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Vida’s Story

    I was sick of the smell of rose and powder mixed together. I had been at the Fielding Retirement Home, sitting at the side of the same bed for over an hour. The old woman’s chest rose up and down in sync with the EKG, sending shivers down my spine. 

    It just so happened that I was the hospice volunteer assigned tonight for the intensive care unit, and like some of the days and nights at the home, we were going to be losing a patient.

    Vida was a Holocaust survivor. I had met her yesterday morning, and that didn’t seem to go as well as I had planned. I asked her about her experience with the Holocaust, and she burst into an uncontrollable cry.

    She asked me to leave the room and it was easily understandable if she refused to talk about the subject. Soldiers normally didn’t talk about their war experiences when they came home, and Holocaust survivors, like in my past experiences, were always the same way. You never asked them to recall the past, it was just too painful. So you couldn’t imagine the guilt I felt when I walked past Vida’s open door earlier this evening and found her sobbing.

    I knew that speaking to her might cause me some problems, but it was just so depressing seeing an old woman cry like that.

    “I’m sorry for sending you away like that,” she said in a thick accent.

    “It’s fine. Do you need anything?” I asked professionally.

    Vida folded her hands in her lap, almost like she was praying silently to herself. But as I looked closer, I had seen that she was holding a Star of David necklace that was intertwined with her fingers.

    “The Holocaust,” she had breathed. Instantly, I had sat down next to her and positioned myself towards her.

    “The whole experience was appalling,” she mumbled. “I lost my husband because of those monsters, we had only been married three months.”

    “By monsters, you mean Hitler and the Nazi soldiers?” I had clarified.

    “Yes,” she had calmly said.

    “I’m sorry for your loss,” I mumbled sympathetically. 

    Vida shifted uncontrollably in her bed, and I tried to make her more comfortable, noticing the color leaving her face.

    She stopped for a moment before continuing. “Life was good before Hilter came to power and, of course, my father was one of the first to go to Auschwitz,” I knew from history that Auschwitz was a death camp. 

    “The Nazi soldiers- they came marching down the street in hundreds. Dragging and beating people, only picking the Jews. My sister and I heard the screams of our neighbors and the destruction of our city. It felt as if they would never rest until they got what they were searching for”.  Vida told the story like she needed to tell someone what happened.

    “Hitler told people that the Jews were the problem and we needed to be destroyed.  My sister and I were taken, and my mother was murdered in front of us trying to protect my sister and me. They arrested my father and took him away. My sister was crying as we were thrown like bags of flour onto a train. There were multiple people with us, all Jewish.  From the back of the train, I could see a man sitting and resting his head on the cold, steel wall. He looked familiar to me, so I made my sister get up and follow me, just to see if I really did know the man”.

    I had rested my chin on my knuckles. I could picture everything Vida was saying, almost like I was there.

    “Did you know him?” I asked.

    She nodded meekly and revealed more of the star that was hidden in her hand. She bit her lip, like she was beginning to sob. “It was my husband. I rushed to his side and tried to feel for a heart beat,” she pointed to her chest, “but I couldn’t find one.”

    “Do you know what happened to him?” I had felt my eyes bulge a little at the unexpected twist.

    “No. I held his beaten corpse until the train stopped. German soldiers filed us out, and it took one of them to threaten me with a gun before I got out. I still see my husband’s dead face in my nightmares.”

    “We had been tattooed with numbers on our forearms. It was the identification to the concentration camp,” she whispered. Lifting up her nightgown’s sleeve, she exposed an 8 or 9 digit number written in black ink. 

    “There was a man in front of me that I’ll never forget. He yelled to the sky, to our God, why would this happen. Our God was supposed to be with us and protect us. He finally ended his plea with the Germans by spitting in their face and they shot him dead, then they kicked his lifeless body.

    After Vida had said that, her breathing relaxed and she became limp. Alarmed by her sudden movement, I rushed to retrieve a doctor.

    And ever since then, I had been waiting for her to wake up. I looked up at the EKG to see it flat. On the surface of her night stand was her precious Star of David, coiled up neatly into a golden pile. Many Holocaust victims preferred to die with symbols of their Jewish faith, so I felt it was only right for her to be grasping the Star when the rabbi came to bless her body.

    As I touched her Star, I felt the indent of words. Turning it around, I read the English that was carved into it: “Whoever saves one life saves the world entire.”

    I put the Star of David into her cool hands, I could only think, rest in peace Vida, your story will live on.

