorities, it  was agreed that we should evacuate as soon as possible.
“It’s a holiday, remember,” my mother assured us cheerily the  next morning as we prepared to leave, “a late summer holiday. We’ll  be back here before we know it.”
I was nineteen years old, and as I packed a few precious belongings into a small suitcase, I had mixed feelings about being forced to  abandon our home. I had my friends and my job, but a new life in a  city I knew nothing about seemed a great adventure, despite my apprehension of the unknown. Then there was Cecile. She’d done so well in  her shop and had built up a loyal clientele. And what about Stéphanie,  desperate to train as a doctor? What would happen to her? And  Hélène and Rosy, both excellent students, would they be able to  graduate?
Looking up, I saw Jacquie standing in the doorway to the bedroom I shared with Stéphanie and Cecile, his eyes wide with fear.
“Are the Germans coming, Marthe?” he asked me, his thumb glistening and ready to slip comfortingly back into his mouth. This innocent young child, who’d already lived through Kristallnacht, who’d  watched Nazi brutes march into his home and destroy it, who’d been  wrenched from his weeping mother’s arms and separated from all he  knew and loved, was clearly terrified.
Scolding myself for being so selfish, I ran to him and held him  tightly to me. “No, Jacquie,” I told him, stroking his soft brown hair.  “No, they’re not. I promise. The Germans will never invade France.  Never.”
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was apposed to my school records).
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