
PROLOGUE

AUSCHWITZ 1996

I throw back a glass of  whiskey to steady my nerves. Cesia’s eyes 

are full of  tears and she’s trembling. I squeeze her hand to let 

her know that I feel what she is feeling. I remember what she is 

remembering. 

Our children, Charlie and Helen, are here too, and Charlie’s 

father-in-law, Borje, has driven down from Sweden to chauffeur 

us around. He has parked the car a little way back from the 

entrance to the camp and although Cesia’s knee is giving her a 

lot of  pain, she is determined to walk.

The quietness and the beauty of  the clear blue-sky day is 

unnerving. As the memories and visions begin to flood back, I 

close my eyes to let them in … the cattle trucks lined up along 

the tracks, their human cargo inside, the gaunt faces of  painfully 

thin people staring through barbed wire with haunted, empty 

expressions, dogs barking, people crying, shouting and talking in 

anxious whispers. People’s nerves were at breaking point, and I 

can still feel the atmosphere of  terror all around me – and the 

smell. A most terrible smell. A smell I now know was burning flesh. 

When a voice rises above all the others in my mind, I recognise 
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it instantly: my mum. This is where we shared our last precious 

moments together, where she spoke her final words to me. 

‘Abram, do everything humanly possible to survive. And when you do, 

wherever you find yourself, you must tell people what happened here so it can 

never happen again.’

A hand slips into mine, bringing me back to the present. 

Cesia stares at me with deep sadness in her eyes. She knows 

where I’ve been these last few moments.

‘Come,’ she says quietly.

My wife can hardly take a step without wincing these days 

but she refuses help. This is something she must do. All these 

years later she is going to walk into this place a free woman. 

The five of  us make our way slowly down the rusted railway 

tracks as Cesia struggles to recall details. 

‘Did I get off the train here? Or here?’ she says softly. ‘Did 

we line up on this side or that?’ 

Helen takes her other hand and clutches it tightly.

‘Raus! Raus!’ Cesia says as a memory comes into sharp 

focus. 

I recognise the words as the ones the Nazis shouted at us as 

they slid open the heavy doors of  the cattle trucks, ‘Out! Out!’ 

‘I thought we had entered a lunatic asylum,’ Cesia tells our 

children, tears streaming down her cheeks. 

‘This has been the saddest day of  my life,’ Helen says.

Charlie agrees but is also angry. He can’t believe how close 

the town is. ‘Why didn’t the people there do or say something?’ he 

asks. ‘They must have known! To say they didn’t seems impossible.’

I say a silent Kaddish for the more than one million souls 

tortured, tormented and executed here, and we stand in silence 
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with our arms around each other. Then I begin to talk. The words, 

slow at first, begin to pour out of  my mouth and I can’t stop them. 

‘That was where they lined us up … Here is where I watched 

my mother get taken away … That is where Mengele stood with 

his baton, waving us left and right.’ 

As the memories tumble out, our children cry and hold Cesia 

and me close. I know why I feel the need to say everything out 

loud. This was the promise I made to my mother all those years 

ago. That I would always tell. That I would always remember. 

‘Today is the exact date,’ Cesia says, ‘I arrived here as a 

fifteen-year-old girl.’ 

The pain in her knee is getting worse by the minute but she 

refuses to stop moving. Cesia continues into the camp, the same 

camp that took her parents away from her. Every step is agony, 

but the emotional pain is far greater than the physical could ever 

be. When we ask again if  we should bring the car, she refuses. 

‘I will show these cruel beasts that I will walk how and when 

I want!’ she says firmly. 

Cesia’s pride and determination is good for her children 

to see. Now they understand how their mother – a petite, shy 

teenager when she was sent here all those years ago – had the 

mental strength to survive this hell. 

I am careful not to stumble on the bumpy, uneven road as 

we walk. I may be an old man now, but I walk taller and stronger 

than I ever have before, unaided and proud through the entrance. 

It is a far cry from how I first entered this place fifty-two years 

ago. A place so deeply embedded in my psyche that it will always 

be a part of  me. 

A place called Auschwitz.
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Today is a good day because today I will see Cesia. For many 

weeks I’ve not been able to visit my wife at Gary Smorgon 

House, the care home she has lived in for three years, because 

of  Covid and lockdowns. Cesia has not been able to visit me at 

home either. 

Before the pandemic, I would see Cesia every week: at 

Friday night dinners with our family, on weekends when my son, 

daughter and I take Cesia out for lunch, or on drives to the coast 

or countryside. Sometimes our grandchildren and my great-

granddaughter come along to spend time with their Bubba and 

Zaida too.

These times with our family are very special to Cesia and 

me, but get-togethers and trips like these have not been possible 

for many months now. Of  course, we are not the only ones who 

have been separated from their loved ones. It has been hard for 

so many people all over the world. 

Cesia and I speak on the phone every day, three or four times 

at least, but I miss seeing her face in real life; the same beautiful 
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face I have been looking at for more than three-quarters of  a 

century. 10 June 2021 was our 74th wedding anniversary, but 

of  course we couldn’t celebrate the way we would have liked, 

the way we have for many decades. For the first year since our 

wedding in 1947, Cesia and I were not with each other to raise a 

glass to our marriage. We resolve to celebrate together next year 

for our diamond anniversary because that’s the sort of  people we 

are – hopeful, optimistic and determined.

In less than two weeks I will turn ninety-seven years old. But 

how is this possible? How am I so old? It is a number that seems 

incredible to me. But I cannot complain. I have been blessed 

with a beautiful family, and a full and interesting life.

I may be old, but my memory is still strong. I remember so 

much about my early years, about my life before the war and 

how my mother’s freshly-baked honey cakes smelled when I was 

a child. I remember the way it felt to move my legs so fast, then 

leap into the air and vault over the horse at my gymnastics club. 

I remember that it felt like flying. 

My vaulting days are well and truly behind me now, but the 

desire to run and fly is still there. Just last week at an appointment 

with my doctor, I used the handles of  my walker frame to try and 

raise myself  up into a handstand, and almost gave her a heart 

attack.

‘Abram!’ she scolded. ‘Please don’t do that!’

When I want to run and jump now I close my eyes and 

remember my active days in Łódź, Poland. I was a young, 

healthy, fit boy then. A boy who loved gymnastics, ping-pong 

and sport – a boy who had no idea what was just around the 
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corner for him and his family. 

Now, all these years later, I am still here. I have my health, 

my mind, my family and my Cesia. My wife turned ninety-two 

this year. She is starting to forget little things but she still knows 

us, her family. Cesia still knows me, her Abram. 

And today I will see her again. 

I was up earlier than usual this morning. Some people say I 

am fastidious – a man who likes order, routine, facts and figures 

– and they would be right. I have the same routine every day and 

have had for many years. 

Every morning I wake early, around six-thirty, shower 

(unassisted) and eat my breakfast, which is the same every day. I 

lay it out before I go to bed the night before – a bowl of  crushed 

cornflakes (I don’t like the big pieces), a pot of  honey (because I 

need to be sweetened up a bit), one piece of  bread for toasting 

(half  with Vegemite and Swiss cheese and the other half  with 

cherry jam and cottage cheese) and one big banana. This is 

followed with a cup of  coffee. It is a healthy start to my day and 

keeps my stomach full until lunchtime. 

When we first met, Cesia didn’t even know how to boil a 

potato, but I taught her the basics when we moved in together. 

(She would say she taught herself, but we will have to agree to 

disagree. After seventy-four years of  marriage, I know when to 

let something go!) 

A carer arrives to my house after breakfast. I am lucky to 

have good carers who have become more like family to me. One 

of  my carers, Andrea Santos-Mouthe, has been working with me 

for over five years now. We are very close and she, her husband, 
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and two sons are like family to all the Goldbergs. Andrea first 

came to our house in 2015 to work with Cesia, six days a week, 

eight hours a day. When Cesia went to Gary Smorgon House, 

Andrea stayed to work with me. She calls me Zaida – the Yiddish 

informal title for grandfather – and we have spent hundreds of  

hours talking, laughing, and sharing our stories. 

Another one of  my carers is a woman named Basia. When 

she first started working with me, I asked where she was from as 

I recognised her accent.

‘Poland,’ Basia told me.

‘Which town?’ I asked.

She smiled. ‘You would not know it. Nobody has heard of  

it.’

‘Try me,’ I said, smiling back.

‘I come from a small town called Kolo,’ she said.

‘Kolo?’ I said. ‘The town near Chelmno?’

She was shocked. ‘How do you know it?’

‘Because I am from Łódź,’ I told her. ‘Just 80 kilometres 

away!’

We couldn’t believe it. What a coincidence for us to meet all 

the way across the other side of  the world! Since then, Basia and 

I have had many long and interesting conversations with each 

other, and I enjoy spending time with her. But neither Basia nor 

Andrea is coming today. Today it is my children who will take me 

to see Cesia.

I am dressed in my usual day attire of  shirt, suit and tie, and 

when I sit on the bed to put on my Skechers I smile when I think 

of  the moment I will see Cesia. I will reach out to hold her face 
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in my hands, and she will smile, rub my face and stroke the back 

of  my head. Maybe we will sit down to talk, or maybe we’ll take 

our walkers and head out into the garden. As we walk around, 

we might talk about how our friends are dealing with lockdown, 

or what activities she has been doing in the home, or maybe I will 

tell her my big news.

‘Cesia! I am going to be writing a book about my life.’

‘Finally!’ she will cry, clapping her hands together.

Many people, including my wife, have been pestering me to 

write my life story for years now. But I have always refused. 

‘A book of  my life?’ I would say. ‘It is so long and there is so 

much to tell that I would need ten volumes!’

But now I have agreed. In preparation, Charlie, Helen, 

Fiona and I have been going through many old photos, some 

that are sixty, seventy, even eighty years old. Tiny black-and-

white photographs from the past that spill out of  cracked old 

leather-bound albums. Photos that are so old that the glue has 

worn away on the backs of  them, so they are falling off the thin 

black cardboard pages. There are many photos in there of  lost 

relatives and friends, but also many of  Cesia and me. It is a shock 

to see how young we both were back then. Cesia Amatensztejn 

was only seventeen when I met her, and very different to me. 

Where I like facts and figures, and remember specific dates and 

places, Cesia is more emotional. Even now, she remembers the 

feelings from her past, much more than dates and facts. 

In this book, I will tell stories about my life growing up in 

Łódź, Poland, about my teenage years before the war, and about 

life in the ghetto. There will be stories from my time at Auschwitz, 
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from my exciting, sometimes dangerous, post-war travels through 

Europe, and of  course, the most wonderful story of  all: meeting 

a young girl in Belgium after the war, and how we would go on 

to spend the next seven-and-a-half  decades together in Europe 

and Australia.

At just one hundred and fifty centimetres tall, I may be a 

small man, but I have lived a very big life. For that I feel incredibly 

grateful. Some find it hard to understand how I have kept my 

positivity, and how I can see the good in people after what I went 

through. Maybe when you read my story you will see that I have 

always been a lucky man.


