The Sending Stone
By E. J.
They were shunted forward, gripping each other’s hands, both afraid. Mara burrowed into her father’s warm leather coat, just like the old days, before Hitler’s regime. She received a slap for it. “Don’t you touch my daughter!” growled Dr. Afliesten. “Go easy on them,” one of the Nazis murmured halfheartedly. “Nah, it’s fun to watch him struggle,” said the other. Mara lashed out at the offending soldier and was kicked into the enclosure, and she wouldn’t let go of her father’s fingers. They were forced apart. “DADDY!” Mara cried, trying to break free of her captor. “I’ll see you again sweetheart, don’t worry!” her father shouted back.
Since Mara’s father had served in the German army, she was tossed into a barrack that was just for her. That did not mean that her first night at the camp was a pleasant one. She checked twice and three times for bugs or signs of disease. When she finally got into her cold bed she had no stuffed animal, light, or father to comfort her.

At dawn a Nazi came to shove her out of bed and to throw her some dry, stale bread crusts for breakfast. The bread looked, smelled and tasted so horrid it made Mara gag, but she was starving so she ate anyway. When she was pushed roughly outside, she almost tripped over a huge rock that was on the ground. “BE at the square in five minutes or you’ll wish you hadn’t been born, girl!” the Nazi barked, holding her by her collar. Mara gave a shaky nod and was dropped to the ground with such force that she crumbled like ash, the soldier’s guffaws ringing in her ears. She checked to make sure no one was watching, and then unearthed a weathered piece of paper from under the stone that the guard had thankfully not noticed. She read in her father’s slanting handwriting:


Dear Sweetheart,

I know you’re scared but we’ll make it out of here. If you want, put letters for me under the stone and I’ll send messages when I can.



                      



I love you very much,
                                                                                   Daddy

 
Mara almost never got to see her father and when she did; they never got to share more than a faint little smile apiece that didn’t reflect how they felt. Mara longed for nothing more than to rush to her father and bury her head in his arms. Mara worked literally dawn ‘till dusk, and sometimes more than that. They ate dry stale bread crusts day in and day out with water that was warm, but at least clean for now. After the first week however, Mara would’ve delightedly relived it. The food was becoming less and less appetizing and there was less and less of it. Mara’s weight was decreasing rapidly. Upon coming here she’d weighed 72 pounds; now, on a good day she weighed 32.


The only two times Mara looked forward to were glancing eagerly under the “Sending Stone”, as she had named it, for a letter from her father in which she found vague happiness in his responses and advice (sometimes they played tic tac toe through the mail so one game lasted a week). The other that she looked forward to was sleep, where Mara could dream away this misshapen world, this terrible lifestyle. Overall though, life at the camp was a living nightmare. Mara lifted things far too heavy for her and once, collapsed under the strain. Her gray eyes clouded and the barracks swam in her tears. Her father attempted to help but, as usual, he was restrained. Instead, Mara was punished: she was forced to work past midnight, assembling war machinery that pinched and burned her freezing, aching hands that had once been so full of life. It was as though Mara was a plant and her owner had taken her out of the sun, placed her in a closet and forgotten about her. Then there were those lines, those terrible lines, where all the inhabitants stood, and were selected for the gas chambers if they couldn’t work anymore. 
Mara was pushed one day into a barrack with 50 other female inhabitants. She’d just begun to feel lucky, alone in her barrack; at least she’d had space. There were many capable women in the barrack, two doctors who could help those who were sickly and a kindly scientist who could find and dispose of bugs. Mara was still uncomfortable and angry; she wanted to wave her blemished, burned hands in Hitler’s ugly, cruel, repulsive face and char him with hot coals until he screeched loudly enough for the entire world to hear. Her hatred for Hitler and his evil dogs, the Nazis, grew every day. 

As the days wore on Mara depended more and more on the letters to and from her father. Whenever possible she dove and checked the Sending Stone. She sent a letter to her father on the day she switched barracks that said:

Dear Daddy,

Those nasty wardens came and took me out of my barrack. 

I’m now with many others some are friendly. I won’t give 

up though, Daddy, I’ll be strong, I’ll make you proud. I’ll

be the brave Mara I know I can be. I love you



Mara
Mara worked and bore on, though it was no easy task. She turned away and tears stung her eyes when she passed the dead, the lost souls who could’ve done so much for the world. She sometimes managed a watery smile at her father’s letters, but grins were scarce.  

Mara’s birthday came within the cold wintry month of December. It also marked that they had been there, at Auschwitz, for a month. Mara, as she was supposed to be using her allotted time asleep, drew candles on a cake in the moist sand. “Happy Birthday Mara,” she whispered softly, remembering her last birthday, her ninth, when her father had baked a sumptuous chocolate cake with purple fudge frosting. Paper chains in orange and purple and blue and green had been strung all over their small house and Mara had received a pen, notebook, paper doll, and a stuffed dog that she had christened “Kifli”. A Hungarian friend of her father’s had always brought her the sweet cookie called kiflis that she found delicious. Mara longed for those days, seemingly stolen out of someone else’s life that seemed an age ago. Mara climbed into her blanketless bed, cold as ice; she did not know that things would get much worse. The next day Mara’s father wrote his last letter to his daughter: 

Dear Sweetheart,


I fear my time has come. I grow weak, but be courageous, my 



sweet one. Maybe I will survive, but remember that I love you,


my daughter. 
Hugs and happiness,




Daddy

Later that week Mara saw her father, her loving Daddy, pushed toward the train toward the extermination camp. She screamed and shrieked, knocking Nazis out of her way as she fought to get to him. She was bound to her barrack wall as her punishment.  That night she half sat, half lay in her bed, positively shaking with anguished, heaving sobs. Vicious hatred coursed through her veins and she pushed away anyone who tried to comfort her.  In the weeks that followed, Mara’s existence became increasingly tragic.  Her work became haphazard, which earned her more punishments.  There were many days when she sobbed long hours. A month later though, her luck favored her. The camp was liberated. Though tears lined her thin face, she smiled.  Even the sun came out amongst the gray ruin. Mara paused before she ran and said, “I love you Daddy,” and walked to freedom amidst the sunlit rain.  
EPILOGUE
Months later Mara was living more or less happily in a kindly family’s home.  As she sat with all the letters from the Sending Stone cradled in her arms, a figure emerged in the doorway, a figure that looked exceedingly like “DAD!” Mara launched herself at him, and he scooped her up, just like old times.  
