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Chapter 1. Little Boy Meets Girl 

New York ~ San Francisco ~ Florida 

 

“Your dad looks great,” my father’s friend said, stabbing his 
fork into a hunk of noodle pudding. My older sister had 
purchased all of my dad’s favorite foods—noodle pudding, 
knishes, pierogis—for his birthday party at her house on Long 
Island. With my brother living in London and me in San 
Francisco, she had become the de facto family hostess in recent 
years.  

“I know—I can’t believe he’s 70!” I replied. We both paused 
to take in the figure my father cut on the other side of the room, 
where he was telling a story to a few old friends from City 
College with his usual, animated flourish. My mother, sister, 
brother, nieces, nephews, and dozens of other guests were 
scattered throughout the house and backyard. 

“He’s like Dick Clark,” my father’s friend continued, 
swallowing his last bite of noodle pudding. “One day he’ll 
suddenly get old—” 

Forcing a smile, I picked up a mini-knish and stuffed it into 
my mouth. And die, I thought, completing his sentence in my 
head. My father’s friend didn’t mean any harm but his words 
were unsettling. He’s going to get old and die, right?  

I’m not a morbid person. It had been almost ten years since I 
had contemplated my dad’s mortality during a drive to Newark 
airport. I had been in New York for a few weeks and was heading 
back to Japan, where I lived and worked for three years in the 
early-1990s. We were somewhere on the New Jersey Turnpike 
when a horrible scene started playing in my head: What if my dad 
had less than 24 hours to live? Even if I jumped on the first plane 
out of Japan, I might not make it home in time. I imagined 
rushing into the hospital room and the nurse saying, “Sorry, 
honey, you just missed him.” By the time we arrived at the airport 
I had become fixated on this scenario. Unable to share my 
morbid thoughts, I burst into tears and blurted: “I’m going to 
miss you!” My father was stunned; I never cried when saying 
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goodbye. “I’ll see you soon,” he smiled, wiping my tears with a 
tissue.  

Standing there at my dad’s 70th birthday, I had that same sick 
feeling, like I might lose him at any moment. San Francisco was 
closer than Japan, but it was still more than five hours by plane. 
Part of me knew that I was being dramatic, maybe even 
perversely grim, but I didn’t want to be one of those people that 
you see in the movies— slumped over a dead loved one, wishing 
they had said or done something meaningful for the deceased 
when they had the chance.  

Later that evening, after most of the guests had gone home, 
my father started thumbing through a photo album that was 
assembled over the course of the party. In lieu of gifts—which 
my father never wanted–each guest was asked to bring a photo, 
with the only specification being that the image should resonate 
with my father in some way.  

“Ho, ho, ho!” my father said as he looked at the first page. 
“Who are these gorgeous children?” He turned the album around 
and showed off a collage of his six grandchildren.  

“That’s us, Zeidi!” Isabel said, climbing onto his lap. She was 
three years old, the youngest grandchild. 

“And who’s this pretty little girl?” he asked, looking over at 
me. 

He held up a page that bore a photo of us from New York, 
circa 1976. In it I’m wearing a short, checkered green dress and 
smiling for the camera; my father is standing over me in a floral 
button-down shirt and blue jeans. I was very much Daddy’s little 
girl back then, always running down the hallway when I saw his 
car pull into the driveway, eager to wrap my arms around his 
neck. I can still remember his soft brown hair tickling my eyes 
and nose as he hugged me, the feeling of relief when he finally 
walked through the door at night.  

 

I can’t say how that photo resonated with my father, but for 
me it called up powerful memories of our storytelling ritual 
during that period. Every night my father would sit beside me 
and tell me about a little boy who roamed the farms and forests 
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of a faraway place, befriending foxes, dogs, and sheep. The 
stories were never scary, but they suggested mystery, and were 
tinged with the darkness of a certain kind of children’s fable. In 
one story, the little boy was sleeping in a haystack when a farmer 
poked him with a pitchfork. He wasn’t harmed but I wondered: 
Where were the boy’s father and mother? Why was he alone? At 
some point I realized that the young boy was in fact my father, 
but between us passed a kind of tacit agreement to keep his 
identity secret, to let him remain in the faraway forest. Like the 
homeless little boy, I knew my father had also lost his family; 
unlike the rest of my friends, I never had a full set of aunts, 
uncles, and grandparents.  

The stories stopped when I became too old to be tucked into 
bed, or maybe it was when I started watching television with my 
mother. Unlike most families, our primary television—the only 
one without static—was in the master bedroom. My dad would 
sit in the kitchen to watch the evening news on the “small” TV, 
occasionally poking his head into the bedroom. “Who wants 
dessert?” he would ask my mother and I as we lay on the bed, 
transfixed by the latest Dynasty cliffhanger. “Not now, not now,” 
we would say, afraid of missing some critical part of the story. 
“What could be so important?” he’d ask, then leave the room 
with an incredulous shake of his head. A short time later he 
would return with some elaborate combination of ice cream, 
cookies, and cake for me, and tea for my mother, then tiptoe out 
once his work was done.  

More than a decade later, I tried to recapture his stories 
within the confines of a college writing assignment. By then I 
knew that my father’s family had been killed in Poland, during the 
Holocaust, but I didn’t know exactly when or how. He had 
agreed to help me with some research for the assignment, and I 
remember sitting on the living room couch for several hours as 
he lectured me on the commerce, utilities, and transportation 
systems in his small Polish town. Not once did he mention my 
grandparents, aunts, uncles, or cousins; not once did he mention 
the war. I now see how naïve I had been: How could I have 
expected him to tell me—his innocent eighteen-year-old 
daughter—about the horrors he and his family had experienced?  
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When I returned to San Francisco after my dad’s 70th 
birthday, I kept thinking about his stories and the prediction 
made by his friend: He’s going to suddenly get old. Those words were 
a painful reminder that my father would not always be here to 
share his memories, to provide a window into the lost world of 
my aunts, uncles, grandparents, and great-grandparents. Flashing 
forward to the future, I imagined myself alone in his office, rifling 
through his reams of notes and old photographs with so many 
questions, wishing I had asked them long ago. The answers 
would remain trapped in his mind, his descendants left with only 
a vague understanding of what he had experienced.  

I realized that I needed to find out what happened, right 
then, before it was too late. Not knowing where or how to begin, 
I enrolled in several writing classes and immersed myself in 
biographies, memoirs, and Holocaust history books. As I gained 
confidence, I started thinking about the logistics: Could I write 
his stories on nights and weekends? Should I request a sabbatical 
from my job? And then it came to me: I had to quit my job and 
focus on his stories. Without a full commitment, it would end up 
just like my college writing assignment—a few interesting 
historical facts but not the real story. I had been saving money for 
a down-payment on an apartment; it was more than enough to 
support me for one year. The apartment in San Francisco could 
wait. 

When I finally shared my plans with my father, I was 
expecting a long discussion full of awkward silences, but he 
simply said: “I always knew you would do it.” It was as if the date 
and time were marked on his calendar; it was as if he had been 
sitting there, waiting for my phone call. His response made me 
feel like I was doing the right thing, that maybe I was meant to do 
this in some weird, spiritual way. I pictured the homeless little 
boy racing through the forest, joyful that his stories would finally 
be told. 

 

About two months later, I flew from San Francisco to 
Florida, where my parents had recently retired. I planned to 
spend the entire four days interviewing my father, starting from 
the beginning. I had no idea how far we’d get, but felt we now 
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had enough time not to worry: I had already quit my job; this was 
my number one priority. 

“So, what do you want to do while you’re here?” my father 
asked as we drove from West Palm Beach airport to their home 
in nearby Boynton Beach. “Your mother said you might like 
Morikami Gardens or the bird sanctuary—they’re only about 30 
minutes away. And of course there’s the pool and beach!” 

“They all sound fun but I want to work on your stories,” I 
said, confused by the sightseeing suggestions. “Unless you 
changed your mind?” 

“No, no, that’s good,” he said, lowering the radio. “I have all 
my papers organized for you!” He proceeded to list all of the 
maps, photos, and news clippings he had arranged in manila 
folders for my visit. 

“Great, I can’t wait to see what you have,” I said, relieved 
that he, too, was serious about the interviews. I pictured him 
proudly telling all of his friends: My daughter is writing a book about 
me! Quit her job and everything. Can you believe it? It was probably the 
only time a Jewish parent could justifiably brag about their child 
not having a job. 

At the entrance to their community my father clicked the 
remote control that lifts the gate, allowing us inside. We passed a 
large fountain, wound our way along the main road, then turned 
down my parents’ street. From the outside, their house looks like 
most of the others on the block: one level, light stucco exterior, 
red tile roof. The houses are spaced fairly close together, but 
many of the neighbors don’t know each other. A large number of 
the residents still work full time while others are “snow birds”—
winter residents who head back up north when spring arrives.  

“Betty, your daughter is here!” my father called as we entered 
the house. 

“Did you miss your old mother?” my mother grinned as she 
approached the front door with her arms wide. Before I could 
reply she had begun an impromptu house tour, showing me what 
she had bought since my visit the previous winter. She avoided 
my father’s office, the one room in the house she’d agreed not to 
decorate. What furnishings it contained were buried under 
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assorted piles of paper: dozens of books and articles, stacks of 
unfinished personal stories, newspaper clippings, and countless 
black and white photos of people and places known only to my 
father. 

 

The next morning my father strolled into the kitchen wearing 
one of his newly acquired Florida outfits: a yellow-and-white 
striped golf shirt, khaki shorts, and Rockports. “Good morning!” 
he said. “Your mother already left for the fashion show but she’ll 
be back in time for dinner.” Hadassah, a group for Jewish 
women, organizes group outings like the fashion show each 
month; last time the ladies saw the King Tut exhibit in Miami.  

“You slept well?” 

“Not bad,” I replied, as I finished setting up the video 
camera. I planned to take hand-written notes but I wanted to 
make sure I didn’t miss anything. The video would serve as 
backup. 

“Look at these birds,” my father said, pointing out the 
window. “I enjoy watching them, especially in the morning when 
they come to eat. It’s amazing how long they can stay underneath 
the water.”  

Watching my father gaze at the birds, I realized that I had to 
take the lead and start asking questions. If it was up to him, we 
would spend the whole day reviewing Polish, Russian, and 
German history and the various pacts that led up to the war. 
Brushing up on my World War II history was critical but I was 
eager to immerse myself in the little boy’s world, in my father’s 
lost world. I wanted to walk in his footsteps, see what he saw in 
Maciejow, Poland in 1939. At the same time, I knew it was 
important to ease my father into the interviews. If he felt rushed 
or pressured, I was afraid he might shut down. Being a novice 
interviewer, I started with the obvious questions. 

“Dad, you were born in Machiev in 1932, right?”  

“Yes, but you’re spelling it wrong, it’s M-a-c-i-e-j-o-w,” he 
tapped at my notebook. 

“And you were called Noah back then?” 
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“Noah was my Hebrew name; Noike was my Polish name,” 
he explained. 

“So, when did things start to change in Maciejow?” I 
corrected the spelling of his hometown in my notebook. 

“1939—that’s when we got occupied by the Soviet Union. 
September 17th, 1939. You know how I remember that date?” He 
did not wait for a response: “Because they renamed the main 
street ‘Sedimnazietavo Verezina. September 17th’!”  
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Chapter 2. The Red Storm 

Maciejow, Poland. September 1939 

 

“Momma—the Russians are back!” Seven-year-old Noike 
was breathless but duty-bound as he burst into his house to 
report on the afternoon’s events. He was known as the little yenta, 
a busybody, always providing daily updates on all of the 
happenings around the small Polish town of Maciejow. Once he 
went too far, telling the rabbi when his teenaged aunts were 
writing on the Sabbath—an act strictly forbidden in the Talmud. 
His aunts literally dove out of a first-storey window when they 
saw the rabbi and their five-year-old nephew walking hand-in-
hand towards their secret writing place.  

“Noikele, there you are,” his mother, Pesel, said as she 
emerged from her bedroom. She was thirty-three years old with 
deep blue eyes and wavy brown hair, features young Noike had 
inherited. When her husband, Kalman, died of pneumonia six 
years earlier—one year after Noike was born—she became the 
head of the household. Noike was too young to remember his 
father but he would never forget how his mother described his 
hair: “Black as a bumblebee.” 

“Where’s Herschel?” Noike was eager to share the latest 
news with his older brother. He often tagged along with Herschel 
when his mother was busy minding the fabric store. In recent 
weeks he had listened to the older boys talk about Germany, 
Russia, and France—places far from their simple life in Maciejow. 
Now these places seemed not so distant: real Russian soldiers 
were in their town. 

“Herschel went with Baba and Blima to the store to pack up 
the rest of the fabrics,” Pesel explained. Baba was her mother; 
Blima was the eldest of her three children, nearly eleven years old.  

“Come, Noikele—we must get everything out before the 
soldiers arrive!” Pesel took Noike’s hand. 

Though Russian soldiers were novel to young Noike, they 
were only too familiar to his elders, who had witnessed past wars 
over the border lands. Located in a region called Eastern 
Volhynia, Maciejow is about 150 miles east of the former border 
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between Poland and Soviet Union. The region had been part of 
Tzarist Russia but was given to Poland at the end of the First 
World War. Twenty years later, Stalin was claiming that the Soviet 
Union had invaded in order to protect its “blood brothers,” but it 
was clear that the primary goal was to reclaim lost land. 

Signs of an imminent invasion had surfaced a few weeks 
earlier, after refugees and wounded Polish cavalry units fled from 
western Poland into Maciejow. Townspeople emerged from their 
homes, offering the Polish soldiers bread and milk. Word later 
spread that the non-aggression pact between Germany and the 
Soviet Union, known as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Act, included a 
secret clause to divide Poland in the event of war. Nine days after 
the pact was signed, Germany invaded the western half of 
Poland; two weeks later the Soviet Union struck the eastern half 
of Poland. The Polish Army, poorly equipped to fight a one-front 
war, let alone a two-front war, fell within weeks. 

One of the Red Army’s first orders of business in Maciejow 
was to order all of the shopkeepers to open their stores and sell 
their merchandise at a nominal exchange rate: one Polish zloty for 
every Russian ruble. The soldiers went wild, some purchasing 
multiple gold watches for themselves, countless silk stockings and 
slips for their girlfriends. Pesel was one of the lucky merchants. 
She managed to smuggle most of her inventory back to their 
home, bundling it into the shape of a mattress and covering it 
with bedding. Customers who used to come to the store started 
coming to her home. Blima and Herschel helped cut and wrap 
the fabrics; Noike often greeted customers. 

“Dzien dobry,” Mrs. Shliva said as she stood in the doorway. 
She was carrying a basket loaded with cheese and butter. “Is your 
mother home, Noika?” The Poles and Ukrainians pronounced his 
name “Noika” instead of “Noike.” 

Noike nodded his head; he recognized Mrs. Shliva from the 
store. 

“Come in, come in,” Pesel said, overhearing their 
conversation at the door. “You wanted some fabric for your 
daughter’s dress? Let’s go to my bedroom; I have a beautiful 
floral print in mind.” 
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“Do widzenia, Noika,” Mrs. Shliva smiled as they went to 
Pesel’s bedroom. 

 

A few weeks into the occupation, the Soviet Union sent 
representatives to install a Communist-style government. Only a 
select few—mostly Ukrainians who did not appear “too 
nationalistic,” or Jews who did not seem “too religious” or “too 
capitalist”—were assigned coveted government positions. Poles 
would not take part in the new government. Polish elites, 
intellectuals, and former government officials fled town a few 
days before the occupation, heeding rumors that they would be 
arrested by the NKVD—the Soviet secret police—and exiled to 
Siberia. 

The new Communist government shut down the few 
businesses that remained and put an end to the weekly Der Markt 
Tag—market day. Jews who were unable to stow away their 
inventories were devastated by the closures; they were the 
proprietors of the town’s shoemaking shops, millineries, 
confectionaries, and most other businesses. These businesses 
were replaced with state-owned depots, offering only the 
essentials for communist life. Noike and Herschel would wait in 
line for hours for a loaf of bread, often returning home with 
nothing; the poorly operated stores were unable to adapt and 
keep up with the demand.  

 

When Noike returned to school a few weeks later, he met his 
new teacher, an older Ukrainian woman as fluent in Russian as 
she was in communist ideology. “Dobroye utro,” she greeted Noike 
in Russian as he entered the classroom, her hands clasped in front 
of her broad waist. Noike looked up at the new teacher, unsure 
how to respond to the foreign words. Dobroye utro sounded similar 
to Dobyi den, or “Good morning” in Ukrainian, a phrase he often 
heard when greeting customers at his mother’s store. “Dobroye 
utro,” he finally said. 

The teacher smiled, then greeted the next child in the same 
manner.  
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Polish would no longer be spoken in the public schools. The 
Ukrainian teacher handed out the new Russian textbooks and 
formally introduced the class to the motherland: a huge map of 
the Soviet Union was displayed where the Polish one once hung. 
All of the students were encouraged to join the Young Pioneers, a 
Communist youth movement that held sports events, showed 
films, and organized parades. Noike eventually became a 
member, wearing a red scarf around his neck and waving a big 
red flag as he marched through town in the annual parade; not 
understanding the meaning of the Soviet propaganda, he simply 
wanted to participate in the only activities in town. Pesel allowed 
her son to take part in the events—refusal would have been 
deemed anti-communist.  

In the two years that followed, many of those who protested 
the government would disappear in the night, never to be seen 
again. 

 

 


