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Life was good before we came to this place.  At least, as good as it could have been.  My name is Ariella.  I am thirteen years old.  I’m living in a camp along with what’s left of my family.  It’s my mother, older sister Talia and twin younger sisters, Ezria and Delania.  We’re Jews.


The year is 1939 and my family, along with many other Jewish families, was taken from our homes in Germany.  When the soldiers came to apprehend us, my older brother Adam and father resisted, and because they struggled they were both shot.  A quiet, breathy, shriek escaped from my brother’s mouth.  Then all was silent.  As the remaining members of my family were guided out of our house, I caught a glimpse of my mother.  She was covering the eyes of my younger sisters and was wiping the tears away from her own.


We were all guided out of our houses and forced to walk until we arrived here.  We were all crammed together.  We’ve been at this place for a few months now, and the number of people has decreased.  Sometimes you hear one of the soldiers scream, “Time for showers!”; then a group of people get rounded up, stripped, and handed a bar of soap.  They never return.


Outside, there’s a barbed wire fence that goes around the campus, and the only thing past the fence is the woods.  When we’re working, we’re instructed by the soldiers never to go past it.  It’s hard to imagine never leaving this place. . . .

Today, while working, I see Ezria darting towards me.  “Ariella! Come see what Delania and I found!”  I don’t reply before she grabbs my arm and we race off.


“So, where are we going?”  I get no verbal response, but she has a mischievous smirk on her face.  The kind of smirk that lets me know that she is plotting something.


I decide to give up on asking questions.  So, instead I let her lead me to the south corner of camp.  As we get closer I can see Delania squatting down by the fence.  In order to see what Delania is doing, I bend down.


I see it.  I see the one thing that gives me a spark of hope that I’d ever escape.  My sister has found a hole in the fence.  It’s very small and not visible until you get close.  Nevertheless, it’s there.  She’s in the process of widening the hole.


Delania stops digging for a moment; she and Ezria look at me with smiles.  “What are you two planning?”


“Oh, nothing,” replies Delania, winking at her sister.  And before I can say anything, they run towards mother, who is working in the fields.


“This is my chance,” I think.  I am still squatting down.  I look around to see if anyone is watching.  The closest guards have their backs toward me.  I lie on my stomach and start through it.


I get to the other side, stand up, and take a quick glance behind me.  I see my little sisters clearing the ground by mother, and I see Talia.  I notice that one of the guards is turning to look in my direction; I dart into the woods.


I keep running as fast as I can.  About a mile away, I decide to stop.  I collapse due to exhaustion.  Lying on the ground looking up; everything is silent.  Suddenly, my peace is interrupted.  I hear leaves rustling.


A twig cracks, and all goes silent.  “Hello?  Is someone there?”  No response.  “I know you’re out there.”


Nothing but silence.  Finally a voice says, “Who are you?”  I look around desperately trying to find the person that the voice belongs to.  I see a young boy step out from behind a tree.  “Who are you?” he repeated.


“My name is Ariella Berrman,” I say.  “And you?”


“Daniel Abeln.”  He stops for a moment and just looks at me.  “Where are you from?”


“I live in a camp that way.”  I point to the direction I had just run from.


“What are you doing out here?” he asks.


“I could ask you the same question.”  I realize that I am still sitting on the ground and he is standing.  So, I start to get up, and he extends his hand to me.  Now I’m standing, eye to eye with him.  My head is tilted ever so slightly upwards, because he’s just a little taller than I am.


“I live about a mile or so that way,” he says gesturing behind him.  “I’m just out on a walk.”


“So, just out of curiosity, are you Jewish?”


“No.”


“Oh . . .”  The only Germans I know that aren’t Jewish are the ones back at camp where I live.  “Wait.  You said your last name is Abeln, right?  I’ve heard that name before.  There is a guard with the last name Abeln at camp.”


“Yes, that is my father.  He runs the camp where you live.”  He pauses.  “Well, Ariella, it’s getting kind of dark.  You should probably start heading back.”


“What?” I say.  “You’re kidding right?  I can’t go back there.  I’m free!”


“But shouldn’t you head home?”  He looks puzzled.  “If you don’t go home, then where do you plan on staying tonight?”


“Well, I don’t know.  Here probably.”


“Do you have anything with you?  A blanket?  Jacket, maybe?”  I shake my head.  “Lucky for you, I come prepared.”  He heads toward the tree he was behind.  As he comes back, he’s carrying a satchel.  He kneels next to me and dumps the contents onto the ground.  There are two blankets, a pillow, food, and water.

He looks at me, with a wide smile on his face.  “Well, Ariella, if you’re not going home then neither am I.”  I didn’t attempt to argue; he had made up his mind.


It takes us twenty minutes or so to set up for the night.  After we finish, we each take small portions of the food Daniel packed, and we just sit and talk for a while.  He tells me about his family, and I tell him about mine.  We just share our life stories to each other. It’s comforting to have someone to confide in.


Eventually I fall asleep, but it only feels like moments have passed before I’m awakened by the sounds of gun shots.  Daniel is awake as well, he looks over to me.  Then, all of a sudden two guards appear in the clearing.


“Daniel?” says one of the guards.


“Dad?” says Daniel, looking stunned.


“What are you doing here with this, this filthy Jew?”  He looks over at me with a disgusted expression.


“She has a name!”


“Her name doesn’t concern me, boy!”  I’m dragged to my feet by the other guard.  He stands me up straight and then hits me across the face.  The blow sends me plummeting back to the ground.  Daniel rushes to my aid, but he gets shoved back by his father.  “I want you to go home.  Now!”  He yells at him.

The other guard is hovering above me.  He begins to vigorously kick at my sides.  “That is for leaving camp,” says the man with a wicked grin on his face.  Then, he reaches down and hits me again.  This time, the metal on his gloves causes a gash on my left cheek.  Blood pours down the side of my face.  I am pulled to my feet once more.  “You’re coming with us,” he declares, with a hint of mockery in his crisp voice.  “Start walking.”  I obey.


“Wait, Ariella!” cries Daniel.  I spin around.  He is rushing towards me.  When Daniel reaches me he, without hesitation, leans down and kisses me, but his dad walks up and knocks him to the ground with the end of his gun.


“Daniel!” I scream.  Next thing I feel is a hit to the back of the head.  Everything goes black.


I wake up, dazed and confused.  I open my eyes, but my vision is blurry.  My ribs hurt.  There is dried blood down my face and neck and new scrapes on my knees.  My vision clears, and I realize that I am back at camp.  I sit up the best that I can and notice everyone staring at me.  I look around desperately attempting to pick out the faces of my family.


Finally, I see them.  From the looks of it, the guards must have figured out that it was my sisters who found the hole in the fence.  They both are terribly beaten and bruised.  However, my mother and sister seem to be completely untouched.


I decide to get up and go over to my family.  One of the guards yells, “Time for showers!”  Seeing as how I have never been one of the ones to get a shower, I didn’t think much of it.  I kept walking to the other side of the room, but all of a sudden I feel a rather large hand firmly grip my shoulder.  I look up to see Daniel’s father staring back at me.


“You are with this group,” he says as he guides me to the hallway with the others.  We are all stripped and handed a bar of soap.  I love the idea of a shower, finally being able to remove all the layers of dirt on my skin.  I look around and notice that all of the others are eager as well.

I’m setting aside this writing now, as we are to be led into a small room nearby.  I am not afraid . . . .
