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Remember


As the plane landed, Gerda felt her stomach begin to flip flop.  She forced her green, hazel eyes upward glancing at the flashing seat belt sign.  The flight attendant welcomed the plane to Poland and announced it was safe to exit the plane in an orderly fashion.  Gerda’s old and brittle body was stiff from the long plane ride.  As she reached for her baggage a set of numbers tattooed on her small wrist caught her eye.  She paused.  The numbers were small, and black.  They appeared to have nearly no value, or significant meaning to them.  However, for many months, those numbers had been the thing that had defined Gerda as less than a human being.  


“Can I help you with that?” asked a tall man in a brown, textured suit. He reached for Gerda’s bag and gently lowered it to the aisle.


“Thank You.” She said gratefully. 


“Here for a vacation?” He pondered aloud.


“No, well, kind of.” She replied. Would visiting this place be considered a vacation? She thought to herself.  Would returning to the place where she had lost nearly everything but her life, allow her to have rest and relaxation time? No.  This was not a vacation.


The man smiled gently to himself.  “Well, whatever you’re doing here, I hope you find what you are looking for.”


Gerda nodded as the man walked away.  She gently patted her freshly curled, silvery hair.  She remembered the former texture of her then, long brown hair.  Her body began to shiver as she forced herself to recall a night in her history she had tried so many times to forget.  


“Remove your clothes!” shouted the tall, stocky SS soldier.  Gerda remembered his words vividly.  He spat as he spoke.   “Faster, faster, faster!!” He barked orders as if he were a dog.  Gerda crossed her arms over her chest as she recalled the moment when she had lost her freedom, her innocence, and her identity in a time too short to get back.


“Take off your things.”  Her mother had whispered down to her.


“Mama, I don’t want to.  I am afraid.”  Gerda had whimpered back to her mother.  


“Do not be afraid.”  Her mother said as she stared into Gerda’s fearful eyes.


She felt her eyes swell up with water, and she quickly forced them shut.  The flight attendant   peered over at Gerda with concerned eyes. 


“Miss, are you all right?”  She asked with a tone of sympathy in her voice.  The kind voice startled Gerda.


“Yes, of course.  Thank You.”


Gerda lifted her bag and walked towards the exit.  She walked slowly through the bustling airport.  It seemed as though everyone was in such a hurry.  The car she had reserved in advance was waiting for her outside the large airport doors.  A man in a dark, black suit was waiting for her.  


“Good afternoon.”  He spoke in Polish.


“Indeed it is.”  She replied, also in Polish.


He opened the door for her and lifted her floral bag into the back of the car. “Hotel first?”  He questioned her.


“No.”  She said.  “I would like to go to the destination we talked about on the phone first.”


“Are you sure?  It looks as though it’s going to rain soon.”  He said with sincerity 


“I’m sure. Today was the day, and I want to remember it.”


“As you wish.”  He replied.


The car started with a wonderful hum, and gently inched forward.  Gradually, the speed progressed and they were headed east, towards the gates of Hell.  The drive was long.  The rain gently began to fall.  Gerda glanced out the window to see rolling hills, and green pastures.  She closed her eyes.


SLAM! She remembered the precise, life-threatening screech of the heavy cattle car door slamming shut.  Darkness.  She had been shut off from the world.  The green pastures she had looked at just moments before disappeared as if she were in some kind of magic show.


“Hold my hand.”  Her mother had spoken gently.  Gerda remembered grasping her mother’s soft, comforting hand.


“Terrible weather.”  The sound of the driver’s voice startled her from her trance.


“Yes, terrible.”  She replied, not fully recovering from her daze.


The rain began to fall more heavily.  A sudden shrill of anticipating fear consumed her body.  It was raining that day.  It was raining that day the SS soldier had pried apart the hands of Gerda and her mother.  She remembered the tears she had cried.  


“Do not be afraid, Trust your God.”  Her mother had told her.


Don’t be afraid. Was it possible to be brave?  Was it possible to be brave when you saw your father beaten to death, your baby sister thrown into a fiery pit of hate, and your own mother forced into a chamber of gas?  Was it possible to be completely brave when you were ten years old?  Was it possible to be brave when you were an orphan?  Was it possible to be brave when you were living the nightmare of the Holocaust?  No.


“Here we are, miss.”


Gerda forced herself to look out the drenched window.  The now almost innocent gates of Auschwitz glared back at her.  She stepped from the car, and walked into the place where once she had feared she would never walk out of.  She had tried so hard to forget this place.  She had refused to do any form of public speaking about the time in her life when death seemed to be lurking behind every corner.  


However, it was in this moment as she reentered this place of hate, she realized something.  She realized the importance of remembering.  She realized the importance of inspiring others to remember.  It was her responsibility to tell others her frightening story.  It was her responsibility to attempt to prevent something so awful from repeating itself.   It was her responsibility to remember.  As she walked through those gates, the memories came flooding back.  Gerda fell to the ground, and cried.  She cried the tears of her mother, father, sister, friends, uncles, and aunts, the Jews.  She stayed in this position for what seemed like hours, sobbing, and remembering.  Finally, she forced herself to keep walking through the ghostly camp.  As she did, she remembered the words of her mother.  “Do not be afraid.  Trust your God.”

