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Glossary
Aufseherin. A female guard in German concentration camps during the Holocaust.
babcia. Polish word for “granny” or “grandmother.”
berryer. Yiddish term for a woman who has excellent homemaking skills.
Blockführer. A paramilitary title of the SS typically in charge of a barracks housing from 

two hundred to three hundred concentration camp prisoners; in larger camps, 
this number could be as a high as one thousand. The Blockführer was in charge 
of daily attendance, supervising daily work details, and distributing rations to 
prisoners. Assisting in this case were several prisoner trustees, known as Kapos. 
See Kapo

challah. A special bread in Jewish cuisine containing eggs and leavened with yeast, 
usually braided and typically eaten on ceremonial occasions, such as Shabbat 
and major Jewish holidays.

czapnik. Polish word for cap maker (also hatmaker).
goyim. Plural form of goy, a Yiddish term used to refer to someone who is not Jewish.
Judenrat. Jewish councils established on German orders in the Jewish communities of 

Nazi-occupied Europe.
Kapo. Prisoner in a Nazi concentration camp who was assigned by the SS guards to 

supervise forced labor or carry out administrative tasks. This trustee carried 
out the will of the Nazi camp commandants and guards and was often as brutal 
as his SS counterpart.

kepah. A skullcap worn, especially during prayer and religious study, by Jewish men 
and boys, particularly by those adhering to Orthodox or Conservative tradition.

keynahora. An expression used to ward off the evil eye or bad luck.
klezmer. A musical tradition of the Ashkenazi Jews of Eastern Europe. It is a type of 

Jewish folk music that generally accompanies dancing at celebratory events. The 
typical klezmer band includes violins, a bass or cello, and other instruments.

kneidles. Small dumplings, usually served in chicken soup.
l’chaim. A toast to a person’s health or well-being, meaning “to life!”
mach shnel. Yiddish phrase meaning “hurry up!”
menorah. A candelabra with seven or nine lights that is used in Jewish worship and 

the festival of Hanukkah.
meyn eyngl. Yiddish term for “my boy.”



What She Lost | A Reader’s Guide 2

meyn kinder. Yiddish term for “my children.”
mezuzah. A parchment inscribed with religious texts and attached in a case to the door-

post of a Jewish home as a sign of faith.
minyan. A quorum of ten men (or, in some synagogues, men and women) over the age of 

thirteen years, required for traditional Jewish public worship.
mishegoss. Yiddish word referring to inappropriate, crazy, or bizarre actions or beliefs.
neyt. Russian word for “no.”
paczek. A traditional Polish doughnut.
payot. Hebrew word for sidelocks or sidecurls worn by some men and boys in the Ortho-

dox Jewish community.
pu pu pu. An expression used to ward off the evil eye or bad luck, accompanied by a 

spitting motion.
rogatywka. Generic Polish name for an asymmetrical, peaked, four-pointed cap used by 

various Polish military formations throughout the ages.
shayna maidela. Yiddish term for “beautiful girl” or “pretty girl.”
shiva. A period of seven days’ formal mourning for the dead, beginning immediately 

after the funeral.
siddur. A Jewish prayer book containing prayers and other information relevant to the 

daily liturgy.
tante. Yiddish word for “aunt.”
ushanka. A Russian fur cap with ear flaps that can be tied up to the crown of the cap or 

fastened at the chin to protect the ears, jaw, and lower chin from the cold.
yeshiva. A Jewish educational institution that focuses on the study of traditional religious 

texts, primarily the Talmud and the Torah.

Questions and Topics for Discussion
About the Book
For thirteen-year-old Sarah Waldman, life in the small Polish town of Olkusz is idyllic, 
grounded in her loving, close-knit family and the traditions of their Jewish faith.

But in 1939, as the Nazis come to power, a storm is gathering—a relentless, unfor-
giving storm that will sweep Sarah and her family into years of misery in the ghetto and 
concentration camps, tearing them apart. Will Sarah’s strong will and determination be 
enough for her to survive when everything she loves is taken from her?

Is it possible to resurrect a life—and find love—from the ruins? Or will Sarah be 
forever haunted by the memories of what she lost?

Part memoir, part fiction, What She Lost is the reimagined true-life story of the 
author’s grandmother growing into a woman amid the anguish of the Holocaust. It is a 
tale of resilience, of rebuilding a life, and of rediscovering love.

Excerpt: Thoughts from the Author
When I think of my grandmother, I think of her hands. They were always soft and smooth, 
the tips of her fingers plump as miniature pillows. My grandmother took pride in her 
hands. She scheduled weekly trips to the manicurist, so her nails were always buffed and 
polished to perfection. When she washed dishes, she wore yellow rubber gloves. I had 
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never seen anyone wear gloves except in Palmolive commercials. Lotions and creams 
lined her bathroom counter and bedside table. Large rings adorned her fingers in shades 
of turquoise and opal white, emerald and ruby red. On the many occasions when we sat 
and talked, she would take my arm, draw it across her lap, and run her fingertips along 
the soft inside of my arm, wrist to elbow. And she would hum a quiet tune, perhaps from 
her childhood.

Then the words would come. She enjoyed words, even though she rarely read and 
spent most of her time watching television. She often gossiped about this neighbor or 
that family member. She always reported something she’d seen on the evening news or 
the morning talk shows. She even spoke of characters from her favorite soap operas as if 
they were real, living beings. She would argue stories she’d read from the Star or National 
Enquirer. She was not cultured or educated, but occasionally, her words were heavy with 
history. To me, she spoke of a world long forgotten: she spoke of war and loss and family 
members whose ghosts still lurked in the shadows and dark corners of her home. When 
I looked into her brown eyes, I saw in their reflection the small apartment where she’d 
lived with her family, in the Polish shtetl where she grew to be a young woman.

Before taking the name of Sala in a crowded immigration office on Ellis Island, she 
was known as Chaya Sarah—or more affectionately by her family as Vilda Chaya, the 
“Wild One.” To me, she was Grandma Sala, or Bubbe. And on one of those afternoons, I 
sat down beside my grandmother with a small camcorder in hand and asked her to tell 
me the story of her life. It is this interview, almost two hours in length, that I used as 
inspiration for What She Lost. I attempted to stay as true to my grandmother’s experi-
ences as possible, filling in the gaps with research and adding my own memories here 
and there. I hope that this story honors the memory not only of those in my family who 
perished but of the countless others who lost their lives in the Holocaust. Your lives had 
meaning. You are not forgotten.

Discussion Questions
 » How is Sarah’s home life as a child similar to your own? How is it different?
 » Why do you think Frydryk and his grandmother risked so much to help Sarah, 

despite the danger to themselves? If you were in their situation, would you 
have done the same? Why or why not?

 » Given how dangerous it was for Sarah to leave the ghetto, why do you think 
Sarah’s parents let her go to meet Frydryk?

 » Once in the ghetto, Sarah’s mother chose to keep the violin rather than trade 
it for food. Would you have done the same? Why or why not? Why was it 
important to Brocha to keep the violin?

 » Were all of the soldiers who liberated the camps good? Explain your answer.
 » Why do you think Sarah chose not to return to Olkusz after the war?
 » Why do you think Sarah and Harry connected so quickly? Do you think they 

married too soon?
 » Throughout the course of the novel, what did Sarah lose? What did she gain?
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For Further Reflection
 » If you lost everything, whether from a natural disaster like a hurricane or from 

an act of war, how would you rebuild your life? What is most important to you 
in your life today?

 » What comparisons can you draw from the book to our society today? What can 
we do to be advocates for those in need?

 » What can we do to prevent something like the Holocaust from happening again?
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Get in Touch
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Follow her on Facebook at @bookloverandwriter or on Twitter at @authormelissa.


