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    Where We Come From 
  

 
 

Kiev, Russia, Early 1900’s 

 

 Max didn’t know that it would be the last time they’d be together.  How could he?  

Even though he was a child, and they tried to protect him, he knew something bad was 

going on.  Everyone who came and went over the past week whispered, looking over at the 

children cautiously, nervously.  But he never expected what happened that evening, it was 

beyond his worst imagining.  Mother had just finished cleaning the kitchen.  She made 

chicken soup for dinner and the house still had the salty, savory smell that lingered warmly 

in the air.  He was looking forward to the leftovers on the following day.   There was 

supposed to be a next day.   

     

* Philadelphia, 1964 * 

 They lived on the corner in a simple, brick row house.  Your mother dropped you 

off at the driveway, and you walked up the four cement steps that lead from the street to the 

small little slab of porch where their green metal chairs sat unused.  You looked up at the 

bay window expecting to see your grandmother’s face, but she wasn’t looking out 

impatiently awaiting your arrival as she once would.  The tweedy beige curtains hung 

unremarkably, closed almost all the way except for a slit where darkened light emanated.   

 You were twelve years old and it was your job to help them on Fridays after school. 

Your grandfather always rewarded you for your efforts with a trinket or some pocket 
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change.  He still had drawers full of little calendars, some with magnets on the back, and all 

sorts of key chains from the food distributors that used to service his grocery store.  You 

now had a drawer full yourself.  The grocery store had been in the old neighborhood and 

was known as the Jewish market back when the neighborhood had been different.  Before 

hostile neighbors moved in and did everything in their power to claim the territory as their 

own.  It was odd how people acted back then.  People of different colors and religions 

bonded together in their common hate until life had actually become dangerous for the few 

Jews who remained.  

  Your grandfather didn’t talk about that though.  He talked about all the little things 

he brought home to your grandmother.  He used to laugh and tease her about what she did 

with the trinkets that he brought home.  He said she’d find a use for just about anything.  

Once, he brought home cigarettes that were given to him from a cigarette distributor and 

your grandmother, he said, naively sat down to smoke the pack, even though she was not a 

smoker and had never been, because they were free. Grandfather’s eyes watered at the 

memory, laughing softly as he told you.  But that was back before the store closed.  Nobody 

mentioned the store anymore, at least not in front of your grandfather.  It had been his 

greatest achievement.  He came from nothing, he often said, reminding you that he’d started 

out sweeping the floors until one day he owned the store.   

 Your grandmother could never understand why he couldn’t just make the money like 

other people; why he was always giving things away.  As they watched the old neighborhood 

decline, more and more people came to get their groceries on credit.  Most of the time they 

didn’t pay it back.  But your grandfather still gave them credit the next time they came in.  

Your grandmother would say, “You’re not a rich man, Max,” to which he would quietly 

reply, “They have children, Emma.”   
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 Then the burglaries started.  In all, your grandfather was robbed at knifepoint three 

times.  One of those times they tied him up and locked him in the freezer.  You remember 

when you went to see him the next day and he wouldn’t speak to anyone.  Alone, he sat at 

the dining room table with his prayer cloth and the scroll with the cords wrapped around his 

sleeve.  He prayed continually, rocking and crying.  Your grandmother whispered to you that 

it’s called davening.  You remember feeling helpless, wishing that someone would get him a 

tissue and ask him if he was okay. You wanted to reach out and wipe the tears from his face. 

      

* Kiev, Russia, Early 1900’s * 

 Max helped his little brother, Abe, wash up and get ready for bed while his older 

sister, Rachel, did the same for Gerda.  Gerda was easy.  She was only three but wanted to 

do everything herself.  She was always smiling, her dimples deeply denting into her plump 

rosy cheeks.  She looked very much like Abe did when he was her age.  Abe was only three 

years older than Gerda, but was already showing signs of being very smart.  He could read 

almost as well the older two and he talked constantly.  Max could barely get a word out to 

answer before the next question was being flung at him.  Abe would pull on Max’s sleeve 

eagerly with small jerking movements to hurry the answers.  And then there was Rachel, who 

was so much like their father, stern but soft, understanding but impatient.  All the children 

had dark hair and everyone in the family had hazel eyes, except for Gerda and Max.  They 

had deep brown eyes, almost black.  Gerda would rub and rub at her sleepy brown eyes with 

one hand, and the other, at least the thumb, was always in her mouth.  

 Mother and Father were sitting at the dining room table drinking hot tea and talking 

quietly while the children sat on their parent’s bed warm and soft in their night clothes.  Max 
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began reading from the Torah.  They were reading Exodus, picking up where they’d left off 

the night before.  He’d just finished reading about Moses coming down from the mountain 

when they heard a hard banging on the door.   

 

* Philadelphia, 1964 * 

 On that particular Friday it was biting cold.  When you stepped into the front room 

you still felt cold. Your grandma was asleep in her oversized yellow chair.   The T.V. was on 

but turned down to a low hum.   Your grandfather patted your cheeks softly with the warm 

palms of his hands as you unbuttoned your coat.   

 “Do you want me to wash the dishes?” you asked, picking up some stray glasses and 

carrying them to the kitchen.   

 Grandpa waved this away with his fingertips and then gently pushed you toward a 

chair at the kitchen table.   

 “First, we warm you up.” 

 You decided that the floors needed to be washed as he made you a cup of hot tea.  

He apologized for being out of sugar and bent his head away from you.  You were quick to 

tell him that you didn’t really like sugar in your tea.  He rested his hand on the top of your 

head and smiled, telling you with his shiny eyes that he knew you better than that.    

 There was a dull thud in the front room.  You hurried out to find that your grandma 

had knocked her teacup off the table.  She was still asleep, her mouth slightly open.  You 

loved that their living room always had a warm woody scent to it, like wood that had been 

sitting in the sun.   

 Your grandfather moved slowly, carefully.  Even before he was really old he always 
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seemed old.  He was built small and was a quiet, gentle man.  What made him stand out was 

the depth of his sad brown eyes.  Some people wouldn’t even notice him unless he was 

looking at them.  He cleaned up the spilt tea from the dense, wooly carpet and carried your 

grandmother’s cup to the kitchen.  He moved like he was carrying something so fragile and 

precious that it required both hands and his deep concentration.  You noticed that your 

grandmother was now awake and watching him with a tired, detached look.   

 “Max?” she whispered, appearing confused.  And then she suddenly looked over at 

you and her face came alive with her smile.   

 “Mama-shayna.”  She liked to call you that.  Her good arm reached out for you and 

you quickly went to embrace her.  She smelled like warm, sleepy staleness and Pond’s cold 

cream.   

 Max called from the kitchen, “I’ll be back in minute.  You two be okay?”   

 You helped her to the bedroom.  It used to be the dining room but then all the 

uncles came and turned it into a bedroom.  It was a lot smaller than their old bedroom 

upstairs.  It was strange for you to come over now and not be able to go upstairs; not that 

their tenant, Mrs. Rosenbach, didn’t invite you up.  She did, but your grandmother said not 

to bother her, so you always smiled politely and gave an excuse.  Mrs. Rosenbach stopped 

asking eventually.    

 Your grandmother turned slightly, and as you held her walker steady she made her 

way into a sitting position on the bed.  She eased herself back against the pillows as you held 

her outstretched hand. 

 “Resh-tick-a-far-meerrrr,” she groaned as she tried to get her body to cooperate.  

 Ever since the stroke she’d go back and forth from Russian to English to Yiddish, 

many times in the same sentence.  She kept a hold of your hand and closed her eyes.  You 
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pulled the quilt up to her soft middle with your free arm.  Her face looked full, especially 

around her eyes, and even though she lay as if asleep there was a smile on her face.  

 You said, “I love you grandma.” 

 She smiled even bigger.  “Thank God for you my Leigh-ala.  You always try the 

best.” 

 “Do you need me to do anything?”  You asked. 

 Her eyes opened in her squinty-smiling way.  “I ought to do,” she said, pointing with 

her good arm to her eyebrows while making a plucking motion with her thumb and pointer 

finger.   

 You love your grandmother so you try to look happy. 

 

 

* Kiev, Russia, Early 1900’s * 

The children’s’ heads turned toward the sound of the banging.  Through the 

bedroom door, Max could see his parents looking at one another but neither moved to 

answer.  The banging began again this time accompanied by loud, impatient voices.  And 

then his mother was running into the bedroom grabbing the little ones and pulling them to 

her.  

 “Mother…” Max started to ask, but she held her hand up with a panicked look that 

told him to stop.  

  Her forehead was severely drawn and her eyes seemed to dart from one face to 

another as she whispered to the little ones not to make a sound.  Then their mother carefully 

but hurriedly pushed them under the bed. The banging continued.  The door sounded as if it 
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would collapse in from the weight of the shouting as much as from the banging.   

 Mother now had Rachel by the arm, as she looked frantically around the bedroom.  

 “Mother,” Rachel whispered, “I can fit.”   

 Mother ran her hand down the top of Rachel’s head over her long brown hair until it 

rested on the side of her face.  And then Rachel was on the floor trying to get as flat as 

possible as she squeezed under the bed with Gerda and Abe.   

 “SShhh,” Rachel whispered from under the bed as Gerda began to whine. 

   The banging came again followed by angry voices.  Max wanted to go to his father 

but his mother was pushing him toward the closet.  There was a loud cracking sound 

followed by a crash, followed by his father’s cries.  His mother used one arm to pull him 

behind her as she turned and braced herself for whatever was coming. Max tried to see 

around her into the front room but she was pressing him so close that her shawl was 

covering his face.  He could hear his father speaking fast, begging mercy.   

 Max peered around his mother’s thick frame and saw several of the Russian secret 

police.  Some were moving about the room knocking over their things while two towered 

over his father with grim faces.  One of them reached forward and took the spectacles from 

his father’s face and snapped them in half.  Max strained to get away from his mother but 

her nails dug firm into his arm.   

 

 

* Philadelphia, 1964 * 

 Your grandfather said, “Look what I have for you,” closing the back door and then 

holding out a bag of fresh pastries.  
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  You turned from the stove where you were finishing scrubbing the range top.  He 

stepped forward but then jumped back realizing that you'd washed the floors.  Using the tip 

of his right shoe he held down his left heel, slipping his foot out, and then he did the same 

with his left foot.  He walked to the table and set the pastries down and then came to the 

stove and looked down at it thoughtfully.  His eyes began to water.  

 “What’s wrong grandfather?” you asked. 

 He stepped back and pulled out his handkerchief.  It took a minute for the emotion 

to pass.   

 “Look how you’ve worked so hard.” 

 You gave him your most cheerful smile, setting the sponge down and going to hug 

him.  He began to sob, big trembling sobs.  He patted you gently on the shoulder and moved 

away to leave the room.  Your eyes filled with warm tears as you watched him leave.  You 

wished that those awful burglars had never robbed your grandfather; they turned him into 

such a sad man. 

 When he returned he was holding a white embroidered handkerchief.  

 “I have something to give you for all this hard work.  This was your great-

grandmother’s.  She was the best.  There is no one like your great-grandmother, except for 

maybe my Leigh-ala.”  

 You gave him a kiss on the cheek.  “Thank you, grandfather.” 

  

* Kiev, Russia, Early 1900’s * 

 Max’s father put his hands together as if in prayer and bowed humbly, his shoulders 

slumped.  There was sweat dripping from his temples.  The man who seemed to tower over 
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his father raised his hand stiffly and then brought it down on the side of his father’s head. 

From behind his mother, he watched as his father fell to his knees and reached for his head.   

Max pulled as hard as he could, pushing his mother as he tore his arm from her grip.  

 “Foter!” Max ran into the front room, his mother screaming behind him.   

 A fist came out of nowhere striking him square in the face. Max felt his legs give out 

from under him.  He had the urge to reach out and break his fall but couldn’t lift his arms.  

It felt like he was trying to swim through sand.  His father leaned over to him, crying, 

begging the men to stop.  Max felt his father’s tears dampening his face. 

 The police were teasing Max’s mother, pulling at her clothing.  They asked her where 

the others were hiding.   

 “Tell us,” they said, “and we might let them live.”   

 She didn’t say a word.  One of them took his gun and tapped it against the palm of 

his other hand as he walked slowly toward the bedroom.   

 “Ikh bet dikh, please, I beg you, don’t hurt the children,” his father cried.   

 Max’s mother backed into the doorway of the bedroom, using her body to block 

their way. Her eyes were wide and frantic. She shook her head slightly as she placed one 

hand against the doorframe.  In the other hand she held tight to a white handkerchief, 

holding it out in front of her as if she were surrendering.   

 Max felt his father’s arms around him.  He was rocking and praying for God to save 

them.  He heard his mother gasp, and then a gunshot.   Max heard the dull thud of 

something heavy hitting the floor.  He tried to open his eyes, but just barely managed the 

right one.  Screams were coming from the bedroom.  He thought it was Rachel but he 

couldn't see.  And then he heard another shot, and then another.   

 His father was sobbing uncontrollably, reaching his arms toward his wife and 
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daughter who lay out of reach.  The man who’d hit Max took out his gun and brought it 

down over his father’s head.  Max tried to catch him as he crumbled to the floor.  The police 

were all moving into the bedroom now.  Max looked down at his father helplessly as he tried 

to get up into a sitting position.  When he wiped the wetness from his brow he realized it 

was blood but didn’t know if it was his or his father’s.  The doorway to the bedroom seemed 

far.  Max crawled toward the bedroom and pulled himself up against the doorframe.  He 

watched as one of the policemen pulled Gerda out from under the bed by her foot.  Gerda 

was kicking wildly; her little slipper came off her foot in the man’s hand.  She scrambled 

back underneath the bed. The man reached more aggressively under the bed but Abe’s little 

arm came jutting out.  He began hammering his fist as hard as he could on the man’s arm.  

  Max stumbled into the bedroom trying not to look at his mother and sister.  He 

called out to the men that he would give them whatever they wanted but not to hurt the little 

ones.   

 “Please, they’re only children.” 

 "And what do you have to give us?" one of them asked.  They all laughed at this. 

 A man with small black eyes came up to him and grabbed him by the back of his 

pajama shirt jerking him into the center of the room.   

 "He has nothing." 

 A different man now had Abe out from under the bed and was standing behind him 

holding him by the throat.  Abe just stared mutely at his mother and sister who lay silent on 

the floor. Max looked from Abe to the bed.  Another man was trying to reach Gerda.  

 “A brokh!” The man trying to get Gerda yelled as he jumped back holding his hand.  

She had bitten him hard enough to draw blood.   

 The policeman who seemed to be standing back observing it all suddenly came 
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forward. He pushed the bitten man out of the way and knelt by the bed.  He was talking in a 

sweet way trying to coax her out. The man who’d been bitten stood looking at his hand with 

a long face.  He had a disgusted expression, like someone was pulling his forehead and chin 

in opposite directions, like his eyes might bulge out of their sockets.  All of a sudden he 

pulled out his gun, knelt down, pointed the gun under the bed, and began shooting.  He 

fired four times.   

 Something hard and thick filled Max’s throat.  He couldn’t breathe or swallow.  The 

room around him went dark and then came alive brightly, and then went dark, as if someone 

were turning the lamp on and off.  Max couldn’t speak.  He looked down at his little brother 

but had a hard time focusing on him.   

 The police were moving, pushing the two of them out into the front room.  One of 

them noticed that Max’s father was still alive, that his arm was reaching up for his sons.  The 

man walked over to Max’s father, pointed a gun at his head and pulled the trigger.  There 

seemed to be no thought or feeling involved.  Max screamed now with all his strength.  He 

tried to strike the man who shot his father but was pulled back by the policeman who held 

him.  A gun was placed against his temple to quiet him.  Max looked over at Abe; he was 

crying so softly, his little chest heaving in spasms.   

 “Who should we let live?” The one holding Abe asked.   

 He pushed Abe, still holding the boy by his neck, closer to Max.  Max swallowed, 

almost vomiting.  He felt his body shaking.  When he spoke, he was as polite as possible.   

 “I beg you, he’s just a child, barely six.  He’s a good boy, he deserves to live.”   

 The man loosened his hold on Abe’s neck and stepped back as if to let him go.   

 “This little brother you love very much, don’t you?”  The man gave him a 

sympathetic look as he waited for an answer.  
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 Max nodded, his eyes full of tears.  

  The man lifted his arm and pointed the gun at Max.  Max closed his eyes, frowned, 

and bit down on his lower lip.  His heart was pounding; it felt like it was echoing throughout 

his entire body.  He could feel its jarring weight in his tight stomach and in his ears and 

temples.   

 His entire body flinched as the gun fired.   

 Max opened his eyes.  The man was smiling a wide, sick smile.  His arm was sticking 

straight out from his side, pointing away from Max.  Abe’s little body shook for a moment as 

he lay on the floor, and then he was completely still, his mouth slightly open and his eyes 

searching for something unseen.   Max felt his own body go limp.  He felt his breath rise up 

in his throat and catch.  His face flushed with cold heat as something in him seemed to 

break.  A choking sound came up from deep inside.  The man who’d been holding onto him 

finally let him slip out of his grip to the floor.  Their father’s body was off to his right curled 

up in an unnatural way.  Max closed his eyes tightly and curled himself into a ball. 

 The man who shot Abe was telling the other men to go.  

  He called to Max, nudging him with his boot, “Hey! You see what happens to Jews?  

Don’t you ever forget”.  And then that thing, he couldn’t be human, turned, stepped over 

Abe’s body, and left. 

 

*Present Day * 

 As you’ve gotten older you’ve looked back at the grandfather and grandmother that 

you thought you knew so well.  They’d been the kindest people; you saw them with your 

child eyes, soft, warm, familiar.  There were no real mysteries about them.  They were the 
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people who loved you most.  

 With your grown woman mind you tried to understand how the grandmother you 

always thought you knew came all the way to America when she was only fourteen, by 

herself, on an old rickety ship.  How she sailed in steerage just a week after the Titanic had 

sunk.  How she worked and worked in the sweatshops, sending the money that would 

eventually bring each person in her family over to be with her, walking miles to work to save 

money on the streetcar.  And you think about how then, once they’d all joined her in 

Philadelphia, they were struck by The Great Influenza Epidemic of 1918.  It makes you cry 

now when you picture her, the only one of them who didn’t get sick, rushing from house to 

house to care for everyone in the family.    

 As you age it doesn’t get any easier when you think about the grandfather you loved 

so much.  Maybe it gets harder with time.  You didn’t know that the smallish man with the 

enormous heart, your grandfather, witnessed the massacre of his entire family during the 

Pogroms of Kiev.  You never knew in your youthful innocence that he was sent to live with 

an Aunt who abused him.  And that he had no one then, only his memories. 

 What you did know was that your grandparents both came from Kiev, Russia, and 

that they’d never known one another there.  That they met in Philadelphia, and that Max 

might not have been her first choice, but Emma married him, and he was happy with that. 

You knew that your grandfather was the kindest grocer in Philadelphia. You knew that they 

had five children, and that their three sons went to college.  And you knew that this family—

that you—were what mattered most to them.  It was you that gave them happiness.   


