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ERIKA MAWN:

PROFIT BY MY EXPERIENCE

It was a long walk - about three quarterc of an hour -
from our home in Munich to the scheool I attendced when I was
seven years old, During the winter I did not mind o0 much,
but in the summer it was ewifully hot and the satchel on my

back wae heavy,.

I still remember the blue linen dress I wore the day
when the great adventure began, I see myself as I wae theng
tall for my age, very thin, all of my dresses too chort one
month aiter I had got them, rtraight black hair, sunburned
lege always seratched from the fights I had with my brother's
friends,

At about the lest third of the way I used to meet
Helge C. who wae only one year older than I but, in my
opinion, already the perfect specimen of a young lady. She,
of course, carried her satchel under her arm as did all
those who meant to give a grown-up impression. the wore de-
lightful little print dresces thet always seemed to swiash
erieply and coolly as if moved by & slight breese, Her light,
honey=colored curles framed a gay and delicate Face, dominated

by & pair of cat-like eyes, Helga wasc utterly ocharming,
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" Yant en icecream cone?" she asked me that morning. She
was chatting with the icecream man, holding & wonderfully
pinkich icecream cone in her hands, and licking 1% like
a kitten, Sure I wanted rome icecream, In fact, thore
wes nothing I wanted more, However, I did not have mong
for such things. Whenever I had to buy some exercise bodks
or pencils, I wae given & few nickels; that was all.

Tooking at Helga's icecream with enviour eyes, I
said I did not really feel like purchasing any icecream
at the moment, Helge smileds " That's a lie, iem't 1t7"
che said, " Let'e make & bargain, You must have nome
money in your pocket; it's not meant for icecream, I =up-
pose, but the icecream man doesn't mind., Raspberry is de-
licious; chocolate snd sirawberry too."

I felt my mouth water,

she continued: " Now all you have to do is to buy
whatever you please, I bet your people won't even ask
you what you spent your few pennies foX. If they do, you
just tell them there was so much to write at school, 0
you've used up all your pencils and had %o buy a couple
of new onee. In case that doeq_p"p‘t work, I promice you,
on my great word of honor, to re ﬁhoae nickels &R
atga, out of my own pocket, How about it?" and again che
emiled the emile of tha born seducer, I hesitated,

" Why," I said, " if you can rpare the noney,don't
you give it to me right away? I could repay you late:r'
out of my birthiay presents. "
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® Phat's not at all the idea", Helga replied. Of course,
I could givé you the moneye. But I went you to take the chance
becauce I know that nothing wi 11 happen, anyway." She smacked
her 1lips to show me hoEYfﬁE 1cecream Wete

Slowly I got hold of that last niockel in my linen
skirt end, with a volce that counded somewhat strange to me,
I ordered chocolate, raspberry, strawberry, 2il mixed, I don%
believe thet anytbing ever tacted s0 exquisitely good; the
apple, I felt, Adem and Eve's epple, must have tasted like
that, Helga, the serpent, watched me with delight. Then we
continueé aur'walk. Helga chatting and laughing all the
_ time, I trotting et her eide in silence,

I had come icecrecam the next day and some more the
day afters. Although my consunpdbes oI peneile and copy books
might heve aroused cuspicion at homwe, and although I suddenly
seemed to give a great 4 al of money to the Red Cross and
other welfare organization:c that made collections in our
school, nobody at home arked me guestions,

l I shell never forget that rummers The sin I had com=-
mitted, and continued to commit, scemed to cseparate me in a
sinieter way from my brothers and risters with whom I gener-
ally chared all my cecrets. I lived in lonely darknecs which
even the lcecream failed to brighten, I siso began to hate
Helge. All the more =0, &s it was not any longer the ice-
oream iteelf che loved %o discuss with me on that last part
of our way to school: now she indulgel in picturing tho faoce
my poor mother would meke if che knew what & clevyer little
thief I wac. GShe wondered whether my father ever bothered
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about my finenciel affairs, which latter point was perte
icularly sgonizing, For my sweet father, abeent-minded
end unsuspecting, never concerned himself with what I
epent, Apart, however, from my personal worries and

the feeling thet I had got onto a slippery road on which
there wae no halt, Helga herrelf disquieted and pusslel
mes What on earth, I kept wondering, is she after?Wha
could che poseibly get out of #8? She is rich and ine
dependent and very grown-upe. If che only wantc me to
have that ctuff, why doesn't che buy it for me? What
goncern of hers is it anywey whether I have iceoream

or not? Gradually mi&%ﬁm began to worry
about my silence and the twe ctrange wrinkles that
frequently &ppeared between my brows without any reason;
even ny brothers and ricters talked to me as if from a
distance,

I war early one morning and arrived at Helga's
and my corner five minutes before the urual times As
the heat was partiocularly opprersive that day, I stepped
into & doorway and walted for my wicked companionel dm'%
inow whet ceursed me not to leave nmy hiding place when
che finelly arrived and rtopped at the icecream man's
to purchese her icecreanm.

" Hee Erika already been here?" I heard her ask,

" Who? The little boyich one?" the icecreem man said.
" I don't think oo."
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* I'll wait for her," Helga announce, glancing
&t her chic little wrist watch. " Though it's getting
late. You see," she said, leaning her o head closar
%0 the lcecream man's wrinkled face, " Erika has got
%o go on buying icecreem with that stolen money. And
if I leave her alone she might get out of the habit.
That would be & great pity. It's fun," she exclaimed,
her light voice Jubilant," to teach the little one
thinge. Such funi"®

It was iortunate that my doorway had a back
exit; e0 I could run away and take the next street
to echool., I had fifteen minutes to digest Helga's
utterance beiore school began,

That's it, 1 felt, that's the solution I have
been seecking for such & long time., How Irightening
and how simple! What does she get out of it? I ale
ways wanted to know, Just thiss the pleasure of
teaching me how to be evil without being discovered,
how to steal without being punicshed, how to get lost
without being miceced, That's all there ic to it. She
has geduced me, I felt ( I am sure it was the firset
ti me in my life that the word entered my mind),and
I have fallen for it. That any cuch thing should ex-
iett seduction for the sake of seduction and for no
other reason, and thet it should be clad coolly and
charmingly like Helga and look out of her smiling

greyieh eyes! R
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I found my mother in the kitchen." What's up?"
che arked noticing how upeet I was, " You havq_pb%
bought any birthcay gifte yet, have you?" I asked
breathlessly. Thies was & eilly question, since my
birthcay was s=till three monthe ahead, " Of course
not," I answered myself, " And I don't want you to,
either, May I make one wish inctead, a big one? I
should like to get five Marks, Would that be too
much?"

It was not too much. but money was not for
children, my mother informed me. " But I have got to
have it," I ineieted,” and I won't keep it either.In
fect, I owe it to you; it's four Marks eixty 1 owe
you, and I have got to give it back,"

It was easy, much earier than I had thought.O0moe
I had started to explain, the words came all by them=
gpelves and co did the tears. It was all right, I had
left the slippery road and come home into the familiar
garden where one could play with one's sisters and
brothers without feeling like & rtranger, I was pnly
cev<n years old, yet I felt that my experience had
taught me a great, ocruciel lesson. Without it, evil
might have had a far greater chance to get hold of me
while I was growing up. Aes it wae, I had been vacoine
ated with it and against it by Helga - once my little
demon, the serpent in the paradise of my childhood;now,
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It waes anything but easy. I was sitting in New
York, without money, without & job, without a family,
without friendes and without & language., In a cenre, I
expected to catch English as one catches & cold and
eventually I succeeded,

Yet more had to be dons. I dircussed my rituat-
don with one of the three Americane I knew, He wae a
eweet elderly gentleman. most helpful and enterprising.
He wagﬁ;;lher influentiel.

" Why," he said looking at me cheerfully, " whys
don't you teke @& job ae & professor for European history?
I happen to know of eome vacanoy in & fine school. 1
am rure they would be glad to have you."

" But,” eaid I, after having swellowed & few
timoo, " I have nover studied history and I don't think
I could teach it,"

* You are quite wrong," was the answer.," In the
firet place you have been in the thick 0of Suropean
hietory for quite some time, haven't you? Benidog,'yqx
better tmke the boy for a model whom they asked uhathnfﬁ%ﬂiiﬁhav
on the violin; eo he said that he was rure he could




-2-

though he'd never tried."

I did not become a professor of Europeen history
'but I remembered that boy.

Some weeks later the telephone rang -~ that un-
paid for telephone which I kept operating under such
trying ciroumstances. There was a meeting to be held,
a volce informed me, & protest meeting against the
persecution of Socialdemocrats, Catholice, Jews, Pro=
testants in Nagi-Germany, which in that winter of
1936 to 1937 had slreacy stirred the conscience of the
world; would I put in an appearance, read a cable
meseege from my father in switzerland, and give a short
talk of my own, fifteen minutes or s07?

Never in my life had I made a espeech, not even
in German; but the boy with the violin appeared before
my eyes and I cald: yes, indeed, I would be delighted,

I wrote the speech in Geiman. had it translatel
and learned it by heart, word by word during thore faw
days allotted to me, My =ubject: - the fate of German
women under Hitler's dictatorrhip, ~wgs indeed close
to my heart. It was an exciting job to compose the
speech and fortunately I didn't have much time to get
scared,

Juet one cay before the great event 1 found out
that the meeting was to be held in Madison Square Garden.
Mayor La Guardia, General Johnron, Rabbi Wise, John IL,
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found myself on the stage. If I ever hed & frighten
ing view it was there and then, The stage alone wae
crowded with whet I had first thought to be the aunde
ience, /i second +ight, however, a human ocean rpreads
Mg before ny eyes, Jemming to capecity 2 hell that
holde wmore than 22 0oo persone, The whole scene be-
came biurred snd wnreal, I felt rather sheky, es if
I would faint the next moment, " Iﬁon"tﬁ", I kept on
repeating to nyaself, " You have come here of your own
free will and beceuce you think you 1.11'.?1? romething to
saey.low pull yourrsrelf together,"

As I was by far the leart importent one among
the rpeakers, I had been rcheduled an the first, In
fact, the G::e';irmf.rﬁeg:artcd to introduce me while I
made nmy belated entrance., Thir may have been my
salvation: I had no time to faint, Idke a desparate
g0ldler I marched toward the microphone which, all
by itself, chould have mufficed to scare me rtiff,

I had never faced ruch & thing Vefore. I felt that

I was very pale and vaglinl;f hoped to make at least

@ pathetic impreresion in my little black school-dress,
Juet when I was about to stert, there was a

chort interruption. Through anothar microphone some

one made an anrouncement, I éid not quite get it,but

vaguely pgathered that Mro., Soandeo wae expected at

the Eighth Avenue Exit, Well, now it wae my turn,

For the second time I opened my mouth, when the chaim
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man, epproaching me from behing, distinetly whiepered
in my car: " The mother is dying, you know!"™ 1 ctag—-
gered; By mother or who«e? Por Heaven's sake, and
why on earth had I to kmow this very second? 0f course
I d43a not link this terrif,ing remerk with the an=
nouncement I had heard a few seconds before,

" Jump!" I implored myself,” juup into the loy
water! Or everything will be losth™ The noise pro-
ducad by 22 060 people even when they are cilent
surrounded me like the tuning of a gigantic or-
cheastra.

T was in & kind of trancey Then I talked. My voloe,
strangely clear and gratifyingly amplified by the
J'_::u}‘-"-rf::-r.-?r. iid not =eem my own, I said a few sen=-
tencer, the last of which I was mildly proud of, How-
ever, to my horrified surprise, pome people 1in the
gallery scemed to dieapprove violently: they. whistled.
*hictling, to any Buropean, means tha otrongest ex-
precrion of disapproval, Heavenrey i thoughit, they
don't like you! They want you to stop. But here my
tighting epirit got the betier of me. While up te
thic moment I had been talking in a calm, equable
tone, I now reoised my voice, underlining arything 1
thought important, determined to convince thore
whistling rowdies up there, I emiled at them,friénu-

1y but militently, eccompanying my words with resolut @







