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Prologue


 


Sometime in 1942, my father, Feivel (Phil) Kinkulkin, was clearing rocks on a work detail—under Nazi orders—in his birthplace shtetl of Iwje (pronounced “iv-yeh”), Poland (Belarus or Byelorussia after September 17, 1939). An SS officer rode by on a fender-damaged motorcycle and then stopped. They were in the vicinity of a gentile-owned blacksmith shop.


“Is there a Jew here?” the biker demanded of the blacksmith.


The blacksmith pointed to my father. “He’s a Jew.”


“I want the Jew to fix this.”


The German said that he’d be back in three hours. If it wasn’t repaired, he’d kill my father. My father told the blacksmith he didn’t know how to repair the thing and pleaded with him to do the job. The smithy wouldn’t do it because of the officer’s specific directive regarding Dad. But he agreed to show him how to do it.


When the Nazi returned, the bike had been put right. Despite this, my father was instructed to lie face down in a large puddle of mud, then told to get up and sing a Jewish song.


“I wanted to tear him apart piece by piece,” Dad told me years later, “but what could I do? I didn’t want to die. Nobody wants to die. Either you do it or he’d kill you…. Then he told me to run. And he shot at me.” Bullets, bouncing all around him.


That’s when my father decided he would not be stranded in the ghetto. One day he would make his escape.
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Skeletons


The Vesalius amphitheater was the venue for my anatomy class at Belgium’s L’Université Catholique de Louvain, Faculté de Médecine, the oldest Catholic university in Europe. The auditorium got its name from Andreas Vesalius, who was the greatest physician and anatomist of the sixteenth century and was rumored to have used illegally exhumed bodies for his specimens. A grave robber. But Vesalius revolutionized anatomical study with his book, On the Fabric of the Human Body, with illustrations of his human cadaver dissections widely believed to have been drawn by students of Titian. On that first day of class, sitting in this arena, it struck me that I was suddenly a full-fledged medical student—so soon after being an American medical school reject. But it wasn’t sudden—I’d been studying in Belgium for three months on my own, knowing little French, in an attempt to pass the entrance exam and not have to take a year of pre-med studies there.


I never truly saw myself in medical school. It wasn’t something I had thought through as an undergraduate. I’d just always told my parents (since childhood) that I wanted to be a doctor. My father always seemed quite pleased, uttering something like, “Good, I’ll have someone to take care of me in my old age.” Another remark that I heard from him with some frequency was, “Are you going to put me in a nursing home when I’m old?”


My mother, on the other hand, kept her own counsel on the subject. She was tight-lipped, worried-looking, not exactly a classic Jewish mother. The sun didn’t rise and fall with my every utterance and action. At least not in my presence.


My father’s sentiments were not lost on me, but in reality I was on this path because I didn’t know what else to do. This I remember clearly—walking across the Brooklyn College quadrangle in spring of my junior year, worried by the specter of going to med school far from home. Why the hell do I want to be a doctor anyway? What I came up with was that I could take this skill anywhere in the world if, one day, I was forced to take it on the lam.


It was during the first week of classes at Louvain that Professor Dhem, our anatomy professor, instructed us to obtain a human skeleton. Luckily, I’d heard of a place to get one. It was late in the afternoon—dark, chilly and rainy—the day I set out for the bag of bones. I wound up in a Brussels residential area of two-family brick houses. I’d never pictured such dwellings in Europe. It was kind of like being in my neighborhood in Brooklyn, except that these abodes were in various states of disrepair. The concrete stairs, for example, bore cracks and holes. I noticed the streets were kind of empty, with hardly anyone in sight except for a few fragile elderly types, the kind who can easily trip and break a hip.


Of course, I didn’t think of fractured femurs back then. (I didn’t have any clinical medical knowledge.) As an intern, however, at St. Luke’s hospital in Manhattan five years later, I saw plenty of busted hips. I could diagnose one clear across the room. All it took was to see the patient’s feet. The affected foot would be externally rotated and the leg would be foreshortened.


Around this time, especially in winter, I’d worry at the sight of the frail elderly, picking their way down an ice-covered street, that they might be very close to a sequence of events that could radically change their lives or kill them. Any number of things can happen. A fatal post-op pulmonary embolism. Anesthesia, surgery, unfamiliar surroundings which can exacerbate an underlying dementia. Inability to do rehab, so no more walking, then nursing home, further mental decline. A shut-in forever.


My father had two busted hips in his lifetime. The first, on a Friday in June 1989, nine years into my medical practice. I remember the day. Fridays I took care of an assemblage of nursing home patients, and I was at the Isabella Geriatric Center when I took my mother’s call from the Brookdale Hospital emergency room in Brooklyn. “Daddy got knocked down by the Pioneer bus on Mill Avenue. He hurt his leg; I think he’ll be OK.”


Broken hip, I immediately thought. He’d been walking with a cane since his stroke and couldn’t sense things on his left side. It’s called “extinction,” when you’re somatically blind to things on the stroked side. I was agitated that my father got hit by a bus less than a year after surviving a major stroke. No wonder I always yelled at Mom. She was frequently in her own world. My father got knocked down by a bus and he couldn’t get up. How the fuck could he be OK?


When I got to the E.R., I saw the foreshortening and the external rotation. I gave his foot a little twist to confirm the diagnosis. He screamed. My heart sank. Everyone had recently gone through hell after his post-open-heart surgery stroke. My mother, worn out, had dragged herself daily from Brooklyn to Manhattan’s Roosevelt Hospital to visit him on the stroke rehab unit. Fearing for her health, my father’s doctors had limited her visits to thrice weekly, maximum. Nonetheless, on Rosh Hashanah she hauled an entire home-cooked family dinner to Dad’s room and we all converged there, dining on the festival meal among urinals and emesis basins. The next day, Mom, Dad (wheelchair-bound) and I attended a mini-service in the hospital’s ecumenical chapel. I don’t remember if my younger sister, Gail, was there. She’s not much for religious ritual. Tattooed in my memory is my tiny, teary-eyed mother, surrounded by patients and wearing this sad, defiant “we shall overcome” gaze. I worried about her as much as I worried about Dad. I had reason. One hip repair postoperative day when she was visiting my father at Brookdale Hospital, no one called for him to go to rehab. Hours went by as she inquired multiple times as to when someone would be coming; she finally freaked out, yelling at the nurses at the top of her lungs. She was usually calm and steady, except for her chronic worrying, so this outburst was disturbing, showing that she had this unstable side to her. The few times she displayed it remain firmly in my mind.


Eleven years later, the next time my father fractured his hip, he would die. I believe he willed it. By then he was living alone down in Florida with a twenty-four-hour aide. My mother had died suddenly two years before and he’d remained in their condo. I sensed morbid feelings via telephone and headed to Boca Raton immediately, arriving just in time to witness him request the “Confession on the Death Bed” prayer from his rabbi. Dad knew the supplication was somewhere in the prayer book. At first the rabbi didn’t want to comply, but Dad insisted. Looking seriously uncomfortable, the rabbi placed his hand on my father’s shoulder saying, “Oh, Phil, you’ll be with us for a long time.” Dad told me upon my arrival that he’d called all his friends (mostly fellow Holocaust survivors) the week before to tell them of his upcoming demise. My father wasn’t the type to make phone calls, but evidently his current situation trumped that.


So what was I supposed to do? I believed that he wanted his time to be up. But he looked OK. Death did not appear to be imminent, and there is no way my father would commit suicide, such a grave sin in Judaism that the deceased is prohibited from Jewish burial and mourning rites. Modern-day, more liberal attitudes toward the individual circumstances of the act would not have been part of my father’s consciousness. I’m just trying to explain why I left him there and flew to Israel.


Gail was the one who let me know about the second fracture, the Florida one. I was in the El-Al boarding area at JFK airport in New York with my wife, Hannah, and our daughter, Sarah, scheduled to attend two bar mitzvahs at the Kottel (Wailing Wall) in Jerusalem. It was our first foreign trip with Sarah, who was ten years old and adopted, and we were keen on giving her a Jewish identity. Her biological parents were gentile. We’d held a conversion “baptism” at a mikveh on the Upper West Side when Sarah was about two.


Gail reached me on my cell phone. Evidently my father had gotten out of his wheelchair when his waist restraints had been momentarily removed by his aide, Adya. According to Adya, in a flash he was lying on his living room floor, screaming.


I didn’t know what to do. Should I leave and go to Florida? Gail was also conflicted about the situation. We both felt that as a doctor I should be the one to go. But Hannah wanted me to be in Israel with Sarah and her and was discouraging me from leaving. Anyway, Gail—as always, since my parents had become frail—served as the main responsible party. I kept abreast of our father’s medical condition long distance, talking with Gail and the treating doctors. His post-op course was complicated. He developed a systemic blood-clotting disorder. Clots to the lungs, legs and gut. Two weeks later, Gail called saying that he had just died. She had been with him the whole time.


We were in Jerusalem, it was the last day of our trip. I called the rabbi of my congregation, who happened to be in Jerusalem as well, and we met at the Kottel and said psalms in my father’s memory. If anyone had told me or my father that I’d be chanting psalms at the Kottel on the day of his death, neither of us would have believed it, given the difficulties I have with Jewish ritual and the screwed-up relationship I had with my father. But it was deeply moving to me. Beyond ironic…transcendental…that my father in death should be honored in this way.


* * *


Getting back to the skeleton retrieval for my class at Louvain, many gates in the neighborhood had chipped paint and were leaning every which way, like sets of crooked teeth. I began thinking I might have the directions wrong—I’d never find the place, I’d be the only one returning empty-handed—but it materialized just a curve away. I had expected a storefront, not someone’s home. But there was no mistaking it because of the jean-clad student types bearing empty backpacks doing the slow crawl up the stairs to the house. I joined the line and began bumbling small talk in French with a neighboring girl. I was just getting into it when it was her turn to enter, giving me time to start worrying about the eventual anatomy test that I’d heard about practically two minutes after arriving in Belgium, when we’d have to show we’d learned what every bump, mound and crevice represented on fifty different bones. We’d have to know them cold. And—no joke—out of the fifty bones, you’d get only one actual skeleton question, so if it happened to be a bone you hadn’t nailed into your brain, you’d fail the whole test.


Then it was my turn to proceed inside. I entered a long, cold, green hallway with wall hangings, presumably portraits of ancient and esteemed physicians. There was a whole skeleton standing near the entrance, reminding me of those dancing ones in old cartoons, with their bones clacking to a jazzy beat. The entire business was managed by L’Anciènne Dame. The baleboste, in a long yellowed dress with rose design. Lipstick askew. She had parchment-thin skin, and her hands and head shook. I figured her husband was dead and the business her inheritance. I noticed it was run with über-efficiency, few words spoken, the most important being “Le Complet ou Le Demi?”—as if she was selling chickens. I settled upon “Le Demi”—half body and whole skull. The bones, stored in transparent plastic sacks, were well cared for. So white, they looked artificial. I opened my package to feel and smell them—no aroma (not what I expected)—but their substantial heft laid claim to their authenticity. I left with my parcel and took the train back to Louvain.


Back in anatomy class the next day, Professor Dhem entered the hall quickly and quietly like a crimson-haired apparition appearing center stage—lab coat immaculate, white and starched. He wasn’t anybody to whom, if you met him in the street, you’d say “Hi, Prof,” as you might in the U.S. The class rose when he appeared and made the sign of the cross, except for the non-gentiles. An almost two-foot-high crucifix kept watch upon us daily from the center of the front wall just above the blackboard. It distressed me every day to see it.


This brings to mind the sleepover at Jack and Bobby Polino’s house when I was twelve. I was looking forward to cohabiting in the same room as my two friends—sheets on the carpeted floor, cracking jokes into the night—an image I’d carried around the whole week prior. But the hoped-for pajama party was nothing more than staying up a little late and then retiring to designated separate quarters. Bobby and Jackie stayed together in Jackie’s room and I got stuck in Bobby’s room with a bronze cross with Jesus hanging over my head. I felt guilty sleeping under it and couldn’t say my bedtime prayer, the Shema. I didn’t think my father or God would appreciate that.


I have to say that I was big on prayer back then. Actually, it was only the Shema but I put everything into it. My father taught me the first Hebrew line at about age ten: “Shema Yisrael Adonai Eloheinu Adonai Echad” (Hear, O Israel, the Lord is Our God, the Lord is One). The Hebrew words were a direct link to God but my appended English entreaty was most important. My pillow, not a yarmulke, served as head covering; the more desperate my pleas the harder I’d pull it down on my head and the more emphatically I’d utter my words. “Lord, God, King of the Universe who has sanctified and blessed us with thy holy commandments. Please, God, please, bless my parents, Gail, Aunt Sylvia, Uncle Bud, Great-Aunt Ida and Great-Uncle Hymie.” If someone was sick or died I’d ask for blessings for them as well. This the result of having overheard Mom’s shocked and whispered Yiddish during phone calls. “Du weist wer ist gestarben?” (You know who died?) It made a huge impression on me to hear these laments.


* * *


The cue for the start of the lesson was Dhem standing there motionless, awaiting silence, and then a nod of his head. Turning to the immense blackboard, he began to draw quickly and silently as we furiously copied his work in our notebooks, using Caran d’Ache pencils, rumored to be his preferred brand. His color-encoded body part drawings were what we had to know. An error in pigment was as egregious as drawing a left-sided appendix. I liked these drawings. Palpable. Real. For the rest of it, I was stumbling over lectures in French. Fortunately—and we all believed this was true—Belgian law prohibited testing on anything that wasn’t in the professor’s course book, which provided me time to decipher and translate.


November brought us to the cadavers, and like fog through a graveyard, everybody knew his or her behavior was under a microscope. Dhem laid down the law and his minions enforced it. Any disrespectful behavior (loosely defined—an under-the-breath swear or a chuckle were considered disrespectful) would be cause of ejection from the dissection room and possibly a failing grade.


A strange thing happened in anatomy class. I struggled over the drawings of the inguinal canal and then I got it as my dissection assignment. I knew it then and there: The inguinal canal would be my drawing question on the final exam. And it was. That’s how I got my reputation as a seer.
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“Sonia’s Info Exchange”

It was thanks to Mom’s cashier job at Waldbaum’s, a neighborhood supermarket, and something you could call “Sonia’s Info Exchange”, that I got to medical school in Louvain. As the med school rejections flew in, I knew I would be heading out of the country. There were reasons I didn’t get into an American medical establishment. In college I’d gotten involved with these odd-ball students who were mostly gamblers. For example, my friend Freddie—the most active horse bettor—took a semester off to handicap nags using a new system by a guy named Kelso, who touted his product on the radio. These characters were also high-stakes poker players, for college anyway. I stayed away from the cards but the races I liked, and I went on several hooky-playing Aqueduct and Belmont trips. I also fell into the counterculture, becoming something of a hippie and getting involved with drugs (grass mostly). But I took a few trips and did some downers. This led me astray from the scholastic situation at hand, put the kibosh on my studies.

I was leaning towards a university in Belgium, ruling out the ever-popular medical school in Guadalajara, Mexico (they’d pass your grandmother), when a conversation with a med student named Stevie clinched it. Turns out Steven’s mother was a regular on the Exchange, and as I understand the story, Mom, with my medical education dilemma in mind, recalled that Stevie’s mother had mentioned that he was studying abroad, and Mom got the lowdown on exactly where. I remember feeling surprised and moved that my mother was looking out for me in this difficult endeavor. (Neither of my parents was much on providing meaningful personal advice.) Old Stevie was home for the summer and I called him instantly and picked his brain.

The Info Exchange was basically a grapevine of my mother’s plentitude of customers at Waldbaum’s, mostly a bunch of women keeping each other abreast of the stuff of their lives. I noticed with no surprise that my mother had the busiest checkout line, probably due to her neighborly warmth and sociability. Not to mention that she was a whirlwind on the cash register and took great pride in her packing prowess. Whenever I popped in on her, usually for cash, I observed her in action—in her element, laughing and cheerful. In the same vein, whenever we had company she’d always be the grand hostess—fruit, coffee, cake—you know, some offering on the table. It was always on her mind to be big-hearted when it came to visitors.

I remember sitting shiva for her, standing there honing in on what people were saying about her and wanting to ask a million questions, when a small Yiddish-accented woman whom I knew from some of my mother’s parties approached me. I didn’t remember her name. Rarely could I ever match a face with a Yiddish name. It’s like there was a pool of foreign monikers swimming in my mind—plucking out the right one was nearly impossible.

So she tells me this story about how my mother during the war would sneak food to people living in holes in the ground in the satellite camps surrounding her resistance group. (I carried this image for a long time, of people standing in holes up to their necks, just as I pictured people hiding in cement-fortified bunkers when Dad used the word “bunker” to describe his quarters in the forest. In fact, the holes were camouflaged, vegetation-carpeted trenches that one or two refugees could lie in.) Mom and the shiva lady, it appeared, were cohabitants in this forest partisan group. She was much moved telling me this and said that someone should say kaddish for my mother because Mom deserved it. I told her my father and I were saying kaddish—as if we wouldn’t be—but her story touched me. It was the first time a third person gave me a picture of my mother during the war.

* * *

Steven, I learned, was attending the Flemish rather than the French division of the Louvain school. I associated Flemish with German—dour, dark and oppressive. I was surprised that any American would go Flemish. Anyway I had my eye on the French school. French seemed a lot sexier to me. Even if you knew middling French, Steven said, you could make it. As I’ve said, I really appreciated my mother stepping in on my behalf even though she probably would have preferred it if I stayed closer to home.

“Why do you have to go to medical school in Europe?” she asked me one day. “How are you going to cope?” was what she was probably thinking. Mom knew, as did I, that I was a nervous guy. She revealed as much with her canvases of worried looks.

“Why can’t you stay here and be a dentist?” she suggested.

“I wouldn’t be caught dead being a dentist,” I told her.

Never had I expressed any interest in being a Painless Potter. It was the kind of thing I felt my mother should have known. And was an example of how she never really saw the whole me.

Listen, before I go any further I want you to know that I wasn’t a total academic slacker. For one thing, back in James Madison High in the Midwood section of Brooklyn, I graduated in the top two percent of my class, and that was after I had blown off senior year, when I had lost my compulsion to study. Before that, I had been a bit of a fanatic, locked up in my room for three years. Then I’d gotten kind of normal. It was a huge place, Madison, with some really smart people. A couple of National Merit Scholarship finalists and a scion of the founder of a very renowned college prep course in the mix. The college prep daughter was smart. How could she not be?

Anyway, senior year was when I made varsity football, and before graduation they gave me the “scholar athlete” award. I thought right away that this was a mistake. The award was really meant for a three-year athlete—not for the one-year competitor I was. I can recall the day they presented it to me. Called me out of class. The assistant coach, Arnie Pinsky (a Tony Bennett look-alike), accompanied me to the principal’s office. Actually it was his secretary’s alcove. The principal came out of his book-lined den and said, “This is the man I want to see,” and he handed me this trophy about a foot-and-a-half high topped with an action-posed bronze football player and engraved “The David Serling Scholar Athlete Award”. And inscribed below “Mark Kinn”.

So I accepted it, put it in my locker and told my girlfriend (my first), Marsha. She said, “Why not carry it down to the lunchroom so everyone can see?” So there I was, a 140-pound bench jockey for the most part, shlepping this trophy around, some assholes snickering, “You’re a football player?”

Truth be told, the guy who should have gotten this honor was Bruce Lowenstein, a two-letter man and brilliant. I ran into him two years after graduation at the Brooklyn Central Library. I remember his wiry hair sticking out just like my frizzy mop. I never figured him for a long-hair.

I bumped into him that day while doing research on how to feed newborn kittens. Not an easy day to forget. Our cat, Woodstock, two years old, had died a couple of days earlier after giving birth. Labor complications. Gail and I had gotten Woody as a kitten from a hippie wearing a tie-dyed shirt at a farm stand in the upstate town for which she was named. Ironically, the only condition of adoption the guy demanded was that we never get her fixed.

When I’d told Mom that we were going to camp out in a state forest outside Woodstock, she’d asked, “Why do you want to sleep in the woods?”

“Mom, I can understand why you wouldn’t want us to stay in the woods like you had to during the Holocaust,” I answered.

“Never mind about the Holocaust,” she said. (“Never mind” was one of her favorite expressions.) “That’s the past. You kids have Holocaust on the brain.”

Come to think of it, I don’t know how we got the chutzpah to bring Woody home to Brooklyn. My parents had unloaded our previous animal (a long time back), a puppy Gail won in a school raffle—they were not pet lovers—but Mom in the end cozied up to the kitten. When we first let Woody out of her transport box, Mom gave out a short scream and tightened her dress around her legs. But she also laughed. She’d chortle along with Gail and me when Woody would suddenly take off racing around the house like some cartoon feline.

One Sunday, after returning home from hanging out with friends, I couldn’t find Woody anywhere in the house. I frantically searched the neighborhood, climbing fences into other people’s backyards until I saw our car pulling into the driveway, the cat looking out the rear window.

“Ma, I’ve been looking all over for the cat,” I said somewhat angrily.

“The ketsele looked lonely so we brought her with us,” was her reply.

According to my mother, the ketsel wouldn’t let them leave the house. Incidentally, my father always referred to Woody as the ugly-sounding kats. He would tease me—“How’s your kats?”—the equivalent of calling your dog a mongrel.

I tried for a couple of days to keep Woody’s four kittens going but I couldn’t. It was taking me too much time to feed them. I had to go to classes. This story does not end well. I placed them in a box, put them in the back seat of my rickety Opel Kadett and took them to the downtown Brooklyn ASPCA, where you could have your pets euthanized for free. They mewed all the way down Flat-bush Avenue. I felt terribly guilty that I hadn’t taken the time to explore other avenues of survival. But what avenues?

My father had called me an idiot for putting down a fifty-dollar vet deposit to try and save Woody in the first place. I always felt stupid in the face of my parents’ criticisms—like only jerks spend hard-won cash on lousy pets. Poor Jews in Poland didn’t keep pets. The cows and horses my father’s family kept were for food and income. They traded horses. They traded everything. By September 1939, before the war and the region being annexed to White Russia (Belarus), Dad’s shtetl, Iwje, was a major horse-trading town in eastern Poland.

* * *

It didn’t occur to me until now that it was pretty gutsy of Mom to put herself back out there in the workplace at age forty-five. At some point before (about three years prior to settling in at Waldbaum’s in Brooklyn), she had announced that she’d like to be a saleslady or cashier at B. Altman’s department store in New York. She called the family into the kitchen/dining room for the big announcement. This was a rare family conference.

Gail, a somewhat precocious fourteen-year-old, asked, “Why travel to Manhattan when you can do the same thing in Brooklyn?” She was logical, like Mom, and—also like Mom—a little force of her own. Once, Gail appeared on Wonderama, a popular local Sunday TV program where a smart twelve-year-old gets to talk about something special going on in school. She had won a writing contest, “Describe the Qualities of Your Favorite Teacher”. It was her social studies teacher, who appeared with her on the show. At the time, Gail had this nervous nose-twitching thing going on. We all watched the taped show, Gail’s nose wrinkling away. Mom exclaimed, “Oy mein Gott.”

“When I came to this country I was a seamstress at S. Klein’s department store,” my mom said. “Remember, Phil? I would shop at Altman’s. Such a beautiful outside and you could find nice things at a good price.” This was the first time I learned that my mother had ever worked. Like all immigrants I ever heard of, she’d had to get a job.

Dad at the time wasn’t thrilled with her decision. “Why do you have to do this?” he demanded. “I make enough money. Don’t you have too much housework?”

“I’m bored,” she retorted. “Never mind about the housework. And don’t worry, I’ll be home to prepare for Shabbos.”

She had the whole thing planned out. Not impulsive like Dad, who at about the same time flew headlong into expanding his kosher butcher business with a partner named Meyer, whom (according to Mom) Dad hardly knew.

Shabbos. Here’s what I have to say about my adolescent Shabbossim. Did I like Shabbos? No way. Definitely not. There were things, however, that were OK but only on Friday night. Friday nights we were allowed to watch TV. I didn’t know why. I didn’t question it. I took what I could get. I also rather fondly recall a late afternoon pre-Sabbath event, the washing of my father’s hirsute back while he soaked in the tub. (Thank God I didn’t inherit his rug.) He’d call me in shortly after lowering himself into the steamy water. I made him beckon twice, on general early teenage principles, I suppose, so the selfish, demanding tough guy would see I wasn’t waiting at the bathroom door. But upon entering, I’d kneel over the tub and slide my soaped-up hands over his back. I loved the feel of his silky forest, tangling it between my fingers. After a few minutes my father would say, “Kratz mir de plaetze” (scratch my back). He’d direct me, “…to the left, to the left, up, up, up, to the right, to the right, ahhhhh.” It was funny the way he said it. One of those quirky ways he had of being funny.

I have to confess, another thing that moved me was Mom’s lighting of the Sabbath candles. It was a moment where she seemed transcendent, an instant where she seemed relaxed and whole. Mom would drop her hectic Shabbos preparations— cleaning, cooking over a hot stove—and light the Sabbath candles (in an antique-looking, two-pronged silver candelabra), then lean trance-like into them. A golden glow would flow over her face. She’d cover her head with a cloth or napkin and, eyes closed, murmur the blessing in Hebrew, “Blessed are You our God, King of the universe, Who has sanctified us with His commandments, and has commanded us to kindle the light of the Sabbath.” The whole thing took less than a minute. This commandment of the candle lighting falls to the woman. A man never does it unless, God forbid, there’s not a single woman left in the household. And then the lady next door would probably come by and do it for you. That’s sort of a joke. But in the shtetl or in some other kind of tight Jewish community it would probably be so.

My father and I, when we were saying kaddish for Mom, once attended Friday night services in this family’s apartment in the Schwabb House where the wife/mother, we later learned, had just passed away after a long bout with breast cancer. We didn’t know them. We were there because a friendly guy we met at the local synagogue had turned us on to these convenient weekly gatherings that were hosted by various people in the building.

For Mom’s funeral, my sister and I had brought our father up from Century Village, the retirement community in Boca Raton where he and Mom had been living. He stayed for the first four months in Gail’s apartment and then in the Schwabb House on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. Gail had searched for months before finding this roost. She painted it herself before Dad moved in. The Schwabb House had an East Wing and a West Wing, and it was a bit of an ordeal, my getting him from his apartment in the East Wing to the West Wing for these services. A connecting lobby with two sets of steps had to be navigated. My father had to get out of his wheelchair and traverse the stairs using cane and banister, due to his stroke-induced, partial left-sided paralysis. He stayed at Schwabb House for about six months.

There was a hoard of men that evening in the strangers’ home. The few women on the scene, of course, had to hightail it to a different room before the prayers began. There was a sense of acute mourning but no one had clued us in beforehand that anyone had died. It was very upsetting to be in its midst. I was already in a state of bereavement—one thing on top of another. The woman was highly esteemed—you could tell from the buzz in the crowd. My point here is the young, motherless daughter lit the Sabbath candles. I felt sad for her, half-orphaned as she was, but also moved seeing tradition passed on.

Synagogue attendance with my father was pretty much the only time we spent together outside of Sabbath and weekend meals at home. From the ages of nine to eighteen I unhappily sat next to him in shul every Saturday. I was the only kid in junior congregation who, after its completion, had to join his father in the main sanctuary.

Once, out of a clear blue sky when I was about fifteen, Dad invited me boating on the Prospect Park lake. We were joking around, having a good time, me imitating the accents and peculiarities of relatives and family friends. Dad was enjoying my banter when out of the blue he said, “Your mother thinks I don’t spend enough time with you.”

Lying, I said, “No, Dad, you do.”

Just like the time he asked, “Do you like to go to shul?” and I actually said yes.

They weren’t feelers, what he asked. He wasn’t looking for how I really felt. He didn’t want truth or blowback. And the fact that my mother probably set up this whole outing put a huge downer on it. It wasn’t in me to try to open up channels of frank conversation (we were not a conversing family), afraid the truth would hurt and anger him, and I might lose whatever it was I did have with him. All I wanted was an arm around my shoulder and to feel some vestige (other than his anger) of that other Phil, the one who, with his partisan group, killed Nazis and blew up bridges.

But it was different after my mother died. Reciting kaddish in shul with Dad twice a day every day for the eight months he stayed in New York. I couldn’t abide letting him go to the synagogue alone. I didn’t want him to look lonely and forlorn, dependent on strangers to help him. Or have people ask, “Where are his children?” I was moved by my father’s courage in the face of his loss and his new, uncertain future. I helped him don his tallit and tefillin. Seeing what faith and ritual meant to him was moving. After he returned to Florida I continued to say kaddish for Mom, but only once a day, to complete the traditional eleven months.

This reminds me of a story about how Dad and his father were on the same page. Dad told it to Hannah and me a few years before Mom died when the three of us were sitting at the dining room table in the Boca condo. It takes place when my father was about twenty years old, before the Nazi occupation. A neighboring family had lost their father/husband. There wasn’t a male in the household to perform Kiddush (sanctification of the Shabbos wine) or Ha’Motzi (blessing of the Shabbos challah). In this situation women are permitted to say these prayers but the mother was uncomfortable with this. She asked my grandfather, Efraim Kinkulkin, to perform these rituals after she lit the Sabbath candle; her poverty relegated her to one candle, Dad emphasized—they couldn’t afford to light two. Efraim, according to Dad, was proud to perform this good deed, and he and Dad had alternated going over there every Shabbos. I could see from how he told the story that Dad was proud to be assisting his father. It’s part of the reason why I remember the story. The widow and her daughter had been grateful for the kindness.

The daughter, it so happens, had worked for the Polish police, and the Nazis allowed her to keep her job but working for them during the German occupation. One day she laid eyes on a document that called for the arrest and execution of a group of Jews, my father included. In the ghetto that night, she warned him, and he immediately escaped into the woods, where he stayed for a few days and nights. He was cold and hungry, but alive.

“She saved my life,” Dad said, choking up. It wasn’t exactly directed at us. It was more like a voice from stage left.

I wondered why the SS didn’t pick him up when he returned. To this he said, “They just took someone else in my place.”

About the choking up: It also had to do with his non-dominant-side frontal-lobe stroke. He had two different eyes because of his condition. Strong peri-orbital muscles on the right allowed for expression. Weak ones on the left caused a lax droop.

At the story’s end, the good side appeared to have an angry, cynical squint. The bad side couldn’t hold the tears.
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My father’s actions mining roads and railroads are included in this article, “Survivors of Hitler’s Camps Tell of Their Resistance” by David K. Shipler, The New York Times, June 22, 1981
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"Survivors of Hitler's Camps Tell of Their Resistance" (cont'd)
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Yeshiva


I was sitting at the edge of my parents’ bed, a convertible sofa in the living room (the single bedroom was bestowed to us kids), withering at my mother’s news that I was heading to yeshiva, not back to public school. It was opening day, first grade, 1956. There was a great tension at home on various fronts. One issue was between my parents and had occurred before their immigration to New York, but I wouldn’t get to the bottom of it for nearly fifty years. Religious issues, I’ve always surmised, were at the forefront of all the stress, although I don’t remember Mom voicing opposition to the change-of-school plan. After all, yeshiva was the height of educational opportunity back in the shtetl.


There were significant differences between my parents regarding religious observance. Of course, my mother ran a kosher home and (even though I have no recollection of it in this apartment, where we lived until I was ten) made Shabbos. Basically, my father wanted cholent (a slow-cooked savory stew of beef, potatoes and various beans, begun before the Sabbath and kept on an untouched low flame throughout the next twenty-four hours) but Mom wanted American pie. She used to let me go to Steeplechase, Coney Island on Saturdays with friends and their mother from the same building. It was a moderate-size, two-wing, five-story walk-up in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, where we had a second-floor, three-room apartment. The apartment faced wide West Sixth Street at the corner of Avenue O. Dad’s kosher butcher store was located one and a half blocks away on 65th Street. Mom also took Gail and me to the pediatrician to get allergy shots on many Saturdays and allowed us to watch TV cartoons beforehand. Dad was not happy about all this, which agitated me greatly, trying to sort out my allegiances. What I wanted to do was go to Coney Island or watch cartoons, but in doing so I was afraid of hurting and angering my father. It got bad enough that at the end of these amusement park trips, I’d wet myself. When we moved to Flatlands, almost at the tip of southeast Brooklyn—the end of the earth as far as I was concerned—things seemed to change dramatically in Dad’s favor, and he started calling the shots as far as religious observance was concerned.
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ater, the guard came to beat him again.

‘When the guard appeared a third time, at

night, Mr. Sandala said he lost control.
“I said: You took

my . You
‘want to do that to me, do it. But stop beat-
ing me. Ilave abig mouth. Helmyk[eg;
me, 50 surprised. He went away. Ma;
everypody bad stood up t thess, maybe
twoud have been better.”

David Teneabaum, who owns the Ala-
din Coffee Shop on West 44th Street in
Manhattan, said he was put in a camp
early, before numbers were tattooed on
forearms, His tattoo consisted only of the
Iétters “K L” for the German words for
‘concentrati new

ion
that if he ever had a chance to escape, he/
‘would have to get rid of the mark; se he
sucked the ink immediately. Al that is
Ieft today is a small blue spot, where he
did not quite get it all. Each morning he
iled the Jetters on his arm to avoid

ing shot for his detiance. He escapedin
Bavaria on a death march as the Allies

ip Kinn, areti tcher from

[Brooklyn, was in the Polish Army, the

[Soviet Army and, mlz‘l’:’é among under-
partisans in

ground forests near
Minsk in Byelorussia. He said he got a
Soviet Government for

mining roads and railroads and killing
Germans. But when he returned to his
ghetto to take out his father and two sis-
ters, he said, It was t0o late — they sur-
rounded the ghetto.” oo

Surface of these stories,

|

‘Some survivors who were interviewed
noted that resistance occasionally came

o0, | close to collaboration — the finding of a

skill that was needed by the Germans,
‘making the prisoner more valuable ali
than dead, or the succumbing by women

- | prostitution in the camps tostay alive.

But for Halina Olomucki, a survivor

who has put her remembrances on can-
‘vas, there is a strain of toughness in the
prisoners

e depicts.

“There is, in each painting, a certain

internal resistance,” she said. “It is an
optimism. T must resist.” She spoke for
many.
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Survivors of Hitler’s Camps
Tell of Their Resistance

ByDAVIDK.SHIPLER
Specli The New Yok i

JERUSALEM, June 21 — Edity
simply decided that she was not going to|
die. Joseph Sandala stole potatoes tostay |
alive. Irene Eber dug under the fence of a
labor camp and fled. Samuel Zabner hid
and let a death march go on without him.
David Tenenbeum the ink out of

concentration-camp tattoo.

Isabelia Leiter ran off into the woods|
with three of her four sisters during a|
blizzard. Andrei Lefkowitz got identity|
papers from a Christian boy and made
similar forgeries for Jews. Philip Kinn
‘smeaked out of the ghetto to mine roads
¢fm ‘Germans and|

Ifanyone had dared ask any of the 5,000
survivors of the Nazi Holocaust who gath-
£ o e e o g

to ter,
likely response would have been that of
Jeanette Friedman-Sieradski's father.

“Dumb idiot that I was," she said last|
“ 1 said to my.

ther, "“Well, why dida’t you fight back?”
Andhelaughed at me.”

“Dou’t Ask Why'
“Dont ask,” a adle:

told a group of prisoners, standi re
S open rave, hat v o e e
o minites to pray before shoating

““I looked around,” she said. “There|
was my mother standing next to me,
turned white as a sheet; I saw her heart
pounding. I became emotional and terri..

bl te, 5o [fumped out of the line
e T oonpe i G and T g
him with my fingers around his neck and
1gotmy legs around bis body and we both

A Quiet Decision

Sometimes the resistance was small
and sileat, as Edith Singer’s decision
‘when she was a young girl at Auschwitz
that “if God wants me 0 live, the Ger-
‘mans cannot doanything tome.”

“I realized that when something bad
was going an, 1 was hungry, 1
‘blamed the Germans for it,” she said.
““And maybe this was one of the ways |
wenton."”

‘That approach some called “spiritual
resistance.” It included supreme efforts
10 keep Jewish religious laws, even say-
ing the prayer to bless a morsel of bread
on the Sabbath. It included a stiff resolve
by family members to stick together and
give eachother support.

Isabella Leiter and her three sisters

stayed

1l ‘chance for escape through the:
i soow ot Geath, marel o
‘Auschwitz, she ran. A second sister fol-
lowed. Then Mrs. Leitner. Then, they as-.
‘sumed, the fourth; but they never saw
‘her. The three hid in an abandoned house,

Not until 34 years later did Mrs. Leitner
leam what had happened to her sister. It
was at a dinner party in Paris; by
chance, she said, she met a woman who
had also been in'that death march. The
sister, the woman told her, had also run
‘but was caught. Severely beaten, she was,
t00 terrified when another group planned
an escape to try (0 go with them. They
succeeded; she perished in another
camp.

Samuel Zabner, who lives in New Ro-
chelle, N.Y., survived a similar march as
the Germans retreated before the Rus-
sian advance from the east.

*“The Germans took us out by foot,” hef
said. “It was winter, January. They shot|
alot of people, then decided overnight to!
letusstayinanold camp.”
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