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Man of Numbers

“I’ll give you five dollars if you talk to him.” It was said in a loud whisper, the kind everyone can hear but pretends not to.


“No way. I can’t be bought that easily.” The reply came in a similar tone, although the quiet voice was more subdued.


“Ten! Ten dollars, then! I’ll give you ten whole dollars if you just say hello.” The words erupted in a nervous giggle.


“Just to say hello? Ten dollars?” The second voice was now thoughtful.


“Ten whole dollars,” came the solemn reply.


Chelsea thought about it. She was sitting with her younger cousin Kara on the swing set, although not much swinging was getting done. Instead, the two girls were engrossed in a conversation involving their Uncle Matthias. He was a scary man, too scary to talk to. His eyes were blank and cruel, and their glare scared the girls. It was a game amoung the kids in their family to see who would dare make conversation with the old man, but no one ever won.


“Even for ten dollars, I wouldn’t say hello to that man.” Chelsea finally declared in a terrified voice.  Avarice could not spur her from the swing. 


“Aw man,” Kara replied. “I thought for sure you were going to do it.”


“So did I,” Chelsea mused thoughtfully. “So did I.”


Slowly, the girls started rocking their bodies in the swings. The momentum carried them up, off of the ground and sailing into the sky. Chelsea watched as the sky rushed toward her, and then fell away in a single swoop. As she saw the clouds slowly shrinking and growing and shrinking and growing again in an endless loop, she thought about her Uncle Matthias. 


Chelsea was older than Kara, old enough to know why the old man was so scary. She had asked her mother about it, and her mother had replied in a rather sad voice that Uncle Matthias, who was really her great uncle, had been through some horrible things. Mother wouldn’t say exactly what those horrible things were, but she did say that Uncle Matthias had been locked up in something called a concentration camp with his family, and there some very, very sad things had happened to him. Mother said that everyone else in his family had died in that camp, and Uncle Matthias missed them every day.


School had taught Chelsea more. There, the girl learned words like Holocaust and genocide and Hitler. She learned that the people in the concentration camps had been worked liked slaves and killed like animals. She learned that her uncle had been very, very lucky to survive, and that her uncle’s family had not. She watched videos of other people who were very, very sad like her Uncle Matthias, and she watched those people roll up their longs sleeves to reveal blue tattooed numbers that were very faint but readable. 


Chelsea did not like those numbers, because she had seen them on her Uncle Matthias when he wore short sleeves in summer, and it was a disquieting thought that her own relative had been reduced to nothing more than a series of numbers. All of his personality, as scary as it was, and green eyes that glared and his gruff voice that hoarsely asked Chelsea to pass the mashed potatoes, all of that had been boiled down to a series of numbers. 


“Maybe I’ll talk to him.” The words slipped out of Chelsea’s mouth and fell upon her cousin’s ears.


“Really?” Kara replied excitedly. “You mean it?”


“Yeah.” The word was spoken without conviction. “Yeah!” 


“Cool.” Kara replied in awe. “I’ll give you ten dollars if you do.”


“No, I don’t want ten dollars.” Chelsea answered.


“You don’t want money?” Astonishment colored the words. “Then why are you gonna talk to him?”


“I dunno.” The words were mumbled. “Wait, I do know. I want to erase the numbers.”


“What numbers?” Kara was too young to have even started studying the Holocaust yet.


“The numbers he’s got on his arm,” explained Chelsea.


“His tattoo? I wonder why he got something weird like numbers as a tattoo.” 


Chelsea did not answer. She had already dug her feet into the ground to slow the descent of her swing, and once it was low enough, she jumped from the swing as if the devil himself was nipping at her heels. She was going to erase the numbers, erase the person the Nazi’s had made who was absolutely nothing, no personality or wishes or dreams or desires, and replace that Nobody with who he really was. And she was going to talk with Uncle Matthias, and make him into the type of person who was real and human and maybe a little scary, but a person who was a person and not numbers at all.

