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Taking Out the Garbage

The old woman’s name was Rose.  She lived across the hall from us. 
Whenever we waited for the elevator, Rose always wore a sweater.
Dressed in tank tops and cutoffs, I was grateful for the heat that enveloped me
When I reached the shimmering sidewalks outside, 
Even though I knew it would soon become oppressive.  
My grandparents never talked about the war. 
Perhaps it was shame, as victims often bear the blame. 
Perhaps it was horror too raw to relive. 
Perhaps it was fear that the fire glowed still with embers, 
And that one annoying gesture, one breath of anger, 
One less-than-thankful sigh
Would send it roaring back to strength
Because they never really knew what they had done to cause its heat. 
Whatever the reason, they whispered:
“He was in the camps, don’t ask about it.”
Don’t look.
“She has no more family.”
Don’t say anything.
The only way to truly help was to move past, start again, look towards the future. 
I made friends but could not keep them, losing interest after the initial investment.
Maybe I had nothing to say and they lost interest.
Rose wore a sweater in the halls.
Unfashionable shoes, a shapeless housecoat, and a sweater—
A fixture I passed in the hallway
Forgotten as soon as her apartment door slammed shut behind her, 
The locks turning and echoing in the vacuum.
We learned about the Holocaust in school.
The concepts are very general and we discuss them gingerly.
In high school there is an assembly. 
My mother steers us away from the black and white photos, 
The documentaries with real footage, the powerful motion pictures.  
To observe me watching would be too painful for her even now.
But it is not too painful for my father, who is not Jewish. 
He is moved but moves on, 
Whereas my mother cannot.
The most time I spend with Rose is when we meet at the incinerator in the hallway. 
There we must linger together, open the heavy door, 
Leveraging the chute with one hand and maneuvering the trash with the other.
I prop the door open while she fumbles –
It was when she pushed her paper bag down the chute
That the cuff of her sweater rode up. 
I saw the green numbers on the inside of her arm.
They were misshapen and pudgy, like homemade tattoos
Laboriously forged with a sewing needle and ink from a ballpoint pen, 
One pinprick at a time.
As I walked back I heard her apartment door close and the echo.
I never needed to talk about being Jewish; it wasn’t my issue.
Race, gender, and oppression have become badges: there are clubs after school.
Nothing interests me and it is so boring to pretend.
Torture, really.
The school principal helped Rose up the stair and adjusted a microphone.
She sat in a chair to speak, so they pushed the podium aside. 
Not many of my classmates were paying attention. 
They were probably bombarded with the atrocities on their smart phones as she spoke.  
She was child in the concentration camp.
She said for a long time afterwards, nobody asked her about the war. 
She told us that she was ashamed she had caused such trouble,
That so many had died to save her, that she still lives. 
She stopped talking and students started to leave.
“I hate them,” she whispered.
I leaned forward.
“I want you to know that.”
She was there to break her silence and commit to her only act of bravery. 
The students who were standing sat down.
Last year she had paid her first visit to the Holocaust Museum. 
When she was leaving, a tourist stopped her. 
Could she answer a question?
He was German, a student, his English broken.
“I came here,” he said, “expecting to feel shame.”
He hurried on,
“And I do. What was done to the Jews…so unimaginable?
There are no words for atrocities like this.”
He paused searching for English.
“My question is this: what was it about these people, these Jews, that could make them so hated, so that people could do these things to so many of them for so long?
What was it about them?”
The auditorium became very quiet.
“I regret that,” she faltered, “that I did not tell you before.”
Rose’s voice was a whisper now. 
I sat when the others left. 
I had, all this time, been unsafe after all.
It was over me now in my silence.
But what could I do?
I grabbed my backpack and ran. 
Shaking and scared, I raised my voice.
“Did you hear that? Did you hear what she said?”
They listened, stopped and waited for me. 
One pinprick at a time, and it will last forever. 
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