
The Scar 
 
I hear the shot go off, but luckily, this time it is not real. It is only real in 

my dream. The nightmares haven’t stopped since 1945, when I was liberated 
from Terezín. The dreams usually repeat themselves. Most of them include the 
intensive labor I was forced to do followed by a death. The only difference in 
the dreams is the person who dies. The worst nightmares are when I die. The 
clap of the shot always wakes me up but the moment before I wake I can almost 
feel the pain of the bullet. When I wake in a pool of sweat, tangled in my sheets 
with a pounding headache, there is no one to calm me down. No mother or 
father to comfort me. I am the only survivor of the Visser family, which means 
I am currently living on my own at age 17. I’ve been living in Switzerland, on 
my own, since age 13. Technically that is illegal, but I have managed to elude 
the police for four years.  

Still breathing heavily and recovering from the dream, I stumble out of 
bed to pour a glass of water. It is almost impossible to get the water out of the 
jug, my hand is shaking so much. I sit down in the kitchen, trying to remember 
my dream. While trying to refresh my recollection I glance at an old diary lying 
on the counter. There’s only one entry written in it. The first day I arrived in 
Switzerland I had a number of painful memories swirling in my mind that I 
wanted to record. I pick up the diary and the remembrances of being trapped in 
Terezín come flooding back.  

The year is 1943 and I am sitting at the piano playing my favorite piece: 
Beethoven’s Für Elise. Suddenly, when I am about halfway through the piece I 
hear wood splintering, thumping footsteps, the shattering of vases, and a very 
loud SMACK. I slide off the bench quietly and hide underneath the piano. This 
forced invasion can only mean one thing: the Nazis have finally reached my 
village. My parents, sister, and I live in Hindeloopen, Amsterdam. We’ve been 
waiting for this invasion ever since the papers started to print photos of the 
invasions in 1939. Despite being well hidden, I sense someone standing above 
me and see a long and heavy shadow. I look up slowly and see a man in a green 
and black uniform. It goes against my will to exit my hiding spot but I don't 
really  have a choice. I stand, surrendering. He grabs me strongly by the elbow, 
and drags me and my family toward his truck. 

The train tracks are uneven, causing the train to rattle and bump. I try to 
think of something light-hearted to distract me. Anything but the situation my 
family is in right now. Though the soldiers do not provide any information, all 
of us know where we are going and what is going to happen. The train stops 
abruptly, jolting everyone from their seats. Three Nazi soldiers finally appear 
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and order us off of the train. We must be at the camp. All of the prisoners 
shuffle out of the car and we stop at the entrance of Terezín. The gates say 
“Arbeit Macht Frei”, which translates to “Work sets you free”.  All of a sudden 
the officers start to bark orders at us in German. My family speaks Dutch but 
from years of language schooling, I understand pieces of what he is saying. 
“Women and children to the left, men to the right”. I should have known this 
would happen. I should have known that we would not be able to stay together. 
My mother, sister Eva, and I walk to the left and wave goodbye to my father. 
The heartbroken look on his face almost makes me cry, but I know better than 
to show emotion in front of the soldiers.  

My mother, sister, and I have been sorted into the working group 
because we are considered “young” and “healthy”. We start working the day 
after we arrive. We are in the group that takes care of the grounds of the camp. 
We work day after day, losing weight and our sanity in the process. The only 
nourishment we are given is a daily bowl of old cold soup and a piece of stale 
bread. Every week a piece of me floats away. The real me, Mila Visser, the girl 
before the war.  

Months pass and we are still doing the same job, eating the same food. 
Then one day everything changes, but not in the way we’d hoped. My mother, 
Eva, and I are outside, in the dead of winter, heading toward the soldiers’ living 
quarters to clean. After hours of sweeping Eva suddenly drops her broom.  

I look at her thinking, What are you doing? There’s a soldier right there! 
But it is too late. He is already headed over. I continue working in order 

to decrease my chances of being shot, but Eva stands and looks him in the eye 
defiantly. I know what is going to happen before it does. I cover my eyes so I do 
not have to see, but I hear it. My heart breaks at the sound of the shot. For a 
moment it feels as if I am lying on the ground with Eva. The shot rings in my 
head for months.  

A year later my mother and I have received news of my father’s death. He 
apparently refused to work and was hung in front of all the prisoners and 
guards. This news finally breaks my mother emotionally and physically. 
Everytime I see her she looks thinner and more defeated. She is slowly killing 
herself and there is nothing I can do to stop it. I am cleaning in the kitchen and 
the guards ring the bell for bedtime. When we reach the bunks I hear a scream. 
A deadly scream. A scream that can only mean death. I push past all the 
prisoners and find a body hanging from a beam in the barracks, a chair beneath 
it. It’s my mother.  

I can not handle it anymore. There have been too many deaths in my 
family. First Eva, then my father, now my mother. For a moment I think about 
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it. Killing myself. Then I realize that I should persevere for my family’s sake. 
It’s 1944 and based on the news the guards allow us to hear, the Americans are 
close to the German border. Chances are Terezín will soon be liberated.  

I work and work and work, keeping the thought of freedom in my mind. 
That thought is the only thing keeping me alive.  

I make it through the New Year into 1945 and a few days later I am sent 
to another camp, Mauthausen Concentration Camp in Austria. I make a few 
friends because I could never keep living without someone to talk to. My new 
job is building with bricks and stones. This job is just as boring and 
labor-intensive as the cleaning at Terezín. Though I do not know how it 
happened, May has arrived. It is May 3rd and I have a feeling that something 
big is going to happen. On May 5th I am working in a factory located on the 
campgrounds and I suddenly see hundreds of soldiers. Only they are not in 
German uniforms. They are wearing blue. All the prisoners gather together to 
watch the actions of these new soldiers. Their first move is to gather us 
together, which we have already done for them, and herd us onto a train. None 
of the prisoners know what is happening, but we have a general idea. A soldier 
stands and announces that they are American soldiers, and their mission is to 
bring us to a safe place.  

Although I did not realize it at that moment, I know now that it could 
have just as easily been my mother, father, or sister sitting in that train alone, 
thinking about the fact that when I get off in another country I will be alone for 
the rest of my life.  

I pull myself out of the painful memories to the present date, April 1949, 
and I glance at the clock.  It is time for me to go to work. I finally realize that 
the pain I went through years ago has molded me into another person. A 
harder-working and more persistent woman. I am not the girl I was before the 
war, but I wouldn’t want to be that girl. My strength and will to live were 
shaped by the war. I see my survival as a way to share the truth of the 
Holocaust and make sure it can never happen again. 
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