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DEAR JOSEPHINA

       by Emma

Hannah Fassbinder-Johanson trudged up the front steps of her house, dragging a few heavy cardboard boxes behind her.  She had taken them from the trunk of the family’s 1954 Plymouth. As she carted the boxes into her new room, she could hear her parents chatting with a few of their new neighbors outside.  They had just moved to New York because of a professorship Hannah’s father had gotten there.

Hannah looked around at all the boxes, and contemplated the big job ahead of her. She started, by opening a box labeled CLOTHING, and began to unpack. After working for a while, she grabbed a bottle of pop, and sat down on her unmade bed.  Sitting there, surveying the room, she noticed that one of the smaller boxes did not have a label.

“Strange…” Hannah muttered. She got up from the bed and dusted off one side of the unlabeled box, but all it said was J. F., in small letters.  What could that mean? And what is this box doing in my room? Curious, Hannah decided to open it. Removing the last bit of tape, she peeked in. Sitting there, beautifully wrapped in a green and red ribbon, was a stack of letters in their envelopes. She looked at the top one.  It was a letter to her mother. 

“How strange,” Hannah thought to herself. “Who’s this from? Josephina?..... Who’s that?” she asked, as she read the name on the letter. She glanced at the postmark 

at the top of the envelope…1941… Fourteen years ago. She furrowed her eyebrows in confusion.

Hannah looked up. Was that the sound of a door closing? She heard footsteps coming up the stairs to her room. Hannah closed the box quickly. Her parents might not want her reading the letters. Still curious about them, she slipped the box into her closet. She would get back to them later. 

* * *  *


“Mom, may I have a second slice of pie?” Hannah asked her mother.


“Sure, honey,” her mom replied, cutting another piece. 


After eating the last crumb on her plate, Hannah excused herself, went up to her room, and closed the door behind her.  She walked over to her closet, and slowly picked up the small, unlabeled box.  Holding it close to her chest, she carried it back to her bed.  She opened the package, undid the ribbon, and picked up the letter at the top of the stack.  She examined the curved, delicate writing on the envelope.  Hannah’s heart was pounding a thousand beats a minute.  She held the letter slightly away from her, still admiring the neat, artistic handwriting, and wrestling with the idea of reading it.  Hannah couldn’t contain herself.  She took the letter out of the envelope and started to read:

June 17, 1941











Germany

Dear Annie, My Favorite Sister,                                                                       

How are things in America? You’re lucky you were old enough to have gotten out of Europe on your own, just in time to avoid everything that has been happening here. 

Times are hard. The war continues, and I am running out of money.  How’s your husband? And what about your baby girl, Hannah? 

Take care.  I send you my love.







With great affection,

Josephina
Hannah read it, and didn’t know what to make of it.  “Josephina? My mother had a sister?!”

As she folded the creamy–colored letter back up and slipped it back into its envelope, she felt her fingers already reaching for another one, although her insides were telling her, “No! It’s wrong!” But there was no hope. She just couldn’t stop there. Hannah opened the second envelope, and took out another letter. She read it to herself. This time, it was from her mother.

June 28, 1941 

                                                           

 America

Dearest Josephina,

Thank you for writing at last.  I was getting so worried, not having heard from you in about a month. Quite frankly, I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw your letter in the mailbox this morning. I had imagined the worst. 

As for us, we’re doing as well as we can, considering everything happening in the world today. The best thing in our lives at the moment is adorable Hannah, who is now three months old. She loves to giggle, and make noises! 

How are things going for you? Our ears are constantly glued to the radio, listening to the latest news about the war, and now, the Germans most recent invasion of the Soviet Union. When will all this stop? We are always so anxious about you and the rest of our family in Europe. 

Stay well. I pray for your safety every minute.


Love,

Annie


Hannah put down the letter and picked up the next one, this time from her aunt.










July 9, 1941











Germany

Dear Annie, My Favorite Sister,                                                                       

I am glad to hear you and your family are well.  Things here continue to be devastating. Many of our friends and family have already registered as Jews.  They are wearing the yellow star.  I am trying to lie low, and have not registered yet. 

It is all so degrading.  We are treated like animals. There are signs posted everywhere that say, “NO JEWS OR DOGS ALLOWED.”

Food continues to be scarce here. I have heard that even in America there is rationing. By the way, are you able to get sugar from time to time? I remember your sweet tooth, and how much you liked to bake. 

I wish the best for you.  I am so thankful that I have you.  

Yours, as always,

Josephina

Hannah picked up letter after letter.

July 29, 1941











Germany

Dear Annie, My Favorite Sister,                                                                       

I really miss you. How are you doing? How are food and money? Have you heard about the Romanian pogrom at the end of June?  Isn’t it horrendous? Ten thousand Jews were killed!  When will this end?  How can humans do that to one another?

Because I’m short of money, I’ve started shopping at a small, local grocery store, owned by a kind, gentile, German woman named Mrs. Schaller, who has let me shop on credit.  Maybe she took pity on me, seeing how sickly I look these days.  She seems like a generous person.  Just the other day, when a few young, crying Jewish children came into her store, she gave each of them a small piece of candy. You don’t see those around much now.  She must have had them from before the war.

 She says that she disapproves of the war, the Nazis, and their way of thinking. I can understand why, since she lost her husband to this grotesque war. He was part of the Resistance. One day, however, he was caught, and hanged. It comes to show that at times like this, no one is immune to death, even the people who are not Jewish.

As always, I still love you, and miss you very much. I hope that everything will go well for you. Send my love to baby Hannah, too.

Yours, as always,

Josephina

August 2, 1941











Germany

Dear Annie,                                      

It gets harder and harder to live here as a Jew in Germany. I have not registered yet, as I told you before. This worries me every night. If anyone finds out, I’m the next one in the grave. But I’d do anything rather than be at the mercy of such savages. 

The Nazis have become even harsher than before. Just yesterday, they broke into Mr. and Mrs. Braun’s apartment, across the building from me! The Gestapo didn’t care about anything, as they savagely dragged the poor, wailing couple away.  It scared me out of my wits! What if I’m next?


I am thinking of going into hiding.  The Gestapo has taken many others, besides Mr. and Mrs. Braun. The last thing I want is to draw any attention to myself, or else I’ll be the next one carried off. 

Yours forever,

Josephina


“Wow…” Hannah sighed, reading the last few letters. “Why would people do that to Jews? What’s Auschwitz?”

September 10, 1941











Germany

Dear Annie,                                      


The war goes on. Things are worse than ever. Did you hear about the new concentration camp, Majdanek? I’m sure that it will be nothing but death.

Although this war continues to be terrible, there is a flicker of light at the end of this long, dark tunnel. While some may hate our kind with all their might, I think Mrs. Schaller, the German storeowner, understands us, and cares about the Jews.


Mrs. Schaller is strongly opposed to the brutality against Jews. Her grocery store is one of the only ones without that horrid sign. She even helps me out, and trusts me. Just the other day, she offered me a small job working at the cash register to help me pay off my debts. I accepted, because I feel that Mrs. Schaller is the one person in the world who I can trust, and I do not want to lose her as a friend in times as harsh as these.

Yours truly,

Josephina

“A German who cares about Jews? Why?” Hannah pondered. “Oh, here are two more from my mother…”

November 1, 1941 

                                                                                                                    America

Dear Josephina,


I am glad that you have found a friend in these cruel times. Mrs. Schaller sounds very sweet, but so few Germans are trustworthy these days. You can never be too sure about anyone during this brutal war. Your own brother might turn you in, just to make himself innocent. I would be very careful about what you tell Mrs. Schaller, and what you keep from her. You wouldn’t want to make a fatal mistake.

Love,

Annie










December 14, 1941 

                                                                                                                    America

Dear Josephina,


My God! I’m devastated! Why did the Japanese attack Pearl Harbor? I’m sure you must have heard by now. You are not the only ones fighting. We Americans have just entered the war, after last week’s bombing. Thousands of men are being drafted each day. In fact, Arnold was just drafted yesterday! I’m distraught.  I can’t imagine being without my husband, alone with baby Hannah. 

Yours, as always,

Annie

December 28, 1941










     Germany

Dear Annie,                                      


This is terrible! Is there any way to keep Arnold out of the war? I could never have imagined that this war would be large enough to affect even you and Arnold. Can’t anyone stop Hitler?

         Yours, in all times of cruelty,

                                                     Josephina

January 19, 1942










       Germany

Dear Annie,                                      


These years of malice are not going to end soon. I believe that this war has only just started in the eyes of the Nazis. I am afraid that this will force me into hiding, for if it is found out that I’m Jewish, I will be killed. 

            Pray for me,

Josephina
February 2, 1942











Germany

Dear Annie,                                      

Mrs. Schaller agreed to help find a place for me to hide. Luckily, all of my important possessions fit into one small box.

I know that hiding is risky. If I’m caught now, it’s all over. I shall be taken away and maybe starved, or even beaten to death. I truly hope this turns out for the best.


I send you my love, and hope that Arnold makes it home safely, so that you are all together again soon.

   Love,

Josephina


Hannah’s hand reached into the box for another letter, but there was none. Hannah wanted to know more, but how could she ask her mother? She had so many questions. Would her mother be angry with her for reading those letters? They were obviously something she didn’t want to share.


Hannah had trouble sleeping that night, and lay awake thinking of what to do.

The next morning, after breakfast, Hannah’s father sat down in the living room, in his favorite leather chair, and listened to the radio, while her mother washed the dishes. Hannah decided that she had to talk to her mother about Josephina. 

“Mom…” Hannah began, “I have a few questions about something important.”

Her mom wiped her wet hands on her red and white checked apron, and sat down at the kitchen table with Hannah who uncomfortably began to unload her thoughts.

 “Well, it’s just that as I was unpacking the boxes in my room,” Hannah began hesitantly, “And I came across a box, and I didn’t know what it was, but I was very curious, so I…” Hannah paused uneasily. “I…opened it and there were letters and I read them and-”

“Wait a second, Hannah, slow down. You’re saying that you found a mysterious box with letters in it, and you read them?”

“Uh huh. And now I want to know who Josephina is, and if she’s your sister, why you’ve never talked about her.”

Hannah’s mother sighed and put her head in her hands. Then, she looked up, bit her lip and with grief–stricken eyes said, “I was afraid this would happen, that you would find out about her. I wanted to save you from the pain and misery. Yes, Josephina was my sister, and as for why I’ve never talked about her…” Hannah’s mother’s voice trailed off. She put on a small smile to try to cover up her emotions, but Hannah could see the tears forming in her eyes. 

“As for why I’ve never talked about her, it’s because…because I don’t know where she is, what happened, or anything at all! All I know is that I miss her…miss her terribly.” Her voice cracked, and when Hannah looked over, she saw tears dripping down her face. “She was the most wonderful little sister. She cared about everyone and everthing. She would never even think of hurting a fly. She was brave, smart, pretty, and more. I…I loved her.” Hannah’s mother’s voice broke. 

To Hannah, her mother was someone who always looked at the bright side of things, a woman who loved her, looked after her, cared for her, and always seemed to be so strong. Now, she could see beyond that, a side she had never seen before, a sadness burdened by many weights and losses. Hannah gave her mother a small, sad smile, and hugged her.

“I…I guess I should explain now,” her mother sighed. “Yes, Josephina was my sister. We lived together in Germany until we started getting hints of the upcoming war – World War II.  I was able to obtain an American visa, and decided to leave Germany while I could.  Josephina was too young to come with me and had to stay behind with Mother. Several years later, just as we predicted, war broke out, and Jews were being demeaned, attacked and killed everywhere. Then, Mother died, and Josephina was left on her own. We kept in touch for years. Then, after February 2, 1942, Josephina stopped sending letters. I feared the worst. By now, fourteen years later, I’m sure she must be dead…”


“Oh, Mom… I’m so sorry…”

During the course of the next few months, Hannah couldn’t get it out of her head that her mother had had a sister. She wondered what it would be like to lose someone you loved so dearly, and not even know what happened to them. 

The year passed, and although Josephina was always on her mind, Hannah was able to make new friends, and did well at school.

“Mom, I got an A on that essay I wrote last week!” Hannah exclaimed, bursting into the living room. Her mother switched off the radio, and turned her attention to Hannah.

“Oh, Honey, I’m so proud of you! May I see it?”


Hannah searched through her brown, leather briefcase, and came across her folder. She took out the essay and handed it to her mom.


“World War II : the Effect of Hitler on My Family, by Hannah Fassbinder-Johanson.” Annie began to read aloud. “Adolf Hitler, the German Nazi dictator, killed millions of Jews in his lifetime. Imagine if one of them was someone you knew…”

At that moment, they were interrupted by the doorbell.


“Be right back, Hannah,” her mother said, setting the paper on the couch, and walking to the front door. “Who is it?”


“It’s your local postman. I have a piece of registered mail for Mrs. Annie Fassbinder.”


“That’s me,” Hannah’s mother said, as she opened the door. 

“Sign right here,” the postman said, pointing to the bottom of the receipt. 


“Thank you,” Annie replied, taking the envelope, and closing the door. 

“Registered mail? Who could it be from?” Hannah wondered.

She turned around, envelope in hand, and walked back to the couch. Annie sat down, and both of them examined the front of it. 

“It’s from Germany!” Hannah said, bewildered. Then, all of the color drained from her mother’s face.


“L-l-look!”  her mother whispered. Hannah looked down to where her mother’s finger was pointing, and the name on the return address: Mrs. Adele Schaller. Hannah’s mouth dropped open.


“Mrs. Schaller!” she gasped.


“Yes…” Hannah’s mother said, as she fumbled opening the envelope. “What could this be about?”

May 15, 1955

Germany

Dear Mrs. Annie Fassbinder, Miss Josephina Fassbinder’s Sister,


My name is Adele Schaller. You may not know me, but I was your sister’s best friend during the war.


Annie, motionless, continued to read.

 I have been living with information for the past 5 years that I can no longer keep to myself.  I realize you must be told.  Josephina would have wanted it that way.

My point? I was the one who killed Josephina. It didn’t start that way – I tried to protect her from the Nazis.

Hannah glanced at her mother’s frozen, ashen face, before reading on. 


On February 12, 1942, the Gestapo broke into my house. My husband, as Josephina might have told you, was part of the Resistance. The Nazis knew this, and thought that as his wife, I might follow in his path. They broke into my house, arrested me, took me to their headquarters and beat me until I could barely breathe. Then, with rifles held to my face, they said that it was my last chance to save my life. If I were to turn in Jews in hiding, I would live. You don’t understand; no one understands how it feels.  These men, they were holding GUNS at my head! I was terrified, sick to my stomach. I couldn’t help myself – I told all.


I know that I am responsible for your sister’s death. It has tormented me every minute. There is not a day that goes by that I don’t think of Josephina in the barren field … being shot … bullet after bullet, one body falling on top of another. Nobody survived.

With deepest regrets,

Mrs. Adele Schaller
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