
Prologue: Carrying the Shadows
Before I understood the world, I understood silence.
My mother carried the Holocaust in her bones. My father carried the forests of Belarus in his soul. I carried both of them inside me, long before I understood what I was carrying.
They survived in different ways: my mother, hiding in barns and attics, her childhood stolen and replaced with constant fear; my father, a partisan fighter who chose to resist rather than die on Nazi terms. They came to America to build a new life, but the war followed them. It sat at the dinner table, haunted our hallways, and wrapped itself around every unspoken word.
I was born into that silence — into an inheritance of shadows and unhealed wounds. As a child, I was bright, curious, and outgoing. I once had a photographic memory and could remember every detail on a page after seeing it just once. But as the years passed, as the silent rules of survival settled into me, that gift faded. I began to disappear from myself, piece by piece.
This book is not a heroic story of triumph over the past. It is not a linear journey from darkness to light. It is an honest exploration of what it means to carry someone else’s pain in your blood, to grow up with invisible scars, to live with depression that whispers daily that you are not enough.
It is about regret — for not knowing my parents deeply enough while they were alive, for turning away when I could have reached toward them, for learning to love them fully only after they were gone. It is about the guilt of wanting to escape, of feeling that you do not belong in your own family, of realizing too late how much they carried and how much they gave.
And yet, this is also a book about survival — not just theirs, but mine. It is about the small, fragile moments of connection that kept me alive: a friend who stayed, a mentor who believed in me, a cause that gave me purpose when I could not find it inside myself.
I write these words now, at 71, because I no longer want to live in silence. I no longer want to pretend I am well when I am not. I want to understand, to heal, and to honor the shadows I carry — not to be defined by them, but to learn from them.
If you have ever felt alone with your pain, if you have inherited ghosts you cannot name, if you have wondered whether it is too late to begin healing — this book is for you.
I hope these pages help you feel seen. I hope they remind you that even in the deepest shadows, there is light waiting to be claimed.
Our Parents: Survivors, Not Just Heroes
Our parents endured the unimaginable. Many lost entire families, survived in hiding, in ghettos, in camps. Their strength, courage, and resilience deserve honor. But surviving left deep scars. Some became silent, emotionally distant, even volatile. Others lived in a state of hyper-vigilance, as if the terror might return at any moment. And some tried so hard to rebuild normalcy that their children were never allowed to speak of anything dark or painful.
For many 2Gs, love was not always warmth. Parents, overwhelmed by their own past, struggled to provide emotional safety. Some were overprotective, others demanding. Often, they couldn’t understand or tolerate emotional expression—especially sadness or weakness. They had survived horror. We had not. What right did we have to feel pain?
And yet, we did.
The Emotional Burden: Inheriting Trauma
We didn’t inherit stories. We inherited feelings. Fear. Guilt. Shame. Anger. Grief. We grew up in homes shaped by unspeakable loss but where no one was allowed to speak. We learned early to silence ourselves. To not ask questions. To behave. To succeed. To not disappoint. Many of us lived with unspoken rules—don’t cry, don’t argue, don’t draw attention.
Some of us felt we were born to replace what had been lost—a sibling, a mother, a father. We were expected to heal wounds that weren’t ours. To live a “good Jewish life.” To marry well. To succeed. To prove their survival was worth it.
We became pleasers. Overachievers. Perfectionists. Or rebels. Or caretakers. But rarely ourselves.
The children of Holocaust survivors are known as “second generation survivors.” Most survivors lived by a “code of silence.” This silence was meant to shield their children from the horrors of their survival, but it did the opposite. Their silence kept us always wondering about their past. The family members lost—our roots. We could see their emotional pain as much as they tried to hide it. We could not understand it. We suffered from our own scars, even nightmares. We did not understand why. We would always hear the slogan “Never forget” when the Holocaust was mentioned in the synagogue or public remembrance. But we always asked ourselves, “Never forget what?”
In the 1970s, the emotional and psychological struggles of children of Holocaust survivors had been formally discovered. While not born during the Holocaust, the second generation unknowingly inherited trauma from their servivor parents. Some minor, some major trauma. I inherited major trauma for reasons I never understood. 
I am writing these intimate details not only as therapy for myself, but to connect with all those who suffer from trauma—whether inherited or shaped by life experiences. My trauma comes from the Holocaust and the pain my parents carried. My story is also the story of countless other second-generation survivors.
My father was a Holocaust survivor. He was from a city in Poland and escaped the Nazis to join the partisans in the forest. He was one of only about 25,000 Jews who made it to the partisans—and one of the very few who survived. He lived through hell, hunted, starved, and forced to fight just to stay alive. Of his entire extended family, only he, his brother, and one cousin survived. Everyone else was murdered.
My mother was also a Holocaust survivor, from a small village in Poland. She survived along with her mother and father—my grandparents—and her two sisters. Everyone else was killed. Aunts, uncles, cousins, neighbors. Entire branches of the family tree were erased.
She rarely spoke about it, but it was always present—in her sadness, in her silence, in the way she tried to control chaos by keeping things quiet and proper. The trauma lived in her eyes, in her sighs, in the way she wiped down the kitchen table long after it was clean.
They both survived—but survival came at a cost.
Their trauma never left them. It lived in the silence between us. It shaped the way they parented, the way they related to the world, and the way I grew up. I didn’t understand it at the time, but I lived in a house full of unspoken pain.
The Holocaust didn’t end with their liberation. It echoed into our home, our family, and my body.
This is the trauma I inherited.
But the same trauma—the same emotional and physical scars—impacts so many others: those who fought in or lived through war. Those who grew up in violent or abusive homes. Those who’ve endured poverty, hunger, homelessness, or constant fear. Trauma is a thief that doesn’t discriminate. It takes your peace. It distorts your identity. It lives deep in your cells, in your gut, in your voice—even when you don’t understand it.
I went through traditional psychiatric therapy on and off throughout the years. It helped, the way a band-aid helps. It kept me going, helped me function, but it never healed me. It never gave me back what trauma had taken.
Very few second-generation survivors write their stories, because most don’t understand them. Many think they’re alone—that it’s just them. Many think they are the problem. Others stay in survival mode, burying what hurts rather than facing it. I know. I was there too.
That started to change when I wrote Miracles Through Hell—the story of how my parents survived the Holocaust. That process opened a door, just a crack, into my own story. It helped me begin to understand that I was also a survivor—of their trauma. It marked the beginning of a shift in me—from burying pain to digging it up. From staying silent to finally naming what I carried.
That shift is not simple. It is messy and painful. You move from surviving each day to questioning what survival has cost you. To asking: What now? What next? How do I stop this cycle?
Even now, as I write this, I know I am only scratching the surface.
I’m 71 years old. Maybe there’s still time to find peace. Maybe not. But this journey—this effort to understand and heal—is one I must take. And more importantly, it’s one I must share.
Because I’ve come to realize the bigger purpose isn’t just my healing.
It’s helping others begin theirs.

My father had an uncle that came to syracuse ny in the late 1890s to escape the russian programs in poland. he later brought 3 sisters over. my father's father was married three times. this uncle and three aunts were with his first wife. she passed away from illness and he remarried a younger woman and had a daughter with her. she later passed away and he again remarried a younger woman. my fathrs father was their child. he was almost a generation younger than the aunts and uncles that originally came over. uncle sam wanted to bring him to the us but he was just starting his life and family, his wife had a large family she wanted to remain with so he chose to remain in poland. my father as a teenager wanted to leave poland because of the immense Jew hate and planned to do that when he was older. After liberation my father, his brother were the only survivors from their large family. They had the task to write their uncle themselves for the first time to let him know their fate and the fate of the rest of the family expressing the hope they could join what remained of the family in the US.
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My father had an uncle that came to syracuse ny in the late 1890s to escape the russian programs in poland. he later brought 3 sisters over. my father's father was married three times. this uncle and three aunts were with his first wife. she passed away from illness and he remarried a younger woman and had a daughter with her. she later passed away and he again remarried a younger woman. my fathrs father was their child. he was almost a generation younger than the aunts and uncles that originally came over. uncle sam wanted to bring him to the us but he was just starting his life and family, his wife had a large family she wanted to remain with so he chose to remain in poland. my father as a teenager wanted to leave poland because of the immense Jew hate and planned to do that when he was older. After liberation my father, his brother were the only survivors from their large family. They had the task to write their uncle themselves for the first time to let him know their fate and the fate of the rest of the family expressing the hope they could join what remained of the family in the US. Later my father and mother met. Note add in pogrom in sokoly and how they met. They married and had my brother in a displaced persons camp. My mother obviously joined my father in the move to Syracuse ny along with my brother who was 9 months old. My mother, her parents and two sisters and several cousins were the only survivors from her family. Her entire family went to what was then Palestine. So my mother was separated from her family. She had an uncle and a few relatives in the US. But it had to add to her trauma to have lived the horrors with her immediate family and then be separated from them My brother was part of the past my parents came to America with. I was born in 1954 and was a 1st generation American. So I was more protected from their past. My brother knew more about what happened than I did. But we were 8 years apart and never had the opportunity to develop a close relationship or talk about these things. My mother was a good loving mother in my early years. I remember her taking me downtown at least one Saturday a month to shop with her. She did not drive at that time (she later did get her driver’s license) so we would take the bus. My brother was already too old to want to do this. These Satudays were special to me. Just the two of us. I loved hamburgers, fries and a coke and she always took me to Woolworths, McCrory’s, and other lunch bars of that time for my favorite treat. She would get me fresh peanuts or popcorn from the street carts. And I would tag along as she shopped or just looked around. I always looked forward to those Saturdays. Before I started school, I would sit and watch soap operas with my mother. I was too young to understand them, but it was time together. When I started kindergarten she did the strange thing of riding the bus with me, the only parent to do so. She was afraid of separation anxiety since back then there was no trial run on the school bus or advance visit to kindergarten. She remained outside the classroom and I remember her peeking in through the door window occasionally. At the same time my mother always had a stronger bond with my brother. I had a stronger bond with my father. My mother has high expectations for my brother, she wanted him to be a medical MD. She would hound him about it, long before his college years. He had immense pressure on him for school performance and grades. He was a straight A student all through school. In my mother’s mind he could do no wrong. She would call him brilliant. When it came to college he decided (I think actually years before) that we would not become an MD. For the first time ever, I saw my mother furious with him. My father worked very hard and was focused on his business. He had purchased a junk yard in 1953 and it was a constant struggle. While we were not poor, we were not well off. He was able to make ends meet. His original location was in the 15th ward of Syracuse. It was both the Jewish and black center of the city. Jewish and black businesses coexisted. Whites and blacks got along. It was safe to wander around, even as a young kid. Many times a black family living next to my father’s business would baby sit me when my mother had things to do. While we lived in another part of the city where the next generation of Jews from the 15th ward moved to, the 15th ward was more vibrant and exciting. All the Jewish bakeries, deli’s, butcheres, grocery stores, tailors, barbers, clothing stores and all the junk yards were in the 15th ward. My father would take my brother and me to the different delis all the time. Everyone knew each other, black and white. But like most other cities, urban renewal was in the works. Two new highways were being built, Routes 81 and 690. And they both merged and went through the 15th ward. The project required literally the entire 15th ward to be torn down. When completed, there was either highway or empty lots. No evidence that the 15th ward ever existed remained. The mutual connection between whites and black was destroyed. Many of the businesses went out of business rather than relocate. The black community was hurt far worse than the Jews. While everyone was paid for their property, most of the people who lived in the 15th ward rented. While the 15th Ward was an old neighborhood with older run down houses, it was a neighborhood that thrived. Jews moved and created a new Jewish area on the east side of the city. My father relocated his business to an industrial are that actually made the business more successful. Blacks had to move to slum areas and most of the black businesses never relocated, they closed. This was a double strike by the city and federal government. They were able to destroy a vibrant black community and Jewish community in one swoop. Antisemitsm and racism drove centering the project through the 15th ward. Highway construction in the 1950s and 1960s across American focused on destroying vibrant black neighborhood. Today that is highly written about and documented. Today, the City, State and Federal Government are focused on tearing down the highway and relocating it and bringing the 15th ward back. After my father moved his business, I was old enough to spend more time there doing odd jobs. Most Saturday’s I would go to work with my father and help out where I could. I also went there many days during summer break. It was the most time I would spend with him. I got to see how hard he worked, how good a person he was, and also saw him out of his shell that was how he was at home. I loved going there. As I got older I became an extra helper with the truck drivers and their helper who made the rounds picking up waste paper, cardboard and metals from other businesses and office buildings. I was the third person crowded into the seat. All the drivers and helpers were black and were an important part of raising me. I never acted like the bosses son. They knew they could trust me, even with some of the stuff that went on that my father would get upset with if he knew. When I was out with them, I was one of them. Ultimately I became a back-up truck driver, forklift driver, and I was the only one my father would trust to run the business when he was away. When I was old enough to do that, he finally started taking vacations with my mother. Vacations were not something we did growing up other than short trips on weekends. At home my father was quiet and reserved. As close as we were, we still never talked about personal stuff. But he always talked to me about character, and doing the right thing. Treating all people with respect. And being a strong person, no matter what. When I was in high school looking at colleges, I still had no idea of what I wanted to do or be. We talked about the business and whether that should be something I might take over. That discussion gave more much more insight into his life and his own shell. He told me he had high aspirations for himself to go to college, get a professional job, and be a successful person. The war took that away from him. He had to drop out of high school, and never had the opportunity to go to college. His uncle who brought them here owned a clothing factory and gave my uncle and him manual labor jobs. They were treated like idiots. Instead of helping them get the education they missed out on, or teach them things that were more management focused even their own relatives viewed immigrants like them as forever unskilled. They forgot their own journey to America in the late 1800s when they had no skills. Both my uncle and father hated their jobs in the family business and got out to do their own thing. The junk business was their only option so both of them bought junk businesses that were for sale. My father told me point blank, he would never have been in this business unless he had to be. He wanted my brother and me to achieve what he couldn’t. Go to college and pursue what we wanted. The bottom line was even if I was interested in eventually taking over the business, he was not going to let that happen. I chose engineering and was very successful at that. My brother became a world renowned academic. My mother’s family lived in Israel, and they communicated nonstop by writing to each other. There were few phone then, and even when we got a phone, the cost of long distance was prohibitive. So I saw the constant flow back and forth or air mail envelopes containing letters back and forth. I would often over hear my mother telling my father about what was in those letters. But it meant nothing to me. But then in 1965 one of my mother’s cousins came to visit for a whole summer and stayed with us. Then in 1966, my mother’s oldest sister came for the summer. S
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The Silence That Raised Me
Growing up, silence was not just the absence of words—it was the language of our household. It filled the rooms like fog. My mother rarely spoke of her past, and my father, though present, remained emotionally distant. Their trauma seeped into the walls of our home.
My mother’s pain came out in harshness. She criticized more than she comforted. She expected everything and gave little warmth in return. I never felt like I was good enough for her. Even when I won awards or succeeded, her praise was rare—or backhanded. When I received the Student Council Leadership Award, she said she was surprised, that someone else probably deserved it more.
That comment stayed with me for years. It wasn’t just what she said. It was the message: I wasn’t enough.
I started hiding my accomplishments. It hurt less that way. I stopped trying to impress her because I realized it would never be enough. Her expectations became a weapon, and I learned to walk on eggshells.
My father worked hard—harder than anyone I knew. But he came home quiet. Tired. Spent. I admired his work ethic. I wanted to make him proud. But we didn’t talk. Not really. I carried the burden of his survival like a weight I couldn’t put down. I felt like I had to live a worthy life because of what he’d lost. Because of what he’d endured. But he never said those things. He didn’t need to. I felt it every day.
There were no hugs. No talks about feelings. No bedtime stories or heart-to-hearts. Just survival. We got through each day. That was the measure of success.
And that silence shaped everything. I learned not to cry, not to ask, not to need. I learned to stay small. To get good grades. To be the good kid. To not cause trouble.
But inside, I was screaming. I just didn’t have the words yet.
My childhood wasn’t filled with violence or chaos. It was filled with emptiness. With things not said. With eyes that looked past you. With love that felt like obligation.
And as I grew up, I took that silence with me. Into friendships. Into marriage. Into work. I became a master at pretending. At performing. At showing the world a version of myself that seemed fine—even admirable. But underneath it all, I was lost.
The silence didn’t just raise me. It followed me. It became me.
And now, finally, I was trying to speak. To break through it. To tell the truth.
Even if my voice shook. Even if I had to fight for every word.
Because the silence no longer protected me.
It was time to let it go.




Rejection by Your Own People
Here’s something that’s hard to admit: some of the deepest pain didn’t come from strangers—it came from fellow Jews.
As a child, I never felt like I belonged in the synagogue we attended. Instead of community, I found judgment. Kids mocked my family for being different—for our accents, our clothing, our background. My mother was humiliated when she participated in the temple sisterhood. My father, a Holocaust survivor who worked with his hands as a junk dealer, was dismissed and ridiculed. In Hebrew school, kids mocked me, calling me the son of a "junkman"—a label that carried more scorn than anyone seemed to realize. The teachers did nothing. Their parents obviously thought it was acceptable too.
My mother developed a bitterness toward American Jews, seeing their treatment not as acceptance—but as quiet segregation of survivors. They treated her as different—and damaged. She had no higher education. She had an accent. She represented a generation of Jews that didn’t fit the narrative of upwardly mobile American Jewish success. Survivors had to create their own Jewish communities among themselves. They became known as the "Greena"—Yiddish for "new," just starting out.
I viewed fellow Jews as cruel. I found non-Jews far more accepting. All of my friends were non-Jews. I was accepted and welcomed at my friends’ Christmas dinners—but not with Jewish kids for Jewish holidays. It was a strange kind of exile—feeling more at home at a Christmas dinner than at a Passover seder.
And while the Jewish community often said "Never Forget," many survivors were viewed more as obstacles to assimilation than people in need of support. Holocaust survivors were seen as reminders of a past that many American Jews were trying to distance themselves from. Second-generation survivors like me were caught in the middle—different, and treated differently, without understanding why. We grew up absorbing pain we didn’t yet have words for, sensing that we didn’t quite belong even among our own.
The Jewish community wanted the stories of Holocaust survivors—as proof, as defense, as a way to fight antisemitism. But they often didn’t want the survivors themselves, or the emotional aftermath we carried. Those stories were collected late, often only after they became culturally acceptable, even trendy. It made the community feel better. But did it help the survivors? Did it help their children? I’m not so sure.
Even as an adult, that wound never fully healed. I found a synagogue community later in life that I believed, for many years, embraced me. But in the end, when I needed emotional support the most, I received judgment and rejection. That experience brought me to the edge. It was the closest I ever came to taking my life. And it’s a time I still struggle to let go of. The hurt never goes away—especially remembering how close the consequences came. Instead of asking if I was okay, they chose judgment. And punishment.
For these people, it was always about them—their comfort, their image, their rules. It felt superficial. That’s why I’ve abandoned organized religion. There’s too much hypocrisy. I’ve come to understand that true spirituality doesn’t come from institutions. It comes from within. Being a good person comes from within. And that part of myself—I have found.
Still, even outside of religious institutions, the judgment followed me. Roughly twenty years ago, I had a painful exchange with the head of one such Holocaust remembrance group. When I spoke about my parents’ experiences and the legacy I carry, she challenged me—as if she knew more about the Holocaust than I did. She had no family connection at all—yet she saw herself as the expert, and me as the outsider. That moment has stayed with me. It captured the arrogance and emotional distance I’ve so often felt when trying to share my truth—not just with strangers, but with those who claim to remember. The ones who chant “Never Forget” and do nothing more.


Chapter 1: Before the Change
Before everything began to unravel, I was a thriving, high-functioning kid with an incredible memory, natural talents, and a family history few could imagine. 
I was thriving. I had a near-photographic memory. I could remember maps and directions at a glance. Everything on the blackboard in school stuck with me. If I read something once, I retained most of it. I hardly had to take notes. Academically, I excelled. I was confident, engaged, and sharp.
I loved music and performing. I was in band, orchestra, choir, and theater. I could memorize lines quickly and deliver them with ease. I loved being on stage. I wasn’t just comfortable in the spotlight—I thrived in it. My voice was strong, my presence natural, and I felt most alive when I was creating or performing.
Socially, I fit in. I had friends. I enjoyed group activities. I felt like I had a place in the world. My identity, while still forming, was rooted in competence and connection.
At home, things were quiet—but that quiet was normal to me. I didn’t realize I was living in the shadow of trauma. My parents didn’t talk about their pain, so I didn’t have a language for mine. I didn’t even know I had pain. I just knew that I wanted to be good, to do well, and not to cause trouble.
There was something unspoken in our house—an emotional absence. Looking back, I understand now that my parents were emotionally frozen in many ways. They had learned to survive by not feeling, not expressing, not remembering. And as a child, I absorbed that survival strategy like a sponge.
But none of that showed in my day-to-day life. I looked like a well-adjusted, capable, smart kid with a bright future. And maybe I was—for a while.
This chapter of my life—the thriving, high-performing child—is important. Because only by knowing how strong and alive I once felt can you truly understand what it meant to lose that. Everything changed around the age of 14. But before that, I was full of life.
I didn’t know then that I was carrying something invisible. Something passed down. Something unspoken. I didn’t know there was a weight on my back because I had never known life without it. And no one around me had the words or tools to help me see it.
This was the beginning. The time before the change. Before the symptoms. Before the silence deepened. Before I learned to survive by hiding who I was. And before I realized that surviving isn’t the same as living.


Chapter 2: The Inheritance of Silence
Silence wasn’t just the absence of words in my house — it was a presence. It filled the kitchen as my mother scrubbed the counters until her hands cracked. It echoed in the living room, a space so spotless and forbidden we might as well have put a sign on the door: No living allowed here.
My parents never spoke of the war. The past was a phantom that shaped every day but never had a name. They didn’t talk about what they lost, who they lost, or how the world they loved was burned to the ground. But that silence roared through our lives, louder than any words could have been.
As a young boy, I was bright and fearless. I loved attention. I raised my hand for every question, performed in every play, joined band, orchestra, choir, and theater. My voice was strong, my spirit even stronger. But then, seemingly overnight, everything changed.
Puberty arrived like a thief. My voice deepened, slowed, and with it, my confidence vanished. Words became stuck in my throat. I filled my sentences with ums and long pauses, terrified of sounding foolish. Kids, especially the jocks, mocked my low, slow drawling voice. I began to dread speaking up.
I stopped raising my hand. I dropped out of choir and theater. I moved from the front of the stage to the dark corners behind it. I became the A/V guy, running wires and projectors, building sound systems — always present but never seen. It felt safer to hide behind cables than to stand under the lights.
My photographic memory, once a point of pride, faded too. I used to remember pages word for word after one glance, but as I withdrew inward, that gift slipped away, leaving me feeling even more ordinary, even more lost.
At home, there was no refuge. My mother saw my joy and curiosity as threats. She resented my freedom, my laughter, my ability to be a child. She would tell me I didn’t know what it meant to suffer, that I had it “too good.”
She was a master of surveillance. She could tell exactly where I had walked by the indentations in the carpet or the smudge of a fingerprint on a table edge. The living room, with its comfortable furniture, was off-limits — a museum to a life we could never have.
Arguments with her ended the same way: her clutching her chest, crying that I was giving her a heart attack, blaming me for her pain. At first, these scenes terrified me. Later, I realized they were performances — manipulations. But by then, I had already learned to stay out of her way.
My brother, eight years older, was the golden child. Born in a displaced persons camp in Germany, he was the living bridge to the world they lost. She placed all her hopes on him. He was the future; I was the reminder that the past had slipped too far away.
High school became my countdown to freedom. I would stay at school late, join every club, and hang out at friends’ houses — anywhere but home. Many of my friends' mothers became my surrogate mothers, offering warmth and care I didn’t dare expect at home.
My father’s business became my sanctuary. On Saturdays and summers, I worked beside him. We didn’t need words. We shared quiet hours fixing things, moving through small tasks, and he would occasionally drop simple, profound truths about life. He didn’t criticize me. He didn’t question my worth. With him, I felt human.
But even in these spaces, I carried a constant hum of anxiety, a gnawing fear that I would be found lacking, that I would somehow betray the fragile peace I built around me.
I didn’t have a name for it then. Depression, trauma, inherited pain — those words were unknown to me. I thought I was simply defective, broken in ways no one else could understand. I believed that if I just achieved enough, fixed enough, pleased enough people, I might finally earn the right to exist.
Looking back now, I see it clearly. The boy who used to raise his hand and chase every spotlight was gone. In his place stood a young man who had learned to disappear while still being present, who had learned to smile and perform while dying inside.
That was the inheritance my parents never intended to pass down. And it was the silence that wrapped itself around every corner of my life, waiting for the day I would finally learn to name it.


Trip to Israel
I would turn 13 in July 1967. The plan always was that my bar mitzvah would be held in Israel. It would be a family reunion and a reunion for all the survivors from my parents hometowns in Poland who went to Israel after the war The six day war in June 1967 almost upended that trip. We made contingency plans to have my bar mitzvah in Syracuse if needed. But the was short and had no impact on our travels. 
The week after school ended, my mother and I flew to Israel to spend the whole summer there. My father could only break away for two weeks, so he came just ahead of my bar mitzvah in July. My brother was attending a exchange program at the University of Hawaii and that was extended to the summer in Taiwan. So he could not attend. 
The summer in Israel was one if not the happiest time of my life. Being there was so much different. At home, I felt alone, very few relatives and a very small family support network. In Israel, I had grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, friends of the family. In Israel survivors from the same towns and cities stayed connected. That extended the family feeling. The culture in Israel was also different. Because of the sacrifices made in the 1948 War of Independence, many holocaust survivors fought in that war, many died, and the never ending sniper and terrorist attacks, and constant threat of war, Israeli’s live for today. Families were very close, friendships were close, and they focused on enjoying and appreciating every moment of their life. Fun was the norm. So they worked hard to build and defend their country, but balanced that with living life to its fullest. Studies show that Holocaust survivors who went to Israel, had a much easier time integrating with society, and had fewer and much less severe emotional impact that lingered on.  
My bar mitzvah was one big happy party. But I did not know most of the people there, especially the friends from my parents hometowns. But everyone including my parents were happy and having a great time.  That made me feel great. 
I felt like a whole different person being with my family in Israel. At first my mother also seemed overjoyed to be there. But then she changed. She began to resent the lives their were  living. They joy and fun. Here younger sister was 10 when the war ended, so she did not remember much of the experience. She was like the opposite of my mother, warm, loving, fun. She enjoyed her life. My mother started resenting that. Her sister was living the life she was denied. So they started having arguments, and then had a total falling out where my mother refused to talk to her or see her. We were rotating where we stayed between my grandparents and each of my mother’s sisters. We were no longer rotating our stay with her younger sister. She did not pull me into it. I went to see my aunt, cousins and uncle whenever I wanted and my mother made no issue out of it. My aunt was also hurt by my mothers behavior,  I could tell. 
Sundenly it was mid August and time to go home. Deep down I did not want to leave. We said our goodbyes in tears. Something I rarely did other than child crying. Lots of hugging and embracing. My uncle drove us to the airport and it was a quiet ride. Then I suddenly broke out crying like I have never cried before. And I couldn’t stop. I have never cried like that before or since. Even when my parents passed away, I cried, but not like that. 
We were back in Syracuse and school started. But things were different. I was not feeling myself. I started feeling lonely. I started to feel sick. I was having stomach pains and burning, headaches, and was not thinking as clear as I used to. I went to different doctors who did examinations, and tests and could not find anything wrong with me. The called it nerves and told my parents and me that it will pass. 
My mother started to change dramatically. She became more angry at life in general, other people and started taking it out on me. I would come home from school and tell her about my day and she would get made at me. I started hearing that I had it too good, I did not know what real suffering is like, and that life is not about having fun or doing what you enjoy. Sometimes she would start reflecting very bitterly about the childhood she lost, and the life she lost and would never have. And somehow it was now all my fault. I was now perceived as just an American Jew to her, no longer her son. I would hear how much I disrespected her, upset her, and on and on. I could not figure out what I was doing wrong. And soon after school became the two of us arguing. And then my mother would say, “oh my god you’re giving me a heart attach” and she would clench her chest as she was having a heart attack. And when I shut up, she was fine. At first this scared the shit out of me. Then I realized after many repeating times it was not real. My way of coping with this was not coming home from school. I would stay for afterschool activities or go to friend’s houses. Some of my friend’s mothers became surrogate mothers to me. I would then come home for dinner when I knew my father would be home. 
There were time when she told my father that I yelled at her and was disrespectful. I never got to tell my side of the story. My father would get made and scold me, sometimes ground me. That made me even angrier at my mother. I felt like I hated her. And I believed she hated me. 
My emotional and phyisicalk decline continued. My near photographic memory was deteriorating. I could no longer look at things or read things and remember. My processing of things got messed up. My hearing was 100% fine, but if people just interrupted whatever I was doing to say something to me, I could not process it unless I had my full attention on what they were saying. I would then say what or could you repeat that, and focus on their words. Then I could process it. I still have to do that to this day. I became terrified of attention or being in the spotlight. While I used to love being on stage for music or theater, I was now terrified of it. I would shake and hear my heart pounding when I had to speak in from of the class, or when I knew people were watching me. Part of this may have been puberty but not all. My voice got much deeper and my speech got slower. I had to think ahead about what I was going to say before I said anything. I could no longer hold a tune or sing. Some kids would mock out my changed voice. The headaches became more prevalent as headaches almost all the time. Even my hair started to hurt. I stopped wearing hats because that made the pain worse. And my personality flipped. I became an extreme introvert and no longer the kid who loved attention and spoke too much. By the end of 8th grade I was a totally different person than I was in 7th grade, before we went to Israel. Doctors would not take anything I was telling them seriously. So I learned to cope with it. If the pain cannot be stopped I learned how to just ignore it and carry on. Like living next to a railroad track you don’t hear the noise anymore. I dropped out of band, orchestra and choir and got involved with the A/V club. I like working with projectors and equipment and it was a behind the scenes thing to do. It created no attention. I focused on overperforming and building my identity around roles I had to play, jobs I had to do, whatever I needed to do to succeed. And I was successful at doing that. But it sucked a lot of emotional and physical energy out of me. It was exhausting. I also found that physical activity made me feel worse, mental activity made me feel better. So I avoided athletics and focused on school. I decided to become an engineer. Because that challenged me mentally I was very successful as an engineer. 



Chapter 3: The Lost Child
By the time I reached high school, the bright, curious boy I once was had become a ghost. I moved through the halls as if wearing an invisible cloak — present but unseen, always on guard.
I stopped performing. I stopped raising my hand. I stopped trying to be known. The theater, music, and performance spaces that once felt like home now felt like threats, reminders of the vulnerability I no longer dared to risk.
At home, the divide between my mother and me only deepened. She criticized everything — how I sat, how I ate, how I spoke, even how I breathed. She hated my silence, yet any words I spoke seemed to enrage her more. It felt like living inside a house wired with tripwires, every step risking an explosion.
My brother had already left for college by then. Eight years older, he lived in a different universe, far away from the daily storms. We never built the bond brothers might. He was the golden child, the obedient one, the son who fulfilled her hopes. I was the American child — the soft one, the disappointment.
After school, I avoided home as long as I could. I’d roam the neighborhood or stay at school, finding comfort in empty hallways or borrowed spaces. I often ended up at friends’ houses, where their mothers would welcome me with warmth I didn’t dare expect at home. I clung to those fleeting kindnesses, small lifelines in an otherwise cold world.
At home, my mother would remind me I didn’t understand what it meant to suffer. “You don’t know what real hardship is,” she’d say, her voice sharp with resentment. She believed my happiness was proof of my weakness, my freedom proof of my ingratitude.
She had survived in hiding, living like an animal, always ready to run or disappear. Her trauma left no room for joy. If I laughed too loud, she’d snap: “Stop acting like a fool.” If I dared to feel proud, she’d find a way to deflate it. When I won the Student Council Leadership Award at graduation — a moment that should have been a triumph — she questioned how someone “better” didn’t get it instead.
The constant emotional landmines shaped me. I learned to avoid conflict by avoiding expression altogether. I developed a hyper-awareness of others’ moods, scanning for danger, adjusting my behavior to keep the peace. I learned to be invisible in plain sight — to achieve just enough to stay safe, but never so much that I might attract attention or provoke envy.
When I finally left for college, I believed freedom awaited me. But freedom is not a place; it’s a state of mind. I carried my mother’s voice with me, echoing in every decision, every relationship, every quiet moment alone.
In college, I continued my pattern of overachievement — lobbying for engineering curriculum changes, pushing for student spaces, always trying to prove my worth through action. But no matter what I accomplished, the gnawing emptiness remained.
I didn’t understand then that I was chasing love and approval I would never find in awards or accolades. I didn’t know that you can’t outrun the ghosts that live inside you.
Looking back now, I see that I was not just a lost child — I was a child trying desperately to earn the right to exist, to be loved, to simply be enough. And for decades, that silent chase defined every part of my life.


Chapter 3: Disappearing in Plain Sight
College was supposed to be my escape. I imagined it as a place where I could finally become myself, free from my mother’s sharp words and her constant surveillance. But you don’t leave your shadows behind just because you cross a new threshold — you carry them with you.
At college, I threw myself into action. I became the student who lobbied the dean for curriculum changes, who worked to create Engineering House in the dorms, who helped build a student lab funded by the College of Engineering. It was my way of staying ahead of the internal voice telling me I wasn’t enough.
Achievement became my armor. As long as I was fixing problems, leading projects, and helping others, I felt safe. If I was busy, I didn’t have to hear the echoes of my mother’s criticism or the emptiness that grew louder in quiet moments.
But inside, I was still that boy terrified to raise his hand. Every decision carried the weight of needing to prove my worth. Every conversation felt like a test. I measured my value by external milestones, always moving the goalpost just out of reach.
After college, I began my long career at Eastman Kodak. In my 26 years there, I rose to become a supervisor, then a manager. I pushed for fairness and fought against discrimination. I mentored people from marginalized backgrounds — women, Black employees, Jews, Hispanics — helping them rise into roles even greater than mine.
From the outside, I looked like a champion of justice, an engaged leader, someone who cared deeply for others. And it was true. But underneath, I still believed I was only worthy if I was fighting for someone else, if I was making myself useful, if I was hiding behind their needs.
In meetings, people would say, “You don’t speak up much, but when you do, it’s always worth listening.” The truth? I was terrified to speak. My words came slowly. I had to carefully construct every sentence in my head before it left my lips. My mother’s voice still lived there, telling me I was wrong before I even began.
When Kodak began its decline, I left and bought an automotive business — a new chance, another way to prove my worth. I built the business around fairness, especially to women and seniors who were so often taken advantage of. We became the first automotive business in Rochester to win the Business Ethics Award. We earned national certification as a female-friendly shop. In 2015, I was named Independent Auto Repair Shop Owner of the Year by a national industry magazine.
Yet through all this, I never felt like I did enough. Successes evaporated as quickly as they came. Each achievement was followed by the same hollow question: “What next? How do I prove it again?”
Even the greatest moments were fleeting. I was asked to become the first male board member of two women’s organizations in Rochester. It should have felt like vindication. But instead, I felt like an imposter waiting to be unmasked.
My personal life mirrored my professional struggles. I carried the same pattern into friendships and relationships. I feared intimacy yet craved it desperately. I avoided conflict yet longed to be seen and heard. I chose partners and friends who mirrored the criticism and emotional distance I grew up with. Without realizing it, I gravitated toward familiar pain because it felt safer than unknown kindness.
Looking back, I see how much of my life I spent performing — not on a stage, but in every interaction, every choice. I became an expert at disappearing in plain sight: the helpful one, the fixer, the achiever, the one who always showed up for others but never truly for himself.
It took decades before I understood that disappearing was never about humility or selflessness. It was survival. And beneath it all, there was still a boy hoping that if he just did enough, he might finally be allowed to exist without apology.


Chapter 4: The Mask of Achievement
Achievement became my currency — my way of buying moments of self-worth. It wasn’t about trophies or public recognition. It was about silencing the inner voice that told me I didn’t matter.
After Kodak and my automotive business, I took on roles that allowed me to step into the community spotlight — but always through the lens of service. I didn’t want the focus on me as a person; I wanted it on the cause, on the people I was helping.
When I joined my synagogue’s board, I spent ten years shaping its future: three years as Vice President of Finance and four years as President. Those four years as president were some of the happiest of my life. I felt purpose, connection, and the fragile glow of belonging I had been chasing since childhood.
But even in joy, I wore the mask. The careful words. The constant checking: Was I pleasing enough? Was I useful enough? Was I safe from rejection?
Years later, I returned as Executive Director — what I thought was my dream role, the final piece of belonging. The first year and a half were filled with meaning. But everything changed when a new board president arrived. The environment turned toxic, poisoned by power struggles and manipulation.
I fell from the highest emotional high to the lowest emotional low. The joy drained out of me. The old feelings of worthlessness came roaring back, stronger than ever. The isolation was crushing. I realized that many people I thought were close friends — some for decades — cared only for their comfort, not for me. No one stood up for me when I needed them most.
I walked out to protect my life. I was so close to ending it that I knew leaving was the only option. In that moment, I saw clearly how fragile my foundation was — built on external approval, on being needed, on performing.
I began to question everything I thought I knew about community, faith, and connection. I saw organized religion for what it too often is: a performance, a place where power games play out behind the curtain of spirituality. I saw clergy focused more on ego and privilege than on compassion and service.
My entire life, I had worn the mask of the fixer, the helper, the one who could carry everyone’s burdens but his own. It kept me alive, but it also kept me from truly living.
Through it all, I found some light in my advocacy work — especially my time as board president of a domestic violence and abuse organization. Together with a survivor who broke her own cycle, we created the Survivor Intervention Model. It wasn’t just about keeping victims safe for a night; it was about helping them understand why they returned to abusive partners, breaking the cycle at its root. It worked for over 80% of participants.
Yet even knowing the power of trauma-informed approaches, I resisted seeking that help for myself. I believed I was strong enough to manage alone. That if I kept helping others, I didn’t have to face my own darkness.
But the mask of achievement cannot hold forever. Behind it was a man still searching for love he didn’t believe he deserved, still haunted by the echoes of a mother’s judgment and a father’s silent sorrow.
It took me decades to understand that achievement, as beautiful and meaningful as it can be, was also my armor. And as long as I clung to it, I remained a prisoner of the very wounds I thought I had outrun.


Chapter 5: The Weight of Silence (and Sound)
At work, I wasn’t silent. I was focused. Methodical. Quietly bold.
In my early years as an engineer, I was haunted by feelings of never being good enough, always comparing myself to colleagues. But over time, I realized I was outperforming most of them. I put deep thought into every design, every decision, every solution. My work wasn’t about flash or bravado — it was about function, precision, and integrity.
What I built, worked.
I grew into a role where I became the “fixer” — the one called in when other engineers’ designs failed. I surrounded myself with people who were the best at what they did. I focused on creating real teamwork and supporting one another, rather than competing for individual credit.
While others sought recognition, I was driven by the challenge itself. Slowly, I started to see that maybe — just maybe — I did know my stuff.
I rose quickly, moving from contributing engineer to senior engineer, then to project manager, and eventually department manager. At Kodak, this was no small feat. It often took decades to advance, but by 34, I was already a manager — almost unheard of at Kodak at that time.
At work, I developed a good sense of humor. I learned to lighten tense meetings, to defuse conflicts without aggression, to motivate without intimidation. People trusted me because I didn’t use my voice to control — I used it to build.
In public, I appeared confident and competent. But privately, I was still the same insecure self — always revisiting and second-guessing everything I said and did. Every meeting replayed in my mind, every conversation analyzed and picked apart.
At work, I found structure, purpose, and a sense of control I never felt at home. I could measure my value through outcomes, through the success of a project, through a machine that ran perfectly.
But in my personal life, the weight of silence returned. In my marriage, comments and criticisms mirrored the emotional dynamics I had grown up with. I was told I sat too much, talked too little or too much, took things too seriously, didn’t take enough initiative, was too loud, too soft, too careful, too careless. At work, I was the problem solver; at home, I felt like the problem.
I carried these two worlds inside me: the accomplished professional who could be trusted to fix anything, and the silent, insecure man who never felt enough.
It was a strange dual existence. In one sphere, I felt valued, respected, and strong. In the other, I felt small and fragile. Yet I kept going — because work gave me a place where I could exist without shame, a place where my voice mattered and my presence had weight.
I knew I had to overcome my internal fears if I wanted to truly succeed. One of the most important lessons my father taught me was simple but powerful: when facing something painful or uncomfortable, act quickly and get it over with. He would tell me, “If the water is cold, don’t ease in slowly. Just jump. The longer you drag it out, the more it hurts.”
I carried that philosophy everywhere. If I had to do something uncomfortable, I would push myself to be first in line, to confront it head-on rather than let the dread consume me.
I applied this mindset to one of my biggest fears: public speaking. My instinct was to avoid it completely. But I knew I couldn’t stay hidden forever. So I signed up for public speaking classes. I took the Dale Carnegie program. I volunteered for leadership roles and speaking opportunities — situations that terrified me — so I could face the fear directly.
And it worked. Slowly, speech by speech, meeting by meeting, I reclaimed a piece of myself. I found that while the fear never fully disappeared, it became something I could live with, something I could use rather than something that used me.
These choices didn’t erase the deep undercurrent of insecurity or the physical symptoms that haunted me. But they proved to me that I wasn’t entirely powerless. Even when my body and mind betrayed me, I could still choose action. I could still move forward.


Chapter 6: Love, Dating, and the Invisible Rules
This chapter explores my evolving experience with love, self-worth, and the hidden rules that shaped my relationships.
My mother was a nurturing and attentive parent when I was young. She even rode the bus with me on my first day of kindergarten and waited to ride it home with me. We watched soap operas together before I started school. But as I grew older, she became increasingly unhappy. She gravitated more toward my brother, who had been born in a Displaced Persons camp and symbolized their survival. I was born in America. Over time, she saw me not as a survivor's child, but as an American child. And she tried to control that.
Love, for me, was never simple. It came wrapped in silent expectations and invisible rules that shaped every choice I made.
From an early age, my mother made it clear: the greatest betrayal would be to marry a non-Jew, especially a Catholic. This wasn’t just about religion for her — it was survival, revenge, and the preservation of a lineage almost wiped from the earth. She carried the Holocaust in every word and demanded that her sons be the proof that Hitler did not win.
Growing up, I never felt accepted by my peers in the Jewish community. I was mocked for my parents' heavy accents and for my father’s work in the “junk business.” Even in religious school, I was treated like an outsider, constantly reminded that I didn’t quite belong. It left a deep imprint — a sense that I was somehow defective, that no matter what I did, I could never measure up.
After graduation from college, feeling both hopeful and uncertain, wondering if I was truly ready or just going through the motions, I moved into my own apartment after living with multiple roommates. I wanted to finally be on my own. One of my neighbors started to show an interest in me. I would work on my car in the parking lot, and she would come out and talk to me. She invited me over often to hang out. We started as good friends, and eventually it turned into something more. She was the first woman who had ever shown interest in me.
She was fun, spontaneous, and never judged me. Being with her felt like fun for the first time in my life. She wouldn't let me hide or stay in my shell. But there were issues: she wasn’t Jewish, she was eight years older than me, and she drank heavily. Through her, at least four of my friends from college met their future wives — she seemed to be at the center of every social circle, the person everyone wanted to know and be around. But out of everyone, she chose me.
Our relationship was a constant cycle of breaking up and getting back together. My parents knew I was dating her but never met her. When they visited me, I spent the time with them alone. When I visited them, she was never included. Looking back, I realize how much I distanced her from my family and how unfair that was. I was a real jerk at times, and yet she continued to put up with me.
There were also legitimate issues. She lost her job several times and would guilt me back into the relationship out of sympathy. Her drinking convinced me she couldn't control her dependence on alcohol. Eventually, we did break up for what I thought was for good. But loneliness crept in, and on impulse, I got back together with her and even proposed. I called my parents to tell them. Their response was not happy, but they also said they weren’t surprised.
I was immediately overwhelmed with fear that I had made a huge mistake. I confided in a few close friends, who helped me see the truth and supported my decision to break off the engagement. I did. And even after that, we remained friends.
After that, I started using dating services and placing personal ads in the local newspaper. I went on many dates, but most were not fun. Often, I had no interest in the women I met for various reasons. Many of them were interested in me and wanted to continue seeing each other, but my answer was usually no. Meanwhile, the women I did like would turn down my requests for second dates. I became frustrated with the entire dating scene and decided I wouldn’t renew my subscriptions.
In the very last week my personal ad ran, I received a letter that caught my attention like no other. She was Jewish, like some of the others, but something felt different. At first, I thought she was too young — many of my worst dates had been with younger women who seemed immature and made me feel even more disconnected. But I kept reading her letter over and over. My interest grew each time.
She wrote that she worked odd hours and to call anytime. It was St. Patrick's Day, 1983. Back then, we used landline phones, and answering machines weren’t common yet. I called her a few times that evening, but there was no answer. Finally, sometime after 11 PM, she picked up. She had just returned from being out with friends, and while I could tell she was surprised by the late call, she stayed on the line. We talked for about 15–20 minutes and agreed to a date the very next evening, after work.
I picked her up on Friday evening. We went to a well-known club, got a table, ordered drinks, and talked for a long time. I then asked if she’d like to get dinner, and she said yes. We went to a Chinese restaurant I liked. Over dinner, the conversation flowed easily. Afterward, I asked if she wanted to see a movie, and she agreed again. We ended up watching Tootsie — of all movies! The whole night felt like one of the best dates I’d ever had. When I dropped her off, I asked if she wanted to see each other again, and she gave a sincere yes. I told her I would call.
That night marked a turning point — a rare moment where I felt seen, chosen, and genuinely hopeful. It reminded me what was possible when the invisible rules began to loosen, even just a little. In that moment, I dared to imagine a future where love might feel simple, where I might finally be allowed to just be myself.
I did not notice it at the time, but I would constantly change the kids I was close friends with or hung out with going back to junior high. It seemed as people got too close to me or I started feeling a bond, I would find other kids to be friends with. By the time I got to high school, I had friends, but when they became close friends, I moved on.
I learned to adapt to the changes I was going through, even the physical. I was sent to different doctors who did tests and all concluded there was nothing wrong with me. They called it nerves.
I woke up every day of my life with symptoms I didn’t understand. Aches that had no diagnosis. Exhaustion that sleep never cured. Fear that hid behind a smile. I learned to hide it all—from my parents, from my friends, and eventually, even from myself. That was my way of coping: bury it, ignore it, and push forward.
I believe that part of me was inherited from my father. He was stubborn. Determined. He didn’t give up. He taught me that pain doesn’t get to win. And so, for most of my life, I appeared to be doing just fine. I earned degrees. Had a successful engineering career. I even became a business owner and later worked in nonprofits. From the outside, I looked like someone who had it all together.
But inside, I was exhausted. Carrying this weight every day takes everything out of you. I learned to compartmentalize my emotions. I became the person I needed to be at work, in social situations, and at home. I played the roles well. But I never really knew who I was. And the truth is, I still don’t.
Over the years, I found that when I didn’t have to do something, I didn’t want to. I needed rest—not just physical, but emotional. My mind became my refuge. Physical activity made me feel worse. Thinking, writing, problem-solving—those things made me feel alive again. That’s probably why I thrived as an engineer and why writing has become so important to me now.
For many years, my symptoms calmed. After my business experience, though, they began to worsen again. And more recently, they have become the worst they’ve ever been. I find myself back in that place of pain and confusion, and now with something heavier: suicidal thoughts. I don’t say that for shock value. I say it because it’s the truth. And yet, I still get up. I still push forward. I still do what needs to be done.
There was a time when I couldn’t hug people. Physical affection scared me. It wasn’t just discomfort—it was fear. My parents never showed affection to each other in front of me. I can’t remember ever seeing them kiss. Many survivor marriages were built out of survival itself. People who had lost everything found each other in the aftermath. They didn’t have time to build a relationship; they had to rebuild a life. It was more like a duty than a romance. Over time, they may have grown to love each other in their own way, but it wasn’t the love of soulmates. At least, that’s how it felt to me. My father lived in his world—his business. My mother lived in hers—the house and raising us.
Food was one example. She told me what I liked and didn’t like, what I would and wouldn’t eat. Her cooking was traditional. The first time I had spaghetti and meatballs at a friend’s house, I didn’t even know what it was. I hesitated, but when I tasted it, I loved it. When I told my mother, she didn’t know how to make it, but bought me Chef Boyardee every so often, while the rest of the family ate her usual meals.
By the time I entered high school, I had already become an expert at masking who I really was. On the surface, I looked like a model student. I had plenty of friends, got involved in clubs, ran for student council, played clarinet in the band, joined the debate team, and even acted in school plays. I kept myself busy, active, and well-liked. But none of it showed the real me. I made sure of that.
What no one saw—what I didn't even understand myself—was that I lived in constant fear. I had become a master at compartmentalizing my emotions, learning how to suppress the confusion, pain, and emptiness that lived inside me. I adapted to the expectations around me by becoming whatever others needed me to be. I didn’t know who I was beneath the performance.
What I did know, even then, was that I could never let people get too close. I couldn’t explain why, but the moment someone began to see through the surface, I pulled away. I did this over and over—starting all the way back in junior high. I’d form a friendship, begin to feel something like a bond, and then—without drama—I’d drift away and start spending time with someone else. I didn’t recognize it at the time as avoidance. It was just how I functioned.
During my junior year, the pattern became impossible to ignore. I once again started to form real connections—a few friends I began to trust, to let in, to feel safe with. But that same wall would rise again. Without realizing it, I found myself making excuses, avoiding them, changing lunch tables or clubs, and gradually disappearing from those relationships. I didn’t know what intimacy felt like, and it terrified me.
Looking back, I realize I compartmentalized every part of my life. I had my work self, my social self, my private self. None of them felt entirely real. I could be the friendly coworker, the problem-solver, the high achiever—but none of it touched the core of who I was. I didn’t even know who that was.
Then I met the woman who would become my wife. We met in 1983. I was almost 30. We talked for the first time on St. Patrick’s Day. We dated for a few months and got married that October. On the outside, it looked like a fairy tale. But inside, I was still holding everything in.
I had never shared my demons with her. Not really. We were both introverted. We didn’t talk much about feelings. That actually made things feel comfortable—or at least familiar. For a while, it seemed to work. But I wasn’t fully present. I had learned to live in fragments. And when you don’t know who you are, it’s hard to let someone truly love you.
Still, I functioned. I succeeded. I did what was expected. That had always been my way. But the weight never left. It was always there, just beneath the surface.
We were back in Syracuse and school started. But things were different. I was not feeling myself. I started feeling lonely. I started to feel sick. I was having stomach pains and burning, headaches, and was not thinking as clear as I used to. I went to different doctors who did examinations, and tests and could not find anything wrong with me. The called it nerves and told my parents and me that it will pass. 
My mother started to change dramatically. She became more angry at life in general, other people and started taking it out on me. I would come home from school and tell her about my day and she would get made at me. I started hearing that I had it too good, I did not know what real suffering is like, and that life is not about having fun or doing what you enjoy. Sometimes she would start reflecting very bitterly about the childhood she lost, and the life she lost and would never have. And somehow it was now all my fault. I was now perceived as just an American Jew to her, no longer her son. I would hear how much I disrespected her, upset her, and on and on. I could not figure out what I was doing wrong. And soon after school became the two of us arguing. And then my mother would say, “oh my god you’re giving me a heart attach” and she would clench her chest as she was having a heart attack. And when I shut up, she was fine. At first this scared the shit out of me. Then I realized after many repeating times it was not real. My way of coping with this was not coming home from school. I would stay for afterschool activities or go to friend’s houses. Some of my friend’s mothers became surrogate mothers to me. I would then come home for dinner when I knew my father would be home. 
There were time when she told my father that I yelled at her and was disrespectful. I never got to tell my side of the story. My father would get made and scold me, sometimes ground me. That made me even angrier at my mother. I felt like I hated her. And I believed she hated me. 
My emotional and phyisicalk decline continued. My near photographic memory was deteriorating. I could no longer look at things or read things and remember. My processing of things got messed up. My hearing was 100% fine, but if people just interrupted whatever I was doing to say something to me, I could not process it unless I had my full attention on what they were saying. I would then say what or could you repeat that, and focus on their words. Then I could process it. I still have to do that to this day. I became terrified of attention or being in the spotlight. While I used to love being on stage for music or theater, I was now terrified of it. I would shake and hear my heart pounding when I had to speak in from of the class, or when I knew people were watching me. Part of this may have been puberty but not all. My voice got much deeper and my speech got slower. I had to think ahead about what I was going to say before I said anything. I could no longer hold a tune or sing. Some kids would mock out my changed voice. The headaches became more prevalent as headaches almost all the time. Even my hair started to hurt. I stopped wearing hats because that made the pain worse. And my personality flipped. I became an extreme introvert and no longer the kid who loved attention and spoke too much. By the end of 8th grade I was a totally different person than I was in 7th grade, before we went to Israel. Doctors would not take anything I was telling them seriously. So I learned to cope with it. If the pain cannot be stopped I learned how to just ignore it and carry on. Like living next to a railroad track you don’t hear the noise anymore. I dropped out of band, orchestra and choir and got involved with the A/V club. I like working with projectors and equipment and it was a behind the scenes thing to do. It created no attention. I focused on overperforming and building my identity around roles I had to play, jobs I had to do, whatever I needed to do to succeed. And I was successful at doing that. But it sucked a lot of emotional and physical energy out of me. It was exhausting. I also found that physical activity made me feel worse, mental activity made me feel better. So I avoided athletics and focused on school. I decided to become an engineer. Because that challenged me mentally I was very successful as an engineer. 
After my father sold his business and retired in 1980, my parents moved from Syracuse to Florida and resettled there. While my parents would visit us and we visited them, my relationship with my mother was still the same. We did not like each other, and we never got along.

[bookmark: _Hlk205289666]I married my wife, Janet, in 1983. Our son, David, was born in 1987; our daughter, Sandi, in 1991. After my father sold his business and retired in 1980, my parents moved from Syracuse to Florida and resettled there. While my parents would visit us and we visited them, my relationship with my mother was still the same. We did not like each other, and we never got along.

In September 1988, my father had a cerebral hemorrhage. He never recovered. While he was not in a coma, he could only move his eyes around. He could not communicate, and he could not move. He would sometimes attempt to move his lips, but he could not. We had no idea if he was aware of things. If he was, it had to be absolute hell for him. He spent three months in a treatment facility and then moved to a nursing home. My mother was with him every single day from early morning to evening. He passed away in October 1989, at the age of seventy. In his last ten years, he aged. The toll of the Holocaust and his demanding work in his business showed. It shortened his life. My father’s death hit me hard, but I would not let my emotions out. Looking back, I did not deal with mourning his loss. I blocked it.

After my father’s death, whenever my mother would visit us, or vice versa, we got into worse arguments. But now, it was me starting them. I kept my grief and emotions about my father’s death locked up. My release was being mean to her. At that point, I blamed her for all my problems, just like she blamed me for hers.
 
I never tried to inﬂuence her relationship with David and Sandi. Ironically, things repeated themselves. My mother adored David and would shower him with affection, but she never became close to Sandi and seemed to shun her. It was like my
brother and me all over again in the next generation.

In the year 2000, I was heading for another emotional crash, but this time, I knew it. Kodak was in a tailspin. I reported to the worst manager I ever had in my career. The project I was working on was a management disaster from the start, destined to fail. 

Janet and I were having conﬂicts. She could never understand why I could never “open up,” and her questions started reminding me of the constant criticism from my mother. She started pushing my “hot buttons,” and I would react. That was not good for either of us. I was stressed out, exhausted, and I felt a meltdown coming. I knew enough from the last time that I could not let that happen
and needed help. My primary care physician put me on anti- anxiety medication to provide immediate help. He also referred me to a new psychiatrist.
This time, I received both counseling and speciﬁc medication geared to the depression I suffered. The medication had a faster effect, but the counseling was effective over time. This time, we removed the padlock and peeled back all the armor. I started to understand what was inside my head, the triggers, and what I needed to change regarding my thinking and behaviors. It took a couple of years to make considerable progress. I also learned and understood why my mother behaved the way she did. For the ﬁrst time, I realized it was not me! She was ill. I came to peace with myself and her.
I was fortunate that while I had depression and my mother signiﬁcantly inﬂuenced my emotions and thinking, so did my father. Even with my insecurities and emotional problems, I have always been goal-oriented and forward-thinking like him. I am stubborn and determined, like him. I always had a destination I wanted to reach and never gave up. Another thing he taught me was to confront my fears. Doing that minimizes the pain. The example he gave was going into the chilly water. Many people hate the cold and go into the water slowly, suffering the pain of the frigid water with each move. Those who confront the chilly water jump in, and the pain is quickly over, replaced by feeling refreshed. Even with depression, I faced the non-emotional things that I feared. I always jumped into the water. I was terriﬁed of public speaking and knew that I had to overcome that to achieve my career goals. I had to jump in the water. So, I took Dale Carnegie and other public speaking classes. That part of my father’s inﬂuence helped me successfully get through life, even with the anchor of depression holding me down.

My father also gave me a solid ethical compass. He always did
what was right, no matter the consequences. He instilled that quality in me. As I look back at my life, I have never sold myself out and have always stood up for what is right, even when doing so has had negative consequences.One thing I have learned about depression is that it rewires your brain. You can never get all the wiring back to what it was. Like other therapies and addiction, you manage things but never fully recover. You learn there is only one person who controls your feelings and behaviors, and that is you. But you must keep working on it. At best, you can minimize depression, or it lies dormant, as it can come back at any time. And when it does, you must deal with it, or it will overwhelm you again. There are still days when I feel depressed. There are days I still feel unhappy. But I catch it and snap out of it. I know I must jump into the chilly water and get rid of the fear and discomfort. I know I can manage it today.

As much as I try, there are two sensitivities I will never overcome. One is being micromanaged. The other is being with anyone who unjustly and constantly criticizes and ﬁnds fault with others, including me. No matter how hard I try not to let those sensitivities get to me, they always will. My brain is wired to push back and ﬁght whenever I hear or perceive someone treating me or others like my mother did. That is one scar that will never heal. My life would have been different had I understood my mental health earlier and received help earlier. I do not regret my life; I would not be who I am today without it. What I do regret is not spending more time with my family. Janet, David, and Sandi deserved more of my time and engagement. My overachiever
mindset made work and other things a higher priority too often.
I also made a foolish, impulsive business decision after volunteering to be laid off at Kodak in 2006. I bought a used car sales and repair business in 2007. I was always a car enthusiast. Being in the car business was a dream I had had for many years. That is an extremely high overhead business. Car sales declined nationwide, and I did not see the 2008 economic crash coming. To keep the doors open, I incurred a large amount of debt. I almost lost everything.
The stress I felt was overwhelming, but I did not feel broken. One day, I was sitting in my ofﬁce, ﬁguring out what bills I could afford to pay. My mother came back to mind. I thought about her comments that I did not know real suffering and enduring
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extreme hardship. At that moment, I realized she was right. I never really did until then. Even ﬁghting depression was not anywhere close to ﬁxing that business mess. I began to think of it as my battle as a partisan. It was my battle for survival. Instead of thinking about bankruptcy, I focused on the things in my control to turn the business around. The determination my father instilled in me kicked in.

I beat the near-impossible odds of turning that mess around. In 2018, I was able to sell the business. In the end, I came close to at least breaking even for the eleven years of effort I put into it. That was a win. That was my “miracle through hell”! Somehow, that unwise decision was meant to be. I did have it too good for most of my life. That experience tested me to my limits. I now understand suffering and genuine hardship in ways I never had before. My mother was no longer alive during this time, but I believe she would have been proud of me.
My father had an uncle that came to syracuse ny in the late 1890s to escape the russian programs in poland. he later brought 3 sisters over. my father's father was married three times. this uncle and three aunts were with his first wife. she passed away from illness and he remarried a younger woman and had a daughter with her. she later passed away and he again remarried a younger woman. my fathrs father was their child. he was almost a generation younger than the aunts and uncles that originally came over. uncle sam wanted to bring him to the us but he was just starting his life and family, his wife had a large family she wanted to remain with so he chose to remain in poland. my father as a teenager wanted to leave poland because of the immense Jew hate and planned to do that when he was older. After liberation my father, his brother were the only survivors from their large family. They had the task to write their uncle themselves for the first time to let him know their fate and the fate of the rest of the family expressing the hope they could join what remained of the family in the US. Later my father and mother met. Note add in pogrom in sokoly and how they met. They married and had my brother in a displaced persons camp. My mother obviously joined my father in the move to Syracuse ny along with my brother who was 9 months old. My mother, her parents and two sisters and several cousins were the only survivors from her family. Her entire family went to what was then Palestine. So my mother was separated from her family. She had an uncle and a few relatives in the US. But it had to add to her trauma to have lived the horrors with her immediate family and then be separated from them My brother was part of the past my parents came to America with. I was born in 1954 and was a 1st generation American. So I was more protected from their past. My brother knew more about what happened than I did. But we were 8 years apart and never had the opportunity to develop a close relationship or talk about these things. My mother was a good loving mother in my early years. I remember her taking me downtown at least one Saturday a month to shop with her. She did not drive at that time (she later did get her driver’s license) so we would take the bus. My brother was already too old to want to do this. These Satudays were special to me. Just the two of us. I loved hamburgers, fries and a coke and she always took me to Woolworths, McCrory’s, and other lunch bars of that time for my favorite treat. She would get me fresh peanuts or popcorn from the street carts. And I would tag along as she shopped or just looked around. I always looked forward to those Saturdays. Before I started school, I would sit and watch soap operas with my mother. I was too young to understand them, but it was time together. When I started kindergarten she did the strange thing of riding the bus with me, the only parent to do so. She was afraid of separation anxiety since back then there was no trial run on the school bus or advance visit to kindergarten. She remained outside the classroom and I remember her peeking in through the door window occasionally. At the same time my mother always had a stronger bond with my brother. I had a stronger bond with my father. My mother has high expectations for my brother, she wanted him to be a medical MD. She would hound him about it, long before his college years. He had immense pressure on him for school performance and grades. He was a straight A student all through school. In my mother’s mind he could do no wrong. She would call him brilliant. When it came to college he decided (I think actually years before) that we would not become an MD. For the first time ever, I saw my mother furious with him. My father worked very hard and was focused on his business. He had purchased a junk yard in 1953 and it was a constant struggle. While we were not poor, we were not well off. He was able to make ends meet. His original location was in the 15th ward of Syracuse. It was both the Jewish and black center of the city. Jewish and black businesses coexisted. Whites and blacks got along. It was safe to wander around, even as a young kid. Many times a black family living next to my father’s business would baby sit me when my mother had things to do. While we lived in another part of the city where the next generation of Jews from the 15th ward moved to, the 15th ward was more vibrant and exciting. All the Jewish bakeries, deli’s, butcheres, grocery stores, tailors, barbers, clothing stores and all the junk yards were in the 15th ward. My father would take my brother and me to the different delis all the time. Everyone knew each other, black and white. But like most other cities, urban renewal was in the works. Two new highways were being built, Routes 81 and 690. And they both merged and went through the 15th ward. The project required literally the entire 15th ward to be torn down. When completed, there was either highway or empty lots. No evidence that the 15th ward ever existed remained. The mutual connection between whites and black was destroyed. Many of the businesses went out of business rather than relocate. The black community was hurt far worse than the Jews. While everyone was paid for their property, most of the people who lived in the 15th ward rented. While the 15th Ward was an old neighborhood with older run down houses, it was a neighborhood that thrived. Jews moved and created a new Jewish area on the east side of the city. My father relocated his business to an industrial are that actually made the business more successful. Blacks had to move to slum areas and most of the black businesses never relocated, they closed. This was a double strike by the city and federal government. They were able to destroy a vibrant black community and Jewish community in one swoop. Antisemitsm and racism drove centering the project through the 15th ward. Highway construction in the 1950s and 1960s across American focused on destroying vibrant black neighborhood. Today that is highly written about and documented. Today, the City, State and Federal Government are focused on tearing down the highway and relocating it and bringing the 15th ward back. After my father moved his business, I was old enough to spend more time there doing odd jobs. Most Saturday’s I would go to work with my father and help out where I could. I also went there many days during summer break. It was the most time I would spend with him. I got to see how hard he worked, how good a person he was, and also saw him out of his shell that was how he was at home. I loved going there. As I got older I became an extra helper with the truck drivers and their helper who made the rounds picking up waste paper, cardboard and metals from other businesses and office buildings. I was the third person crowded into the seat. All the drivers and helpers were black and were an important part of raising me. I never acted like the bosses son. They knew they could trust me, even with some of the stuff that went on that my father would get upset with if he knew. When I was out with them, I was one of them. Ultimately I became a back-up truck driver, forklift driver, and I was the only one my father would trust to run the business when he was away. When I was old enough to do that, he finally started taking vacations with my mother. Vacations were not something we did growing up other than short trips on weekends. At home my father was quiet and reserved. As close as we were, we still never talked about personal stuff. But he always talked to me about character, and doing the right thing. Treating all people with respect. And being a strong person, no matter what. When I was in high school looking at colleges, I still had no idea of what I wanted to do or be. We talked about the business and whether that should be something I might take over. That discussion gave more much more insight into his life and his own shell. He told me he had high aspirations for himself to go to college, get a professional job, and be a successful person. The war took that away from him. He had to drop out of high school, and never had the opportunity to go to college. His uncle who brought them here owned a clothing factory and gave my uncle and him manual labor jobs. They were treated like idiots. Instead of helping them get the education they missed out on, or teach them things that were more management focused even their own relatives viewed immigrants like them as forever unskilled. They forgot their own journey to America in the late 1800s when they had no skills. Both my uncle and father hated their jobs in the family business and got out to do their own thing. The junk business was their only option so both of them bought junk businesses that were for sale. My father told me point blank, he would never have been in this business unless he had to be. He wanted my brother and me to achieve what he couldn’t. Go to college and pursue what we wanted. The bottom line was even if I was interested in eventually taking over the business, he was not going to let that happen. I chose engineering and was very successful at that. My brother became a world renowned academic. My mother’s family lived in Israel, and they communicated nonstop by writing to each other. There were few phone then, and even when we got a phone, the cost of long distance was prohibitive. So I saw the constant flow back and forth or air mail envelopes containing letters back and forth. I would often over hear my mother telling my father about what was in those letters. But it meant nothing to me. But then in 1965 one of my mother’s cousins came to visit for a whole summer and stayed with us. Then in 1966, my mother’s oldest sister came for the summer. So the family in Israel started to become real to me. I would turn 13 in July 1967. The plan always was that my bar mitzvah would be held in Israel. It would be a family reunion and a reunion for all the survivors from my parents hometowns in Poland who went to Israel after the war The six day war in June 1967 almost upended that trip. We made contingency plans to have my bar mitzvah in Syracuse if needed. But the was short and had no impact on our travels. The week after school ended, my mother and I flew to Israel to spend the whole summer there. My father could only break away for two weeks, so he came just ahead of my bar mitzvah in July. My brother was attending a exchange program at the University of Hawaii and that was extended to the summer in Taiwan. So he could not attend. The summer in Israel was one if not the happiest time of my life. Being there was so much different. At home, I felt alone, very few relatives and a very small family support network. In Israel, I had grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, friends of the family. In Israel survivors from the same towns and cities stayed connected. That extended the family feeling. The culture in Israel was also different. Because of the sacrifices made in the 1948 War of Independence, many holocaust survivors fought in that war, many died, and the never ending sniper and terrorist attacks, and constant threat of war, Israeli’s live for today. Families were very close, friendships were close, and they focused on enjoying and appreciating every moment of their life. Fun was the norm. So they worked hard to build and defend their country, but balanced that with living life to its fullest. Studies show that Holocaust survivors who went to Israel, had a much easier time integrating with society, and had fewer and much less severe emotional impact that lingered on. My bar mitzvah was one big happy party. But I did not know most of the people there, especially the friends from my parents hometowns. But everyone including my parents were happy and having a great time. That made me feel great. I felt like a whole different person being with my family in Israel. At first my mother also seemed overjoyed to be there. But then she changed. She began to resent the lives their were living. They joy and fun. Here younger sister was 10 when the war ended, so she did not remember much of the experience. She was like the opposite of my mother, warm, loving, fun. She enjoyed her life. My mother started resenting that. Her sister was living the life she was denied. So they started having arguments, and then had a total falling out where my mother refused to talk to her or see her. We were rotating where we stayed between my grandparents and each of my mother’s sisters. We were no longer rotating our stay with her younger sister. She did not pull me into it. I went to see my aunt, cousins and uncle whenever I wanted and my mother made no issue out of it. My aunt was also hurt by my mothers behavior, I could tell. Sundenly it was mid August and time to go home. Deep down I did not want to leave. We said our goodbyes in tears. Something I rarely did other than child crying. Lots of hugging and embracing. My uncle drove us to the airport and it was a quiet ride. Then I suddenly broke out crying like I have never cried before. And I couldn’t stop. I have never cried like that before or since. Even when my parents passed away, I cried, but not like that. We were back in Syracuse and school started. But things were different. I was not feeling myself. I started feeling lonely. I started to feel sick. I was having stomach pains and burning, headaches, and was not thinking as clear as I used to. I went to different doctors who did examinations, and tests and could not find anything wrong with me. The called it nerves and told my parents and me that it will pass. My mother started to change dramatically. She became more angry at life in general, other people and started taking it out on me. I would come home from school and tell her about my day and she would get made at me. I started hearing that I had it too good, I did not know what real suffering is like, and that life is not about having fun or doing what you enjoy. Sometimes she would start reflecting very bitterly about the childhood she lost, and the life she lost and would never have. And somehow it was now all my fault. I was now perceived as just an American Jew to her, no longer her son. I would hear how much I disrespected her, upset her, and on and on. I could not figure out what I was doing wrong. And soon after school became the two of us arguing. And then my mother would say, “oh my god you’re giving me a heart attach” and she would clench her chest as she was having a heart attack. And when I shut up, she was fine. At first this scared the shit out of me. Then I realized after many repeating times it was not real. My way of coping with this was not coming home from school. I would stay for afterschool activities or go to friend’s houses. Some of my friend’s mothers became surrogate mothers to me. I would then come home for dinner when I knew my father would be home. There were time when she told my father that I yelled at her and was disrespectful. I never got to tell my side of the story. My father would get made and scold me, sometimes ground me. That made me even angrier at my mother. I felt like I hated her. And I believed she hated me. My emotional and phyisicalk decline continued. My near photographic memory was deteriorating. I could no longer look at things or read things and remember. My processing of things got messed up. My hearing was 100% fine, but if people just interrupted whatever I was doing to say something to me, I could not process it unless I had my full attention on what they were saying. I would then say what or could you repeat that, and focus on their words. Then I could process it. I still have to do that to this day. I became terrified of attention or being in the spotlight. While I used to love being on stage for music or theater, I was now terrified of it. I would shake and hear my heart pounding when I had to speak in from of the class, or when I knew people were watching me. Part of this may have been puberty but not all. My voice got much deeper and my speech got slower. I had to think ahead about what I was going to say before I said anything. I could no longer hold a tune or sing. Some kids would mock out my changed voice. The headaches became more prevalent as headaches almost all the time. Even my hair started to hurt. I stopped wearing hats because that made the pain worse. And my personality flipped. I became an extreme introvert and no longer the kid who loved attention and spoke too much. By the end of 8th grade I was a totally different person than I was in 7th grade, before we went to Israel. Doctors would not take anything I was telling them seriously. So I learned to cope with it. If the pain cannot be stopped I learned how to just ignore it and carry on. Like living next to a railroad track you don’t hear the noise anymore. I dropped out of band, orchestra and choir and got involved with the A/V club. I like working with projectors and equipment and it was a behind the scenes thing to do. It created no attention. I focused on overperforming and building my identity around roles I had to play, jobs I had to do, whatever I needed to do to succeed. And I was successful at doing that. But it sucked a lot of emotional and physical energy out of me. It was exhausting. I also found that physical activity made me feel worse, mental activity made me feel better. So I avoided athletics and focused on school. I decided to become an engineer. Because that challenged me mentally I was very successful as an engineer.
The nightmares changed after writing Miracles through hell. I now have dreams that go back to my past. All the dreams have me in situations I cannot solve. Arriving at college and not knowing my dorm room and no once able to let me know or give me a key. Having to start classes yet having no class schedule and again I could not get one anywhere. So the chasing me nightmares when away, now I got trapped in situations I lived through with no escape. In college, I carried the images of how hard my father worked and the fear of letting him down. I also carried the constant critisims from my mother. While she had high expectations for my brother, she had low expectations for me. I was never good enough and she always let me know it. I was an average student, and that was being a failure. She did not care what I chose to do because whatever it was I would not be good at it. She had zero interest in my college hunt and selection. That was all done with my father. At high school graduation I was the recipient of the Student Council Leadership Award and they called me up to the podium to receive it. I was so proud of that accomplishment. One the drive home my mother said she was surprised that I was the award recipient and added, wasn't there someone better they could have given it to. She again popped my proud achievement, my feeling good about myself. She popped almost every one of those ballons. There were times I was reconizied for something at school and would not tell her. rework this and the right order
Before I knew what trauma was—before I ever heard the word “survivor”—I was simply a happy, vibrant kid. I had a big mouth, no filter, and no fear. I was outgoing, unfiltered, and totally free. I didn’t hold back—and I didn’t know how. People liked me because I was real. Because I was alive.
I had a lot of friends—neighborhood kids, school friends, boys and girls. We played baseball and football in the parks, built forts in the woods, had snowball fights all winter long. I loved life and I loved being a kid.
I craved attention and knew how to get it. I was spoiled—but not in a bad way. I was just deeply loved. In school, I had a photographic memory. I could memorize entire pages after reading them once. I was the kid who always raised his hand, who volunteered for everything, who loved show-and-tell, who always had something to say. And I wasn’t shy about saying it.
I remember being six at my brother’s bar mitzvah and nearly stealing the show. I ran around the room, dancing with the head custodian’s daughter for hours. There’s film of it. When I watched it years later, I could hardly believe that was me—so full of joy and freedom.
I loved summer camp—both day and overnight. I became an expert canoeist. I jumped into every game and activity with everything I had. I thrived in that world. It gave me a sense of belonging I didn’t know I needed.
And then I started kindergarten. My mother rode the bus with me the first day. That wasn’t something mothers typically did. It wasn’t a school-organized event or a dry run like they do today. It was just her choice—something she must have felt was necessary. Maybe she was worried I’d be scared, or maybe she didn’t want to let go just yet. As we waited for the bus together, she told me to get on and find an open seat near other kids. She would go sit in the back. When we got to school, I was to get off with the others, walk into the building, and follow instructions. I don’t remember feeling anxious. Most of the kids on the bus were neighborhood friends, and we were excited, chatting and laughing. I got off with them, and as we headed to the building, I noticed my mother walking behind us. She didn’t go in—she stood outside the classroom and peeked through the window a few times. I felt fine. Kindergarten was exciting. Going home was the reverse—she got on the bus again and rode in the back. That image stayed with me. So did the note I got decades later from a classmate before our 50th high school reunion, who remembered my mother riding the bus that day. We both laughed about it. But it wasn’t typical. And that’s why I remember it.
Also, when I was ten years old in 1964, my brother left for college. Because I was born as a boy and not a girl, we shared rooms. If I had been a girl, I would have gotten the third bedroom. That room became the den. The living room was off limits. That was only for company. Back in those days, families watched TV together. There were tons of weekly shows we watched together. The Ed Sullivan Show was one of them.
Food and meals in our house reflected a different time and a different history. My mother cooked all day, every day. But when we sat down for dinner as a family—my father, brother, and I would have full plates—my mother would sit down with a piece of bread and just eat that. Most often, even if we didn’t want it, she would put seconds on our plates. It was that European thing of never letting anyone be hungry. Jews and Italian cultures are very similar when it comes to food! And when we were done with our meals, my mother would clean up the table and do the dishes. Her dinner? Whatever was left on our plates. She always said she loved bread and for her, bread was a meal. I didn’t understand then, but later I realized this behavior came from the Holocaust—surviving on scraps of bread, eating leftovers from others. She also hoarded food. We had a huge freezer in the basement that always had a full butchered side of meat in it. Cabinets lined the walls in the basement filled with canned and dry goods. I often thought we had more than the grocery store. But it all stemmed from hunger—real hunger—and fear of ever running out of food again. Looking back, it’s heartbreaking. And I didn’t see it for what it was at the time.
High school brought a new level of pressure. My brother had excelled and was off at college already. Expectations were high. But inside, I was struggling. I still did well academically, but my confidence was unraveling. Socially, I was withdrawn. I didn’t date. I didn’t go to my proms. I was afraid of rejection, especially when it came to girls. I found non-Jewish girls more attractive and interesting, but my mother made it clear from a young age that marrying outside the faith—especially a Catholic—was unforgivable. She threatened to disown us if we did. And my father, while he never said anything directly, sat silently through those conversations. That silence said enough.
I took those threats seriously. I dated very little. And when I did, I kept it secret. I didn't have the courage to ask girls out often. The few times I did, I was usually turned down after the first date. I was anxious, unsure of what to say, and afraid to be myself. One time, after college, I dated someone for nearly a year. I thought things were going well, so I opened up a little about some of the pain I carried. After that, she stopped seeing me. That only reinforced my belief: I was too damaged to be loved.
In college, I went to RIT, where the engineering program had very few women. Social opportunities were limited. I hung out with a group of close friends, and we had a lot of fun—pulling pranks, hanging out at bars, bonding through shared classes and dorm life. But even those friendships, while close, weren’t deeply emotional. I kept my real feelings hidden. I feared being vulnerable, even with my closest friends.
My father tried to help in his own way. He arranged blind dates with daughters of people he knew. Most of them didn’t go anywhere. There was one girl in Cortland I really liked, and we dated for a while. I even visited her in Schenectady several times. But again, when things started to get serious, I shared a bit of what was going on inside—and that ended it.
That experience became a turning point. After that, I never opened up to anyone I dated. I kept things safe. I wore armor. But deep down, all I really wanted was someone to love me, accept me, and see me. I just didn’t think that was possible.
In college, my friends introduced me to shellfish, lobster, and all kinds of food I had been told I didn’t like. I resisted at first. I even tried to avoid going to the lobster restaurant. But they insisted. They showed me how to crack the shell, dip it in butter, and enjoy the experience. That first bite of lobster was like tasting something forbidden and heavenly. My palate—and my world—expanded.
Despite the new experiences and adventures, a deeper loneliness set in. I had friends. I laughed. I went out. But I never felt fully connected. Never felt like I could let my guard down. There was always the fear of being too much—or not enough. And underneath it all, a quiet grief. A longing I couldn’t name.
First grade I remember very little. I remember seeing John F Kennedy on TV running for president. I have vague images of the debate with Nixon. And in January 1961, I distinkly remember watching the inauguration of JFK. We were all taken to the projection room to watch it on TV. Second grade the only thing that comes to mind was how our teacher would make the boys and girls stand in a straight line in the hall when it was bathroom time. We could not go into the bathrooms until she reviewed, had some kids move to be straight with the line, and when the lines were to her satisfaction, we could go into the boys and girls bathrooms and then walk directly back to our classroom. The only thing I remember in 3rd grade was the assassination of JFK. It remains embedded in my mind. We were having a regular day in class and then the principal came on the PA system. We were told school was being dismissed early and to go directly home. By that time, we no longer rode on school buses. We had parents car pools. It was my father’s day to drive and we waited outside for him to arrive. He had the radio on. He told us the president had been killed. The radio was covering the events in Dallas and the newscaster was talking about Lyndon Johnson who was now our president. I remember thinking, who is Lyndon Johnson. For the next four days all of us were glued to or TV’s at home. 
Fourth grade was the year to sign up for learning to play musical instruments and choir. I signed up for both. My parents said I could do it as long as I played the clarinet which my brother had played at the same age and later gave up. They still had the clarinet. I wanted to play saxophone. But that was not to be. So I went with the clarinet. I was a fast learner. I could remember the music after playing it a few times. I was selected to be in the school band and orchestra as a 2nd clarinet. I also made the school choir and later all city choir. I had a great time. I loved the performances and being on stage. 
Fifth grade is where my full memory begins. Our teacher was Mrs. Schreck. To this day one of my most favorite teachers. She pushed us to learn like no other teacher. All of us in the class worked the hardest we could. She would give us extra credit projects and many of us would forgo lunch and playground time to work on them. I remember doing a project on national parks and used a school typewriter for the first time to type it up. I also found lots of pictures. The project got posted on the bulletin board for a week. She would rotate projects that got the highest grades on that bulletin board. By then I was riding my bike to school. Coming home from that last day of school I was crying because Mrs. Schreck would no longer be my teacher. Ironically a year later I would reconnect with her. Her son and I both started working on paper routes about the same time. The paper drop off was in front of a gas station near our houses. Larry, her son and I became best friends. So I was at the Schreck house all the time. Their cottage on Oneida Lake. Mr. Schreck taught me how to drive a boat. Boating became a passion of mine. Mrs. Schreck was tough, but she was also one the coolest teachers and mothers I’ve ever met.  Larry was three years older than me and when he left for college in the Midwest, we lost touch with each other. 
In 6th grade I signed up to be in the school play. I can’t remember what the play was. But being on stage was fun. I also became a school patrol crossing guard with the belt and badge of those days. 
Through all these years I was an outgoing, fun, happy kid. I loved the spotlight and I spoke too much for my own good. I have pieces of memories having fun on the school playground. Kickball was a big thing. I had lots of friends. 
I was alive in a way that felt effortless. Bright. Capable. Connected.
I thrived in that world. I never had to try hard. My mind absorbed everything. I could remember entire pages after reading them once, I could track every detail, every step, every turn. But gradually, that power faded. It wasn’t just the memory. Something deeper was dimming.
Seventh grade was the first year of high school. Changes had already happening in 6th grade between my mother and me. I was off on my own with friends most of the time having fun. Playing park baseball and football, taking the bus with friends to downtown movies along with all the school activities I was involved with. My mother started criticizing me. She started telling me I had it too good, was having too much fun. I did not understand what was going on. But as I look back things were changing after my brother left for college in 1964. I was ten years old and actually looked forward to him leaving for college and getting our shared room for myself. It was always obvious that my mother was much closer to my brother than with me. She revered him. He was part of the past life in Europe. He was born in a displaced persons camp in 1946 and was 9 months old when they arrived in the US. He was part of their lives when they started over with nothing. I was born in 1954. 
Strange things began to happen. I started having physical symptoms I couldn’t explain—headaches, pressure, pain in my scalp that felt like someone pulling every hair. I couldn’t think clearly. I started to feel foggy. My body felt like it was shutting down, even though I was just a kid.
At home, the joy I found in school didn’t follow me. My mother changed. She became colder, angrier. She was obsessed with order—everything had a place, and I was always in the wrong one. She’d inspect the carpet for footprints, run her finger along the edge of a table to find a smudge, and glare if I left anything out of place.
If I laughed too loudly, she’d scold me. If I succeeded, she questioned it. She wanted peace, but created a war in our house. And her weapon was silence, blame, and guilt.
She’d cry after arguments, accusing me of hurting her, telling me I’d give her a heart attack. I believed it. I thought I was the problem. That my happiness was selfish. That being a child was wrong.
My father was different. He didn’t say much—but he didn’t have to. On Saturdays, I worked with him. He didn’t criticize. He didn’t judge. We worked in silence or simple conversation, fixing things, cleaning, hauling. Those hours were the only time I felt calm. With him, I didn’t have to earn love or hide myself.
I didn’t have words for what was happening, but I started disappearing. Not physically—I was still there. But I wasn’t me anymore. The boy who ran toward the stage, who remembered every detail, who raised his hand with pride—that boy was slipping away.
By the time I reached eighth grade, the bright, curious boy I once was had become a ghost. I moved through the halls as if wearing an invisible cloak—present but unseen, always on guard.
I stopped performing. I stopped raising my hand. I stopped trying to be known. The theater, music, and performance spaces that once felt like home now felt like threats, reminders of the vulnerability I no longer dared to risk.
At home, the divide between my mother and me only deepened. She criticized everything—how I sat, how I ate, how I spoke, even how I breathed. She hated my silence, yet any words I spoke seemed to enrage her more. It felt like living inside a house wired with tripwires, every step risking an explosion.
My brother had already left for college by then. Eight years older, he lived in a different universe, far away from the daily storms. We never built the bond brothers might. He was the golden child, the obedient one, the son who fulfilled her hopes. I was the American child—the soft one, the disappointment.
After school, I avoided home as long as I could. I’d roam the neighborhood or stay at school, finding comfort in empty hallways or borrowed spaces. I often ended up at friends’ houses, where their mothers would welcome me with warmth I didn’t dare expect at home. I clung to those fleeting kindnesses—small lifelines in an otherwise cold world.
At home, my mother would remind me I didn’t understand what it meant to suffer. “You don’t know what real hardship is,” she’d say, her voice sharp with resentment. She believed my happiness was proof of my weakness, my freedom proof of my ingratitude. She told me I was not smart and would not achieve much. As much as she believed my brother was destined for great things, I was just a nuisance—someone there were no expectations for.
She had survived in hiding, living like an animal, always ready to run or disappear. Her trauma left no room for joy. If I laughed too loud, she’d snap: “Stop acting like a fool.” If I dared to feel proud, she’d find a way to deflate it. When I won the Student Council Leadership Award at graduation—a moment that should have been a triumph—she questioned how someone “better” didn’t get it instead.
The constant emotional landmines shaped me. I learned to avoid conflict by avoiding expression altogether. I developed a hyper-awareness of others’ moods, scanning for danger, adjusting my behavior to keep the peace. I learned to be invisible in plain sight—to achieve just enough to stay safe, but never so much that I might attract attention or provoke envy.
When I finally left for college, I believed freedom awaited me. But freedom is not a place—it’s a state of mind. I carried my mother’s voice with me, echoing in every decision, every relationship, every quiet moment alone.
At college, I threw myself into action. I became the student who lobbied the dean for curriculum changes, who worked to create Engineering House in the dorms, who helped build a student lab funded by the College of Engineering. It was my way of staying ahead of the internal voice telling me I wasn’t enough.
Achievement became my armor. As long as I was fixing problems, leading projects, and helping others, I felt safe. If I was busy, I didn’t have to hear the echoes of my mother’s criticism or the emptiness that grew louder in quiet moments.
But inside, I was still that boy terrified to raise his hand. Every decision carried the weight of needing to prove my worth. Every conversation felt like a test. I measured my value by external milestones, always moving the goalpost just out of reach.
After college, I began my long career at Eastman Kodak. In my 26 years there, I rose to become a supervisor, then a manager. I pushed for fairness and fought against discrimination. I mentored people from marginalized backgrounds—women, Black employees, Jews, Hispanics—helping them rise into roles even greater than mine.
From the outside, I looked like a champion of justice, an engaged leader, someone who cared deeply for others. And it was true. But underneath, I still believed I was only worthy if I was fighting for someone else, if I was making myself useful, if I was hiding behind their needs.
In meetings, people would say, “You don’t speak up much, but when you do, it’s always worth listening.” The truth? I was terrified to speak. My words came slowly. I had to carefully construct every sentence in my head before it left my lips. My mother’s voice still lived there, telling me I was wrong before I even began.
When Kodak began its decline, I left and bought an automotive business—a new chance, another way to prove my worth. I built the business around fairness, especially to women and seniors who were so often taken advantage of. We became the first automotive business in Rochester to win the Business Ethics Award. We earned national certification as a female-friendly shop. In 2015, I was named Independent Auto Repair Shop Owner of the Year by a national industry magazine.
Yet through all this, I never felt like I did enough. Successes evaporated as quickly as they came. Each achievement was followed by the same hollow question: “What next? How do I prove it again?”
Even the greatest moments were fleeting. I was asked to become the first male board member of two women’s organizations in Rochester. It should have felt like vindication. But instead, I felt like an imposter waiting to be unmasked.
My personal life mirrored my professional struggles. I carried the same pattern into friendships and relationships. I feared intimacy yet craved it desperately. I avoided conflict yet longed to be seen and heard. I chose partners and friends who mirrored the criticism and emotional distance I grew up with. Without realizing it, I gravitated toward familiar pain because it felt safer than unknown kindness.
Looking back, I see how much of my life I spent performing—not on a stage, but in every interaction, every choice. I became an expert at disappearing in plain sight: the helpful one, the fixer, the achiever, the one who always showed up for others but never truly for himself.
It took decades before I understood that disappearing was never about humility or selflessness. It was survival. And beneath it all, there was still a boy hoping that if he just did enough, he might finally be allowed to exist without apology.



Achievement was never about ego. It was survival. If I kept moving, kept helping, kept being useful—then maybe I could silence that voice that always whispered I wasn’t good enough.
After Kodak and the automotive business, I kept stepping into leadership roles—giving more, doing more. But it was always a mask. A way to keep myself hidden while trying to earn a place to belong.
I left. I had to. It was about survival. I had given everything, and they gave me back cruelty and indifference.
That synagogue nearly killed me. And it broke something I don’t think will ever fully heal. It wasn’t just a job—it was supposed to be my community. My sanctuary. Instead, it became the place where I learned just how alone I really was.
And yet, I kept helping others.
Years earlier, I had served as Board President of a domestic violence and abuse organization. I helped build something real. Together with a survivor who had broken the cycle herself, we created the Survivor Intervention Model. It focused not just on immediate safety, but on understanding why victims returned—on helping them break the pattern completely. It worked. Over 80% of participants never returned to their abusers.
I was proud of that. I knew it saved lives. I saw the change.
But I couldn’t do it for myself. I couldn’t see I was still trapped in my own cycle—of needing to be needed, of giving until I disappeared, of hoping that service would buy me the love I never had.
The mask of achievement eventually cracks. And when mine did, all the pain I had pushed down for decades came rushing back. My mother’s judgment. My father’s silence. My isolation. My self-loathing.
Even now, it’s hard to look at what happened. Hard to believe I survived it.
But I did.
And this time, I’m telling the story—not to perform, not to please, but because I have to. Because silence almost killed me. And I’m done wearing the mask.
During the summer of 2018, the pressure at the temple was increasing. The president was giving me more to do knowing I was already overloaded and working endless hours. I was building an addition on my house and that also added pressure. There were several times I had to cancel vacation days because I was told to write grants for the Education Director who was always given the summer off. In the past he would be asked to work and paid for it. This was deliberate to further put stress and pressure on me.
And as this continued, my triggers came back. I began to view this president like my mother. I pushed back and stood up for myself. And that pissed her off even more. And I fell back into deep depression. I asked for a meeting with her and a vice president telling them I was exhausted, stressed out, and near my breaking point. I was told that if I could not handle my job I should leave. No empathy. In fact she was thrilled that what she was doing was working. She had told me in the past, that she worked in her father's business and never fired an employee because they almost always collected unemployment even when fired. Her approach was to make life so miserable, that they would quit. And that is exactly what she was doing to me. She wanted me to quit.
I left to save my life. I felt totally betrayed. No one stood up for me. No one checked on me. No one cared. Even the clergy who I had worked so hard to support stayed silent. It was like I never existed.
I was devastated. I was broken. And for the first time in a long time, I wanted to end my life. I had never felt so abandoned. So invisible. So worthless.
All the trauma from my past came roaring back. My mother's rejection. My father's silence. The loneliness. The pain. The fear. I couldn't take it anymore.
And still, I said nothing. I suffered in silence. I smiled when I had to. I got out of bed when I had to. But inside, I was gone.
Eventually, I began to write again. And that saved me. I began to tell the truth. To put words to the pain. And little by little, I found my way back. Not to who I was, but to who I really am.
The breaking point wasn’t just a collapse. It was also a turning point. It forced me to face everything I had buried. And for the first time, I started to see that survival isn’t living. And silence isn’t peace.
I had reached the edge. And I lived. Now I needed to understand why—and what to do with that life.
The pain didn’t go away. I just finally stopped running from it.
After leaving the synagogue, I thought maybe I could find peace. But what I found was more silence, more loneliness, and more time to sit with everything I had buried. The exhaustion wasn’t just physical. It was emotional, spiritual, and deeply cellular—like every part of me had been holding its breath for decades.
I tried to go back to normal. I kept working on community projects. I kept helping others. But it felt different now. Like I was just going through the motions. The mask I had worn for so long—helpful, accomplished, steady—no longer fit. It was cracking.
I spent more time alone. I withdrew. I got lost in thought, sometimes for hours, staring at the floor or the wall. My wife didn’t know what to say. We didn’t talk much about it. We never really had. That was our rhythm—quiet, parallel lives. I had always told myself it worked. But now, it just felt like another kind of silence.
I began writing, not for anyone else, but because I had to. I needed to get the words out of my body. I needed to say what I had never said—not to fix anything, not to be heard, just to survive.
The writing took me back through everything. My childhood. My parents’ silence. My mother’s cruelty. My father’s absence. The trauma I had inherited and the shame I had carried. I wrote about the synagogue and how it mirrored everything I had already lived through. I wrote about being a second-generation survivor—not just of the Holocaust, but of all the emotional damage it passed down.
For the first time, I started to hear my own voice—raw, unsure, but real.
And in that voice, I began to find pieces of myself I had forgotten or never knew. The boy who loved school. The teenager who hid behind humor and achievement. The young man who tried to make his father proud but never felt he had.
Each sentence pulled me back to life—not quickly, not easily, but enough. I didn’t know where it was all going. But I knew I wasn’t going to keep pretending.
I was ready to tell the truth. Not for validation. Not for redemption. Just because I had lived it. And it was mine.
That voice, however quiet or shaky, was mine.
And I wasn’t going to silence it anymore.
Writing Miracles Through Hell began as an effort to tell my parents’ Holocaust survival story. I thought it would be a tribute, a way to honor them and ensure their suffering—and survival—would never be forgotten. But what I didn’t expect was how much of my own story I would uncover in the process.
I started with what little I knew. My parents never spoke in detail about what happened. I had scraps of memory, photographs, and fragments of stories whispered or hinted at over the years. But there were holes—deep, painful holes that shaped my childhood, even if I didn’t understand them at the time.
Digging into their past meant opening doors that had been shut tight. I traced the family line. I searched for records. I read survivor testimonies from people who had known them. I learned of villages destroyed, family members wiped out, escapes, captures, hunger, near-death moments, and the miracle of survival.
And then came the moment I found my father's letters. Letters he had written after liberation, trying to reach his uncle in America, explaining what had happened. They were filled with pain, with pleading. He wrote about being jailed simply for having American dollars and how that charge was used to reject his visa. He told his uncle that everyone else was gone—that he and his brother were the only survivors. The weight of having to deliver that truth, I could feel it in every word.
As I wrote their stories, something shifted inside me. I began to understand why my mother cried so often, why she had trouble connecting, why she could be so critical. I began to understand my father’s silence—how it wasn’t indifference, but grief he didn’t know how to express.
And I began to understand myself. The nightmares. The fear of being abandoned. The obsessive need to be perfect. The ache I carried without knowing its origin. This wasn’t just their trauma. It had become mine. Inherited. Embedded. Alive.
Miracles Through Hell wasn’t just a book about survival. It became a lifeline—a mirror held up to everything I never allowed myself to feel. It gave me a language for the pain. It gave me proof that what I felt was real, that my life had been shaped by history I had never lived but always carried.
And it gave me the courage to keep writing. Not just about them. But about me.
The book changed everything. It was the beginning of finally putting the pieces together—not to erase the pain, but to name it. To own it. To stop pretending it hadn’t shaped every corner of my life.
I didn’t just write their story. I found mine.
[bookmark: _Hlk205291288]The Silence That Raised Me
Growing up, silence was not just the absence of words—it was the language of our household. It filled the rooms like fog. My mother rarely spoke of her past, and my father, though present, remained emotionally distant. Their trauma seeped into the walls of our home.
My mother’s pain came out in harshness. She criticized more than she comforted. She expected everything and gave little warmth in return. I never felt like I was good enough for her. Even when I won awards or succeeded, her praise was rare—or backhanded. When I received the Student Council Leadership Award, she said she was surprised, that someone else probably deserved it more.
That comment stayed with me for years. It wasn’t just what she said. It was the message: I wasn’t enough.
I started hiding my accomplishments. It hurt less that way. I stopped trying to impress her because I realized it would never be enough. Her expectations became a weapon, and I learned to walk on eggshells.
My father worked hard—harder than anyone I knew. But he came home quiet. Tired. Spent. I admired his work ethic. I wanted to make him proud. But we didn’t talk. Not really. I carried the burden of his survival like a weight I couldn’t put down. I felt like I had to live a worthy life because of what he’d lost. Because of what he’d endured. But he never said those things. He didn’t need to. I felt it every day.
There were no hugs. No talks about feelings. No bedtime stories or heart-to-hearts. Just survival. We got through each day. That was the measure of success.
And that silence shaped everything. I learned not to cry, not to ask, not to need. I learned to stay small. To get good grades. To be the good kid. To not cause trouble.
But inside, I was screaming. I just didn’t have the words yet.
My childhood wasn’t filled with violence or chaos. It was filled with emptiness. With things not said. With eyes that looked past you. With love that felt like obligation.
And as I grew up, I took that silence with me. Into friendships. Into marriage. Into work. I became a master at pretending. At performing. At showing the world a version of myself that seemed fine—even admirable. But underneath it all, I was lost.
The silence didn’t just raise me. It followed me. It became me.
And now, finally, I was trying to speak. To break through it. To tell the truth.
Even if my voice shook. Even if I had to fight for every word.
Because the silence no longer protected me.
It was time to let it go.


A Different Kind of Father
My father didn’t yell. He didn’t hit. He didn’t scold or punish.
He also didn’t talk.
He woke up early every day, got dressed, and went to work. He worked long hours in the junkyard, through summers and winters, snow and slush, rain and cold. He came home late, ate quietly, watched some television, then went to bed.
He was the most dependable man I’ve ever known. And the most unreachable.
As a boy, I watched him and admired him. I saw how hard he worked. I knew that he was trying to give us a life he never had. I understood that. But I also longed for more. For connection. For a relationship.
Chapter 12: The Weight of Expectations
In high school, I wore my achievements like armor. I was the president of the AV club. I had the keys to every classroom. I managed the school intercom and the sound system for assemblies. I was the announcer for the football and basketball games. I negotiated with the gym teacher so I could skip phys ed—as long as I kept announcing the games. I got good grades. I won awards.
On the surface, I looked like I was thriving.
But underneath, I was driven by fear—the fear of not being good enough, of not living up to my father’s sacrifice, of disappointing a mother who never really saw me. I pushed myself because I didn’t know what else to do. Success was my only language, and perfection was the only way I knew how to survive.
I didn’t party. I didn’t rebel. I stayed in line. I made people laugh. I was the guy who had access to the building after hours. I was trusted. Reliable. Always “on.”
Senior year, I had my father’s car during the day. I dropped him off at work and picked him up afterward. A few of us skipped first period social studies and went out for breakfast. It was the one time I felt free—like I could break the rules without falling apart.
But even then, I felt different. I laughed with my friends, but something in me was always watching from the outside. I didn’t know how to just be. I was always performing.




The children of Holocaust survivors are known as “second generation survivors.” Most survivors lived by a “code of silence.” This silence was meant to shield their children from the horrors of their survival, but it did the opposite. Their silence kept us always wondering about their past. The family members lost—our roots. We could see their emotional pain as much as they tried to hide it. We could not understand it. We suffered from our own scars, even nightmares. We did not understand why. We would always hear the slogan “Never forget” when the Holocaust was mentioned in the synagogue or public remembrance. But we always asked ourselves, “Never forget what?”
In the 1970s, the emotional and psychological struggles of children of Holocaust survivors had been formally discovered. While not born during the Holocaust, the second generation


Prologue
I am writing these intimate details not only as therapy for myself, but to connect with all those who suffer from trauma—whether inherited or shaped by life experiences. My trauma comes from the Holocaust and the pain my parents carried. My story is also the story of countless other second-generation survivors.
My father was a Holocaust survivor. He was from a city in Poland and escaped the Nazis to join the partisans in the forest. He was one of only about 25,000 Jews who made it to the partisans—and one of the very few who survived. He lived through hell, hunted, starved, and forced to fight just to stay alive. Of his entire extended family, only he, his brother, and one cousin survived. Everyone else was murdered.
My mother was also a Holocaust survivor, from a small village in Poland. She survived along with her mother and father—my grandparents—and her two sisters. Everyone else was killed. Aunts, uncles, cousins, neighbors. Entire branches of the family tree were erased.
She rarely spoke about it, but it was always present—in her sadness, in her silence, in the way she tried to control chaos by keeping things quiet and proper. The trauma lived in her eyes, in her sighs, in the way she wiped down the kitchen table long after it was clean.
They both survived—but survival came at a cost.
Their trauma never left them. It lived in the silence between us. It shaped the way they parented, the way they related to the world, and the way I grew up. I didn’t understand it at the time, but I lived in a house full of unspoken pain.
The Holocaust didn’t end with their liberation. It echoed into our home, our family, and my body.
This is the trauma I inherited.
But the same trauma—the same emotional and physical scars—impacts so many others: those who fought in or lived through war. Those who grew up in violent or abusive homes. Those who’ve endured poverty, hunger, homelessness, or constant fear. Trauma is a thief that doesn’t discriminate. It takes your peace. It distorts your identity. It lives deep in your cells, in your gut, in your voice—even when you don’t understand it.
I went through traditional psychiatric therapy on and off throughout the years. It helped, the way a band-aid helps. It kept me going, helped me function, but it never healed me. It never gave me back what trauma had taken.
Very few second-generation survivors write their stories, because most don’t understand them. Many think they’re alone—that it’s just them. Many think they are the problem. Others stay in survival mode, burying what hurts rather than facing it. I know. I was there too.
That started to change when I wrote Miracles Through Hell—the story of how my parents survived the Holocaust. That process opened a door, just a crack, into my own story. It helped me begin to understand that I was also a survivor—of their trauma. It marked the beginning of a shift in me—from burying pain to digging it up. From staying silent to finally naming what I carried.
That shift is not simple. It is messy and painful. You move from surviving each day to questioning what survival has cost you. To asking: What now? What next? How do I stop this cycle?
Even now, as I write this, I know I am only scratching the surface.
I’m 71 years old. Maybe there’s still time to find peace. Maybe not. But this journey—this effort to understand and heal—is one I must take. And more importantly, it’s one I must share.
Because I’ve come to realize the bigger purpose isn’t just my healing.
It’s helping others begin theirs.
integrate and reorganizein correct sequence This is one of the hardest things I’ve ever written—but also one of the most necessary. It’s important for me—to finally give voice to what’s lived silently inside me for so long. It’s important for others like me to know they’re not alone. And it’s important for those around us who misunderstand what we’re going through to begin to see it clearly. 
I wrote this because I’ve spent a lifetime trying to understand my demons—especially since writing Miracles Through Hell. That book opened a door I didn’t know needed opening. At first, it was meant to tell my parents’ Holocaust survival story—the terror, the courage, the impossible odds they endured. But somewhere along the way, I realized I wasn’t just telling their story. I was uncovering my own. What began as a journey into their past became a journey into my own survival. And with that discovery came an unexpected unraveling—of beliefs I held about myself, of stories I had buried, and of pain I didn’t know I was still carrying. I began to see that their survival had shaped mine in ways I had never acknowledged. And that story needed to be told, too. 
Since then, writing has become something I enjoy. But it’s taken me three years to write this one article—because it’s been personal, risky, vulnerable, and self-revealing. Over that same time I’ve poured myself into blog articles, presentations, and work on a second book. But lately, I’ve started to wonder if it’s also become a kind of crutch—a way to stay busy without confronting the deeper healing I still need. Writing helps me process—but it can also be a form of hiding. A way to channel the pain without truly facing it. Maybe writing has become a safer substitute for doing—the same way silence once was. 
After years of telling the historical truths of my family’s past, I’ve realized it’s time to bring that same honesty to the present—not just to memory, but to the ongoing work of recovery and connection. Because I am not alone. 
Not alone as a second-generation Holocaust survivor. Not alone in living with depression and the weight it brings. If you’re reading this and nodding quietly to yourself, you’re not alone either. 
A Childhood That Shifted 
In early childhood, I was a normal kid. That often gets lost. I loved school. I was curious. I had friends. I raised my hand constantly and thrived on attention. I was outgoing and bright. But something changed. 
My mother—once nurturing and affectionate—grew bitter. The life she had dreamed of as a child, a life stolen from her during the Holocaust, twisted into resentment. She had survived by hiding with her family, moving from one barn or attic to the next, through winters so brutal they still haunt the imagination. But she never got to be a teenager. Never got to dream. And when she looked at me, enjoying my childhood, she saw everything she had lost. 
She was angry that I had it “too good.” That I could smile, or laugh, or have fun. Her trauma turned into blame. And I changed too—from a bright, extroverted boy into a guilt-ridden, withdrawn, confused introvert. I didn’t understand why. I just knew something inside me broke. 
My father was different. He had lived through hell as a partisan fighter in the forests of Belarus, yet carried himself with quiet strength. He didn’t lash out. He didn’t burden me with his pain. But he didn’t talk either. Neither of them did. Like so many survivors, they locked their trauma deep inside and tried to build a new life around it. 
The Legacy of Silence 
And this isn’t just personal—it’s documented. Studies show that second-generation Holocaust survivors are at significantly higher risk for anxiety, depression, and PTSD. Some studies show nearly double the national average. And researchers have even found changes in stress-regulation genes like FKBP5 and NR3C1, suggesting trauma can leave a biological imprint—passed silently from one generation to the next. 
My mother had classic PTSD—but no one used that word then. What we saw instead were her triggers: the sudden shifts, the cold silence, the sharp outbursts. Holidays were hard. Crowds made her anxious. If we were too happy or too loud, something in her would snap. 
She had lived like prey for years. And that trauma never left her body. It seeped into our home like gas—colorless, odorless, deadly. 
Love was tangled up with fear. Joy felt dangerous. Relaxing felt selfish. Her unspoken pain became the background noise of my life. 
It wasn’t just our home. Her behavior pushed away what little family we had left. Relationships splintered. The isolation deepened. It didn’t just affect my childhood—it shaped how I experienced closeness, relationships, trust. It became my blueprint. 
I didn’t know the names of the people we lost. I didn’t know their stories. There were no heirlooms, no rituals, no photographs—just fragments. Just silence. 
Rejection by Your Own People 
Here’s something that’s hard to admit: some of the deepest pain didn’t come from strangers—it came from fellow Jews. 
As a child, I never felt like I belonged in the synagogue we attended. Instead of community, I found judgment. Kids mocked my family for being different—for our accents, our clothing, our background. My mother was humiliated when she participated in the temple sisterhood. My father, a Holocaust survivor who worked with his hands as a junk dealer, was dismissed and ridiculed. In Hebrew school, kids mocked me, calling me the son of a “junkman”—a label that carried more scorn than anyone seemed to realize. The teachers did nothing. Their parents obviously thought it was acceptable too. 
My mother developed a bitterness toward American Jews, seeing their treatment not as acceptance—but as quiet segregation of survivors. They treated her as different—and damaged. She had no higher education. She had an accent. She represented a generation of Jews that didn’t fit the narrative of upwardly mobile American Jewish success. Survivors had to create their own Jewish communities among themselves. They became known as the Greena—Yiddish for “new,” just starting out. 
I viewed fellow Jews as cruel. I found non-Jews far more accepting. All of my friends were non-Jews. I was accepted and welcomed at my friends’ Christmas dinners—but not with Jewish kids for Jewish holidays. It was a strange kind of exile—feeling more at home at a Christmas dinner than at a Passover seder. 
And while the Jewish community often said Never Forget, many survivors were viewed more as obstacles to assimilation than people in need of support. Holocaust survivors were seen as reminders of a past that many American Jews were trying to distance themselves from. Second-generation survivors like me were caught in the middle—different, and treated differently, without understanding why. We grew up absorbing pain we didn’t yet have words for, sensing that we didn’t quite belong even among our own. 
The Jewish community wanted the stories of Holocaust survivors—as proof, as defense, as a way to fight antisemitism. But they often didn’t want the survivors themselves, or the emotional aftermath we carried. Those stories were collected late, often only after they became culturally acceptable, even trendy. It made the community feel better. But did it help the survivors? Did it help their children? I’m not so sure. 
Even as an adult, that wound never fully healed. I found a synagogue community later in life that I believed, for many years, embraced me. But in the end, when I needed emotional support the most, I received judgment and rejection. I left the synagogue in November 2018. The synagogue experience brought me to the edge. It was the closest I ever came to taking my life. And it’s a time I still struggle to let go of. The hurt never goes away—especially remembering how close the consequences came. Instead of asking if I was okay, they chose judgment. And punishment. To this day, people walk away from me when they see me in public. 
Becoming Myself—and the Cost of It 
But becoming myself took a toll. 
After restarting therapy in 2000—a turning point that helped me begin shedding the mask—I started speaking up with my true thoughts and opinions. That therapy helped me reconnect with parts of myself I had long buried, especially the quiet strength I had seen in my father. I began to realize that the part of him I had admired—the steady, grounded presence—was also inside me, just hidden beneath layers of fear and self-doubt. That realization helped me shift how I showed up in the world. 
I did less to please others. And that got me in trouble—at work and in other places. I was no longer the pleaser. I pushed back. I disagreed. And people didn’t like that. In many ways, I began to embody the quiet resilience my father had modeled, rather than the anxious people-pleasing that had defined so much of my earlier life. It hurt the remainder of my career. And it too was exhausting. 
I started to take risks—some that I’m proud of, some that nearly broke me. I began sharing my truth with others—through writing, public speaking, and conversations I never would have had before. But with each step forward came new consequences. Some people didn’t want to hear it. Some walked away. Some acted like I had betrayed them—simply by refusing to keep hiding. 
Depression doesn’t go away just because you’ve learned its roots. If anything, the more you understand it, the more it reveals how deep it goes. Therapy helped. Writing helped. But the weight remained. There are good days and bad days. Times I feel strong, and times I feel like I’m barely hanging on. The darkness still visits. The triggers still return. The scars don’t vanish just because you’ve stopped hiding them. 
And healing is not linear. It comes in waves. Sometimes you feel like you’ve moved past it—and then it crashes over you again, just as hard. 
What I’ve learned is this: being yourself, fully and unapologetically, often comes at a cost. You lose people. You face judgment. You see who really listens—and who only stayed close when you stayed silent. 
But you also find something else. You find truth. You find clarity. You find others who see you—not just the version you performed, but the person you actually are. And slowly, painfully, that becomes enough. 
A Culture That Punishes Vulnerability 
We live in a culture that doesn’t know what to do with vulnerability. It talks about mental health in headlines and hashtags, but when someone actually speaks up—really speaks up—most people get uncomfortable. They look away. They offer clichés. They blame. Or worse, they go silent. 
When I’ve opened up about my depression, or about inherited trauma, some people pull closer—but most back away. They don’t want the weight. They don’t want the responsibility of caring. Or maybe they’re afraid of seeing themselves in my story. Either way, vulnerability is punished. Subtly. Quietly. But punished all the same. 
This isn’t just a personal pattern. It’s everywhere. We reward people for strength, for performance, for hiding their pain behind achievement. But if you falter—if you grieve too loudly, if you speak of things too real—people scatter. They call it drama. Or weakness. Or attention-seeking. The truth is, we are a society that would rather applaud someone for surviving silently than support someone who is breaking openly. 
And here’s something else: don’t be the person who’s always focused on being right—on proving others wrong, on needing to win instead of connect. Especially when it comes to depression, don’t assume your approach is the fix. It’s not as simple as telling someone to be more active, take on a hobby, exercise, or just “do something.” And don’t scold someone for “checking out”—you’ll only make them feel worse, and retreat even deeper. Depression is not a debate. It’s not a contest of opinions, or a war over personal theories about laziness or willpower. It’s not about not wanting to be okay. It’s a human condition. It lives in the space where empathy should be—but too often isn’t. 
If someone had a broken leg, you wouldn’t tell them to get up and run a mile to feel better. You wouldn’t tell them that moving around or getting out more would fix it. You’d recognize they’re in pain. You’d help. You’d show understanding. 
But that same basic compassion often disappears when the pain is emotional. When someone is suffering from depression, people say things they would never say to someone with a physical injury. “Just push through it.” “Be stronger.” “Stop being so dramatic.” Instead of comfort, they get judgment. Instead of support, they get silence—or worse, blame. 
And here’s the truth: people understand severe physical pain. When someone is seriously injured or dying and the pain becomes unbearable, most people understand the desire to end that pain. But they don’t understand that emotional pain can be just as excruciating. Just as real. Just as unbearable. The only difference is—it’s invisible. 
Every person has a threshold. A red line. A breaking point where the pain inside becomes so intense that ending life feels like the only way to stop it. It happens quickly. Quietly. Without warning. Without drama. 
Everyone who suffers from depression thinks about suicide. Not just once. All the time. Some create a plan, just in case. Some reach that line and back away. And some—heartbreakingly—cross it, because the pain has overtaken everything else. 
People have said to me, “How could you, the child of Holocaust survivors, ever think about ending your life?” As if survival were some kind of shield. As if being born from trauma should make me stronger, not more vulnerable. But they don’t understand—I live with my parents’ strength and their survival every day. And I also live with their pain. Inherited pain. Silent pain. Pain that shaped my wiring before I even had words. Sometimes, that pain becomes so heavy it crushes everything else. And when it does, even legacy and love can feel too far away to hold onto. 
And to those who call it selfish—think about it. We put animals down when they’re suffering, when their pain becomes too much to bear. But when a human being is in that kind of pain—mental or physical—we don’t offer mercy. We offer shame. We call them weak or selfish. We abandon them. When in reality, they’ve just been holding on longer than most people ever will. 
Children, teenagers, adults, veterans. Suicide is at record levels. And people act surprised. Even the experts claim they don’t know why. But anyone suffering from depression knows why. It’s about pain. It’s about the weight you carry. And when the pain is worse than life itself, there is only one way out. 
Society today is cruel. Empathy is seen as weakness. Cruelty is rewarded as strength. People are demonized for the smallest reasons. And social media—where everyone is watching and judging—just magnifies it all. The emotional explosion we see online is not some mystery. It’s the echo of real people breaking under the pressure of isolation, judgment, and shame. 
And the answer? It’s clear. But no one wants to accept it. Because that would mean accepting their role in someone else’s despair. Their silence. Their abandonment. Their inability—or refusal—to simply ask, “Are you okay?” 
Finding My Way Back to Myself 
It took decades before I started to feel like I could live as myself—not just function, but actually be who I am. That didn’t come from success or validation. It came from collapse. From hitting a point where hiding was no longer sustainable. 
I spent so much of my life trying to be what others wanted—especially in the Jewish world I thought would embrace me. I played the part. I followed the rules. I smiled when I was supposed to. But inside, I was crumbling. And eventually, my body and mind stopped cooperating with the act. 
Only then did I begin to understand that healing doesn’t happen through pleasing others. It happens through truth. And truth isn’t always pretty. It’s messy. It’s painful. It burns things down. But what’s left—if you’re lucky—is real. 
For me, that truth began to take shape in therapy, in deep reflection, and in writing. Writing gave me back my voice. It gave shape to pain that had long been formless. It allowed me to say what had been unspeakable for years—even decades. It let me scream in a way that didn’t scare people. It let me be heard, even by those who weren’t listening. 
But writing alone isn’t healing. Healing requires connection. And connection requires risk. I’ve taken that risk in recent years—in public talks, in conversations, in this very article. And while it’s brought more rejection than I’d like to admit, it’s also brought moments of real, human connection—people who have pulled me aside after a talk, or written to say: “I thought I was the only one.” 
That’s what keeps me going. That’s what makes the pain worth writing through. Knowing that someone else might feel less alone. 
I’m still learning how to live with the shadows. I don’t pretend they’re gone. I’ve stopped expecting to be “cured.” That’s not how this works. Depression, trauma, inherited pain—they don’t just vanish. But they can be named. They can be shared. And in doing that, they lose some of their power. 
And I’ve found something else, too: underneath the weight, there is still light. Still life. Still laughter. Still love. It may not be easy. It may not come often. But when it does, it’s real. And that—maybe more than anything—is what I hold onto now. 
What I Want You to Know 
If you’ve made it this far, thank you. I didn’t write this for attention. I didn’t write it for pity. I wrote it because silence almost destroyed me. And I know I’m not the only one carrying that weight. 
I wrote this for the children of survivors who still can’t explain why they feel broken, even though they didn’t live through the war. I wrote it for anyone who grew up in a house filled with ghosts—where the walls were quiet, but nothing felt safe. 
I wrote it for the people who’ve been told they’re too sensitive, too much, too emotional, too angry, or that they “check out” too often—when really, they’ve been carrying generations of unspoken pain in silence. 
And I wrote it for the people who have hurt others without meaning to, simply because they didn’t understand. Maybe now you will. 
I know I’m not easy. I know I’ve said things that made people uncomfortable. I’ve made mistakes. 
But I’m still here. 
And maybe, so are you. Prologue: Carrying the Shadows 
Before I understood the world, I understood silence. 
My mother carried the Holocaust in her bones. My father carried the forests of Belarus in his soul. I carried both of them inside me, long before I understood what I was carrying. 
They survived in different ways: my mother, hiding in barns and attics, her childhood stolen and replaced with constant fear; my father, a partisan fighter who chose to resist rather than die on Nazi terms. They came to America to build a new life, but the war followed them. It sat at the dinner table, haunted our hallways, and wrapped itself around every unspoken word. 
I was born into that silence — into an inheritance of shadows and unhealed wounds. As a child, I was bright, curious, and outgoing. I once had a photographic memory and could remember every detail on a page after seeing it just once. But as the years passed, as the silent rules of survival settled into me, that gift faded. I began to disappear from myself, piece by piece. 
This book is not a heroic story of triumph over the past. It is not a linear journey from darkness to light. It is an honest exploration of what it means to carry someone else’s pain in your blood, to grow up with invisible scars, to live with depression that whispers daily that you are not enough. 
It is about regret — for not knowing my parents deeply enough while they were alive, for turning away when I could have reached toward them, for learning to love them fully only after they were gone. It is about the guilt of wanting to escape, of feeling that you do not belong in your own family, of realizing too late how much they carried and how much they gave. 
And yet, this is also a book about survival — not just theirs, but mine. It is about the small, fragile moments of connection that kept me alive: a friend who stayed, a mentor who believed in me, a cause that gave me purpose when I could not find it inside myself. 
I write these words now, at 71, because I no longer want to live in silence. I no longer want to pretend I am well when I am not. I want to understand, to heal, and to honor the shadows I carry — not to be defined by them, but to learn from them. 
If you have ever felt alone with your pain, if you have inherited ghosts you cannot name, if you have wondered whether it is too late to begin healing — this book is for you. 
I hope these pages help you feel seen. I hope they remind you that even in the deepest shadows, there is light waiting to be claimed. 
  
Chapter 1: The Inheritance of Silence 
Silence wasn’t just the absence of words in my house — it was a presence. It filled the kitchen as my mother scrubbed the counters until her hands cracked. It echoed in the living room, a space so spotless and forbidden we might as well have put a sign on the door: No living allowed here. 
My parents never spoke of the war. The past was a phantom that shaped every day but never had a name. They didn’t talk about what they lost, who they lost, or how the world they loved was burned to the ground. But that silence roared through our lives, louder than any words could have been. 
As a young boy, I was bright and fearless. I loved attention. I raised my hand for every question, performed in every play, joined band, orchestra, choir, and theater. My voice was strong, my spirit even stronger. But then, seemingly overnight, everything changed. 
Puberty arrived like a thief. My voice deepened, slowed, and with it, my confidence vanished. Words became stuck in my throat. I filled my sentences with ums and long pauses, terrified of sounding foolish. Kids, especially the jocks, mocked my low, slow drawling voice. I began to dread speaking up. 
I stopped raising my hand. I dropped out of choir and theater. I moved from the front of the stage to the dark corners behind it. I became the A/V guy, running wires and projectors, building sound systems — always present but never seen. It felt safer to hide behind cables than to stand under the lights. 
My photographic memory, once a point of pride, faded too. I used to remember pages word for word after one glance, but as I withdrew inward, that gift slipped away, leaving me feeling even more ordinary, even more lost. 
At home, there was no refuge. My mother saw my joy and curiosity as threats. She resented my freedom, my laughter, my ability to be a child. She would tell me I didn’t know what it meant to suffer, that I had it “too good.” 
She was a master of surveillance. She could tell exactly where I had walked by the indentations in the carpet or the smudge of a fingerprint on a table edge. The living room, with its comfortable furniture, was off-limits — a museum to a life we could never have. 
Arguments with her ended the same way: her clutching her chest, crying that I was giving her a heart attack, blaming me for her pain. At first, these scenes terrified me. Later, I realized they were performances — manipulations. But by then, I had already learned to stay out of her way. 
My brother, eight years older, was the golden child. Born in a displaced persons camp in Germany, he was the living bridge to the world they lost. She placed all her hopes on him. He was the future; I was the reminder that the past had slipped too far away. 
High school became my countdown to freedom. I would stay at school late, join every club, and hang out at friends’ houses — anywhere but home. Many of my friends' mothers became my surrogate mothers, offering warmth and care I didn’t dare expect at home. 
My father’s business became my sanctuary. On Saturdays and summers, I worked beside him. We didn’t need words. We shared quiet hours fixing things, moving through small tasks, and he would occasionally drop simple, profound truths about life. He didn’t criticize me. He didn’t question my worth. With him, I felt human. 
But even in these spaces, I carried a constant hum of anxiety, a gnawing fear that I would be found lacking, that I would somehow betray the fragile peace I built around me. 
I didn’t have a name for it then. Depression, trauma, inherited pain — those words were unknown to me. I thought I was simply defective, broken in ways no one else could understand. I believed that if I just achieved enough, fixed enough, pleased enough people, I might finally earn the right to exist. 
Looking back now, I see it clearly. The boy who used to raise his hand and chase every spotlight was gone. In his place stood a young man who had learned to disappear while still being present, who had learned to smile and perform while dying inside. 
That was the inheritance my parents never intended to pass down. And it was the silence that wrapped itself around every corner of my life, waiting for the day I would finally learn to name it. 
  
Chapter 2: The Lost Child 
By the time I reached high school, the bright, curious boy I once was had become a ghost. I moved through the halls as if wearing an invisible cloak — present but unseen, always on guard. 
I stopped performing. I stopped raising my hand. I stopped trying to be known. The theater, music, and performance spaces that once felt like home now felt like threats, reminders of the vulnerability I no longer dared to risk. 
At home, the divide between my mother and me only deepened. She criticized everything — how I sat, how I ate, how I spoke, even how I breathed. She hated my silence, yet any words I spoke seemed to enrage her more. It felt like living inside a house wired with tripwires, every step risking an explosion. 
My brother had already left for college by then. Eight years older, he lived in a different universe, far away from the daily storms. We never built the bond brothers might. He was the golden child, the obedient one, the son who fulfilled her hopes. I was the American child — the soft one, the disappointment. 
After school, I avoided home as long as I could. I’d roam the neighborhood or stay at school, finding comfort in empty hallways or borrowed spaces. I often ended up at friends’ houses, where their mothers would welcome me with warmth I didn’t dare expect at home. I clung to those fleeting kindnesses, small lifelines in an otherwise cold world. 
At home, my mother would remind me I didn’t understand what it meant to suffer. “You don’t know what real hardship is,” she’d say, her voice sharp with resentment. She believed my happiness was proof of my weakness, my freedom proof of my ingratitude. 
She had survived in hiding, living like an animal, always ready to run or disappear. Her trauma left no room for joy. If I laughed too loud, she’d snap: “Stop acting like a fool.” If I dared to feel proud, she’d find a way to deflate it. When I won the Student Council Leadership Award at graduation — a moment that should have been a triumph — she questioned how someone “better” didn’t get it instead. 
The constant emotional landmines shaped me. I learned to avoid conflict by avoiding expression altogether. I developed a hyper-awareness of others’ moods, scanning for danger, adjusting my behavior to keep the peace. I learned to be invisible in plain sight — to achieve just enough to stay safe, but never so much that I might attract attention or provoke envy. 
When I finally left for college, I believed freedom awaited me. But freedom is not a place; it’s a state of mind. I carried my mother’s voice with me, echoing in every decision, every relationship, every quiet moment alone. 
In college, I continued my pattern of overachievement — lobbying for engineering curriculum changes, pushing for student spaces, always trying to prove my worth through action. But no matter what I accomplished, the gnawing emptiness remained. 
I didn’t understand then that I was chasing love and approval I would never find in awards or accolades. I didn’t know that you can’t outrun the ghosts that live inside you. 
Looking back now, I see that I was not just a lost child — I was a child trying desperately to earn the right to exist, to be loved, to simply be enough. And for decades, that silent chase defined every part of my life. 
  
Chapter 3: Disappearing in Plain Sight 
College was supposed to be my escape. I imagined it as a place where I could finally become myself, free from my mother’s sharp words and her constant surveillance. But you don’t leave your shadows behind just because you cross a new threshold — you carry them with you. 
At college, I threw myself into action. I became the student who lobbied the dean for curriculum changes, who worked to create Engineering House in the dorms, who helped build a student lab funded by the College of Engineering. It was my way of staying ahead of the internal voice telling me I wasn’t enough. 
Achievement became my armor. As long as I was fixing problems, leading projects, and helping others, I felt safe. If I was busy, I didn’t have to hear the echoes of my mother’s criticism or the emptiness that grew louder in quiet moments. 
But inside, I was still that boy terrified to raise his hand. Every decision carried the weight of needing to prove my worth. Every conversation felt like a test. I measured my value by external milestones, always moving the goalpost just out of reach. 
After college, I began my long career at Eastman Kodak. In my 26 years there, I rose to become a supervisor, then a manager. I pushed for fairness and fought against discrimination. I mentored people from marginalized backgrounds — women, Black employees, Jews, Hispanics — helping them rise into roles even greater than mine. 
From the outside, I looked like a champion of justice, an engaged leader, someone who cared deeply for others. And it was true. But underneath, I still believed I was only worthy if I was fighting for someone else, if I was making myself useful, if I was hiding behind their needs. 
In meetings, people would say, “You don’t speak up much, but when you do, it’s always worth listening.” The truth? I was terrified to speak. My words came slowly. I had to carefully construct every sentence in my head before it left my lips. My mother’s voice still lived there, telling me I was wrong before I even began. 
When Kodak began its decline, I left and bought an automotive business — a new chance, another way to prove my worth. I built the business around fairness, especially to women and seniors who were so often taken advantage of. We became the first automotive business in Rochester to win the Business Ethics Award. We earned national certification as a female-friendly shop. In 2015, I was named Independent Auto Repair Shop Owner of the Year by a national industry magazine. 
Yet through all this, I never felt like I did enough. Successes evaporated as quickly as they came. Each achievement was followed by the same hollow question: “What next? How do I prove it again?” 
Even the greatest moments were fleeting. I was asked to become the first male board member of two women’s organizations in Rochester. It should have felt like vindication. But instead, I felt like an imposter waiting to be unmasked. 
My personal life mirrored my professional struggles. I carried the same pattern into friendships and relationships. I feared intimacy yet craved it desperately. I avoided conflict yet longed to be seen and heard. I chose partners and friends who mirrored the criticism and emotional distance I grew up with. Without realizing it, I gravitated toward familiar pain because it felt safer than unknown kindness. 
Looking back, I see how much of my life I spent performing — not on a stage, but in every interaction, every choice. I became an expert at disappearing in plain sight: the helpful one, the fixer, the achiever, the one who always showed up for others but never truly for himself. 
It took decades before I understood that disappearing was never about humility or selflessness. It was survival. And beneath it all, there was still a boy hoping that if he just did enough, he might finally be allowed to exist without apology. 
  
Chapter 4: The Mask of Achievement 
Achievement became my currency — my way of buying moments of self-worth. It wasn’t about trophies or public recognition. It was about silencing the inner voice that told me I didn’t matter. 
After Kodak and my automotive business, I took on roles that allowed me to step into the community spotlight — but always through the lens of service. I didn’t want the focus on me as a person; I wanted it on the cause, on the people I was helping. 
When I joined my synagogue’s board, I spent ten years shaping its future: three years as Vice President of Finance and four years as President. Those four years as president were some of the happiest of my life. I felt purpose, connection, and the fragile glow of belonging I had been chasing since childhood. 
But even in joy, I wore the mask. The careful words. The constant checking: Was I pleasing enough? Was I useful enough? Was I safe from rejection? 
Years later, I returned as Executive Director — what I thought was my dream role, the final piece of belonging. The first year and a half were filled with meaning. But everything changed when a new board president arrived. The environment turned toxic, poisoned by power struggles and manipulation. 
I fell from the highest emotional high to the lowest emotional low. The joy drained out of me. The old feelings of worthlessness came roaring back, stronger than ever. The isolation was crushing. I realized that many people I thought were close friends — some for decades — cared only for their comfort, not for me. No one stood up for me when I needed them most. 
I walked out to protect my life. I was so close to ending it that I knew leaving was the only option. In that moment, I saw clearly how fragile my foundation was — built on external approval, on being needed, on performing. 
I began to question everything I thought I knew about community, faith, and connection. I saw organized religion for what it too often is: a performance, a place where power games play out behind the curtain of spirituality. I saw clergy focused more on ego and privilege than on compassion and service. 
My entire life, I had worn the mask of the fixer, the helper, the one who could carry everyone’s burdens but his own. It kept me alive, but it also kept me from truly living. 
Through it all, I found some light in my advocacy work — especially my time as board president of a domestic violence and abuse organization. Together with a survivor who broke her own cycle, we created the Survivor Intervention Model. It wasn’t just about keeping victims safe for a night; it was about helping them understand why they returned to abusive partners, breaking the cycle at its root. It worked for over 80% of participants. 
Yet even knowing the power of trauma-informed approaches, I resisted seeking that help for myself. I believed I was strong enough to manage alone. That if I kept helping others, I didn’t have to face my own darkness. 
But the mask of achievement cannot hold forever. Behind it was a man still searching for love he didn’t believe he deserved, still haunted by the echoes of a mother’s judgment and a father’s silent sorrow. 
It took me decades to understand that achievement, as beautiful and meaningful as it can be, was also my armor. And as long as I clung to it, I remained a prisoner of the very wounds I thought I had outrun. 
  
Chapter 5: The Weight of Silence (and Sound) 
At work, I wasn’t silent. I was focused. Methodical. Quietly bold. 
In my early years as an engineer, I was haunted by feelings of never being good enough, always comparing myself to colleagues. But over time, I realized I was outperforming most of them. I put deep thought into every design, every decision, every solution. My work wasn’t about flash or bravado — it was about function, precision, and integrity. 
What I built, worked. 
I grew into a role where I became the “fixer” — the one called in when other engineers’ designs failed. I surrounded myself with people who were the best at what they did. I focused on creating real teamwork and supporting one another, rather than competing for individual credit. 
While others sought recognition, I was driven by the challenge itself. Slowly, I started to see that maybe — just maybe — I did know my stuff. 
I rose quickly, moving from contributing engineer to senior engineer, then to project manager, and eventually department manager. At Kodak, this was no small feat. It often took decades to advance, but by 34, I was already a manager — almost unheard of at Kodak at that time. 
At work, I developed a good sense of humor. I learned to lighten tense meetings, to defuse conflicts without aggression, to motivate without intimidation. People trusted me because I didn’t use my voice to control — I used it to build. 
In public, I appeared confident and competent. But privately, I was still the same insecure self — always revisiting and second-guessing everything I said and did. Every meeting replayed in my mind, every conversation analyzed and picked apart. 
At work, I found structure, purpose, and a sense of control I never felt at home. I could measure my value through outcomes, through the success of a project, through a machine that ran perfectly. 
But in my personal life, the weight of silence returned. In my marriage, comments and criticisms mirrored the emotional dynamics I had grown up with. I was told I sat too much, talked too little or too much, took things too seriously, didn’t take enough initiative, was too loud, too soft, too careful, too careless. At work, I was the problem solver; at home, I felt like the problem. 
I carried these two worlds inside me: the accomplished professional who could be trusted to fix anything, and the silent, insecure man who never felt enough. 
It was a strange dual existence. In one sphere, I felt valued, respected, and strong. In the other, I felt small and fragile. Yet I kept going — because work gave me a place where I could exist without shame, a place where my voice mattered and my presence had weight. 
I knew I had to overcome my internal fears if I wanted to truly succeed. One of the most important lessons my father taught me was simple but powerful: when facing something painful or uncomfortable, act quickly and get it over with. He would tell me, “If the water is cold, don’t ease in slowly. Just jump. The longer you drag it out, the more it hurts.” 
I carried that philosophy everywhere. If I had to do something uncomfortable, I would push myself to be first in line, to confront it head-on rather than let the dread consume me. 
I applied this mindset to one of my biggest fears: public speaking. My instinct was to avoid it completely. But I knew I couldn’t stay hidden forever. So I signed up for public speaking classes. I took the Dale Carnegie program. I volunteered for leadership roles and speaking opportunities — situations that terrified me — so I could face the fear directly. 
And it worked. Slowly, speech by speech, meeting by meeting, I reclaimed a piece of myself. I found that while the fear never fully disappeared, it became something I could live with, something I could use rather than something that used me. 
These choices didn’t erase the deep undercurrent of insecurity or the physical symptoms that haunted me. But they proved to me that I wasn’t entirely powerless. Even when my body and mind betrayed me, I could still choose action. I could still move forward. 
  
Chapter 6: Love, Dating, and the Invisible Rules 
This chapter explores my evolving experience with love, self-worth, and the hidden rules that shaped my relationships. 
Love, for me, was never simple. It came wrapped in silent expectations and invisible rules that shaped every choice I made. 
From an early age, my mother made it clear: the greatest betrayal would be to marry a non-Jew, especially a Catholic. This wasn’t just about religion for her — it was survival, revenge, and the preservation of a lineage almost wiped from the earth. She carried the Holocaust in every word and demanded that her sons be the proof that Hitler did not win. 
Growing up, I never felt accepted by my peers in the Jewish community. I was mocked for my parents' heavy accents and for my father’s work in the “junk business.” Even in religious school, I was treated like an outsider, constantly reminded that I didn’t quite belong. It left a deep imprint — a sense that I was somehow defective, that no matter what I did, I could never measure up. 
After graduation from college, feeling both hopeful and uncertain, wondering if I was truly ready or just going through the motions, I moved into my own apartment after living with multiple roommates. I wanted to finally be on my own. One of my neighbors started to show an interest in me. I would work on my car in the parking lot, and she would come out and talk to me. She invited me over often to hang out. We started as good friends, and eventually it turned into something more. She was the first woman who had ever shown interest in me. 
She was fun, spontaneous, and never judged me. Being with her felt like fun for the first time in my life. She wouldn't let me hide or stay in my shell. But there were issues: she wasn’t Jewish, she was eight years older than me, and she drank heavily. Through her, at least four of my friends from college met their future wives — she seemed to be at the center of every social circle, the person everyone wanted to know and be around. But out of everyone, she chose me. 
Our relationship was a constant cycle of breaking up and getting back together. My parents knew I was dating her but never met her. When they visited me, I spent the time with them alone. When I visited them, she was never included. Looking back, I realize how much I distanced her from my family and how unfair that was. I was a real jerk at times, and yet she continued to put up with me. 
There were also legitimate issues. She lost her job several times and would guilt me back into the relationship out of sympathy. Her drinking convinced me she couldn't control her dependence on alcohol. Eventually, we did break up for what I thought was for good. But loneliness crept in, and on impulse, I got back together with her and even proposed. I called my parents to tell them. Their response was not happy, but they also said they weren’t surprised. 
I was immediately overwhelmed with fear that I had made a huge mistake. I confided in a few close friends, who helped me see the truth and supported my decision to break off the engagement. I did. And even after that, we remained friends. 
After that, I started using dating services and placing personal ads in the local newspaper. I went on many dates, but most were not fun. Often, I had no interest in the women I met for various reasons. Many of them were interested in me and wanted to continue seeing each other, but my answer was usually no. Meanwhile, the women I did like would turn down my requests for second dates. I became frustrated with the entire dating scene and decided I wouldn’t renew my subscriptions. 
In the very last week my personal ad ran, I received a letter that caught my attention like no other. She was Jewish, like some of the others, but something felt different. At first, I thought she was too young — many of my worst dates had been with younger women who seemed immature and made me feel even more disconnected. But I kept reading her letter over and over. My interest grew each time. 
She wrote that she worked odd hours and to call anytime. It was St. Patrick's Day, 1983. Back then, we used landline phones, and answering machines weren’t common yet. I called her a few times that evening, but there was no answer. Finally, sometime after 11 PM, she picked up. She had just returned from being out with friends, and while I could tell she was surprised by the late call, she stayed on the line. We talked for about 15–20 minutes and agreed to a date the very next evening, after work. 
I picked her up on Friday evening. We went to a well-known club, got a table, ordered drinks, and talked for a long time. I then asked if she’d like to get dinner, and she said yes. We went to a Chinese restaurant I liked. Over dinner, the conversation flowed easily. Afterward, I asked if she wanted to see a movie, and she agreed again. We ended up watching Tootsie — of all movies! The whole night felt like one of the best dates I’d ever had. When I dropped her off, I asked if she wanted to see each other again, and she gave a sincere yes. I told her I would call. 
That night marked a turning point — a rare moment where I felt seen, chosen, and genuinely hopeful. It reminded me what was possible when the invisible rules began to loosen, even just a little. In that moment, I dared to imagine a future where love might feel simple, where I might finally be allowed to just be myself. apter 1: The Vanishing Child 
There was a time when I was happy. 
In elementary school, I was outgoing—probably too much. I had lots of friends. I loved learning. I was a good student. I raised my hand often. I was in band, orchestra, theater, and choir. I loved being on stage. I had a photographic memory. I could memorize entire pages after reading them once. I could follow directions without needing to look twice. I could read a map and remember every turn. I always knew where I was. I never got lost. I loved cars, too. I could tell you the make, model, and year of every car on the road, even at a glance. I didn’t just like them—I knew them. 
I was alive in a way that felt effortless. Bright. Capable. Connected. And then I began to vanish. 
It didn’t start with symptoms. It started with shame. 
My parents were Holocaust survivors, but no one ever talked about it. My father would sometimes offer “life lessons” drawn from what he’d lived through, but never the stories. My mother said even less—her face would harden at the mention of it. If she spoke at all, it came out bitter. There were no pictures of grandparents or stories of cousins. We knew the word “survivor,” but we didn’t know the people behind it. My parents carried the past like a sealed vault—and the silence inside our house was louder than anything else. 
I didn’t know my roots, and I didn’t understand my parents’ pain. I only knew that something was wrong, even when no one said a word. 
There were pictures in the house—faded, black-and-white portraits of people I was told were my father’s parents and his two sisters. They had all perished in Auschwitz. My mother had pictures of her parents and sisters, too—her family who had survived by hiding in the forests and then emigrated to Israel. The photos were always there, but they didn’t speak to me. I had no connection to them, no real understanding of who they were. No stories. No warmth. Just images of people I was supposed to feel something for, but couldn’t. 
Letters came constantly—from Israel to my mother, and from my mother back to her family. There were no phones then, or if there were, long-distance was far too expensive. Communication happened through blue-striped airmail envelopes—dozens of them, always arriving or being sent. They lined drawers and sat on countertops. I can still see their edges. That stream of letters was my mother’s quiet lifeline to her past. 
My father didn’t write letters after we came to America—at least none that I ever saw. But after the war, he and his brother, the only two survivors from both sides of their family, wrote to his uncle in Syracuse. That uncle had emigrated to America in the 1880s and later brought over three of his sisters. One cousin from their mother’s side also survived, but otherwise the entire family—on both sides—had been lost. His father, my grandfather, had been born to his third wife, decades after his half-siblings who had emigrated to the U.S. He had been invited to join them, but declined. He was just starting a family of his own in Poland and felt too far removed from their generation to leave. 
Those letters were filled with pain. My father wrote openly about his despair, about being jailed in postwar Europe simply for possessing American money, and how that fact was being used to deny him a visa to the United States. These letters were not just a plea for help—they were his only outlet. His only chance. His writing stopped only after his plea succeeded. 
Once the visa was granted and he, my mother, and my brother were able to immigrate, there was no one left to write to. The rest of his world had been annihilated. After that, my father was silent. 
The Jewish community didn’t help. The synagogue kids mocked my father, calling him a junkman because he worked with his hands. We were looked down on—my parents, my brother, and I. My mother was humiliated by members of the sisterhood, not for anything she did, but for what she was: a poor, uneducated, accented woman who reminded them of the past they wanted to leave behind. The American Jews we knew were focused on assimilation. Survivors like my parents threatened the clean image they wanted to present to the world. 
The truth is, the women were worse than the men. They were gatekeepers, and we were kept out. 
My bar mitzvah in Israel in July 1967 had been in the plans for years. It would be a reunion with my mother’s parents and two sisters, who had survived the Holocaust and gone to Israel. There were also cousins and other survivors from her village in Poland who had resettled there. On my father’s side, survivors from his village had made their way to Israel as well. They were all there—family and the extended community of survivors who knew each other, who lived through hell together, and who somehow built a new life in a new land. The trip was a long-planned reunion with all of them. It was my Bar Mitzvah, but it was more than that. It was a family gathering of people who knew where we came from and what we had lost. 
The Six Day War almost disrupted our plans. We had to make contingency plans to have my bar mitzvah in Syracuse, but the war was over in six days. 
My mother and I went for the entire summer. My father could only come for two weeks because of his business. My brother was unable to come because he was in a special college program that summer at the University of Hawaii. When I arrived in Israel a whole new world opened up for me. I suddenly was surrounded by a large family and even more family friends. And they were all very close, loving and supportive of each other. In Israel, Jews, even Holocaust survivors, thrived compared to the US. First, they were all Jews not fighting for acceptance. Two, Israel’s constant wars for survival created a culture that celebrated life and fun, because it was a hard fight to gain independence and the wars could end things at any time. Live for the moment. I had such a great time. I was surrounded with so much love and support, something I never felt before. 
I had deep personal conversations with my aunts, uncles, and cousins—relationships I had never experienced at home. I saw how differently they lived, how they had moved on with life, while my mother remained stuck in the past. She always spoke bitterly about what had been lost and never talked about the future. And I began to realize how lonely I had been. Israel was the most fun I ever had in my life. It felt like I belonged. That I was part of something bigger. And I knew, even then, that this was something I might never feel again. 
My Uncle worked for the Israeli Department of Defense. He was once a chauffer for David Bengurion. Israeli's were being allowed to take tours of the west bank within weeks after the 6 day war. Foreiners could not participate but my uncle pulled strings, so my aunt, mother and me took many of these tours. We got the see the entire West Bank within a month of the war. We were perhaps the first foreign tourists to go into the old city. The bus drove though the old border which still had layers of barbed wire fences. Sections of those fences were taken down and temporary roads were build to connect with roads that were on the former Jordanian side. Traveling in the West Bank was very safe. The Arabs acually welcomed the Israelis because their visits were driving much more business for them. Most of the village had street markers where you negotiated with the vendor. I never felt any fear being among the former Jordanian Arabs. They were not called Palestinians back then. They didn't even use that term. They were Arabs. I got to see the Western Wall when I was still mainly hidden by buildings that had been built in front of it. Only a very small section was visible under Jordanian control. The Israeli miliatrary already had heavy equipment and bulldozers clearing the buildings blocking the wall. Those buildings were deliberately built to hide the western wall. Most of the Jewish presence in the old city was destroyed after the War of Independence and Jeruselum became split. As per tradition, I wrote a note and put it in one of the cracks in the wall. I have not recollection of what I wrote. It was exciting to see the West Bank so soon after the war. We also took tours of Israel itself. Many were with my mother and aunts. When my father arrived, he and I took some tours together. One thing that really bothered me, was how the Israelis mocked Americans and America for how badly we were doing in the Vietnam War. By 1967 it became apparent that the US was losing the war. The 6 day war made Israelis really cocky. They kept bragging if they were in Vietnam the war would be won in weeks. We of course knew they were two totally different wars. Israelis learned that the hard way after the Yom Kippur attacks and war several years later. Israel was very close to being overrun and defeated.
But my mother changed. She saw the life she gave up to join my father. And she was forever bitter about the Holocaust and believed fun was forbidden. Her younger sister, who was only 10 when the war ended, was a very outgoing fun person. This made my mother angry and she would start arguments with her all the time. They had a blowout and we could no longer stay with that sister. During the summer there, we rotated staying with my grandparents and her two sisters. Now it was just my grandparents and one sister. But I went over to visit the younger sister on my own all the time. 
Soon it was the middle of August and time to go home. Much of the family came to the airport to say goodbye there. I was in tears on the drive to the airport. It was the first emotional cry I ever experienced. When I cried in the past it was the typical child crying. This time it was different. And when my mother and I boarded the airplane and took our seats, I started bawling and could not stop. It hurt so bad to say goodbye and leave them. I have not cried like that before or since then. 
And when we got home, things started to immediately change for both my mother and me. She got worse and so did I. All those physical symptoms kicked in for me. My mother was far more depressed, far more bitter, and she took it all out on me. 
I began to lose interest in everything. The change was quiet, but complete. I didn’t feel excited anymore. I stopped enjoying the things I once loved. I didn’t drop them all at once—but I began to drift. I no longer had hobbies. I no longer felt joy. I did things because I had to, not because I wanted to. I felt numb. As if pleasure was off-limits. As if happiness was something people like me weren’t supposed to feel. 
I did not notice at the time, but I would constantly change the kids I was close friends with or hung out with, going back to junior high. It seemed as people got too close to me or I started feeling a bond, I would find other kids to be friends with. By the time I got to high school I had friends—but when they became close friends I moved on. 
I learned to adapt to the changes I was going through, even the physical. I was sent to different doctors who did tests and all concluded there was nothing wrong with me. They called it "nerves." 
What hit me hardest after returning from Israel was the emptiness. All that family and sense of love and support was now gone. I kept thinking I may never see my grandparents again. And I never did. My mother kept control of all communication through her letters. It never even occurred to me to write my own letters. So I had no contact with the family. 
Survivors in Israel were like an extended family who got together and remained connected all the time. I found my father's letters later when researching my book. They were emotional, pained, and honest—unlike anything I’d ever seen from him in life. 
And when we got home, things started to immediately change for both my mother and me. She got worse and so did I. All those physical symptoms kicked in for me. My mother was far more depressed, far more bitter, and she took it all out on me.
I began to lose interest in everything. The change was quiet, but complete. I didn’t feel excited anymore. I stopped enjoying the things I once loved. I didn’t drop them all at once—but I began to drift. I no longer had hobbies. I no longer felt joy. I did things because I had to, not because I wanted to. I felt numb. As if pleasure was off-limits. As if happiness was something people like me weren’t supposed to feel.
Fun became forbidden. I believed—without knowing why—that feeling good was dangerous. That pain was deserved, that hurt was normal. I couldn’t express emotions. I couldn’t cry, couldn’t talk, couldn’t let myself out. Instead, I locked myself in.
The symptoms started soon after. Headaches. Fogginess. A strange pain in my scalp—like even my hair hurt. My mind slowed. My memory dulled. I would read, and unless I was in complete silence and completely focused, I couldn’t retain anything. My photographic memory was gone. When people spoke to me, I couldn’t process what they were saying unless I was paying full attention. I’d say, “What?” a lot. Ask people to repeat. If I concentrated, I could follow—but it took real effort. The sharpness I had taken for granted had vanished.
And then came the nightmares. Recurring. Terrifying. Someone was always chasing me—like the bad guys on TV. I never saw their faces, but I always knew I had to run. I would wake up in a panic. It became a regular part of my nights.
My voice changed. It dropped lower. Slower. Heavier. I couldn’t carry a tune anymore. I could no longer sing. The stage, once my favorite place, became a source of panic. I developed a fear of public speaking that left me shaking. I’d forget what I was going to say. I avoided attention at all costs. The idea of people watching me made me freeze.
When junior high began, I dropped out of everything I had once loved. Music. Theater. Orchestra. Choir. Gone. The only thing I stayed involved with was the A/V club—because I still liked equipment, and it kept me behind the scenes, where no one could see me.
I still showed up. I still got good grades. But I was no longer present. I wasn’t alive the way I used to be. I had begun to vanish—and no one seemed to notice.
That’s what trauma does when no one speaks of it. It silences you, even from yourself.
I've woken up every day of my life with these symptoms and learned to hide them and ignore them and continue plowing forward. I believe that is a gift from my father—stubbornness, perseverance, never give up and never let pain overcome you. So I have lived what seems like a normal, successful life, but it's exhausting every day to overcome all this mental and physical baggage. So when I don't have to do something, my preference is to do nothing, especially in my later years. Physical activity has always made me feel worse. Using my mind has always made me feel better. I guess that was why I was a successful engineer and now focus on writing.
The symptoms eased for many years. After the most difficult stages of adolescence and into adulthood, they weren’t gone—but they were manageable. I found structure in work, purpose in advocacy, success in my career. But they never truly left.
The nightmares changed after writing Miracles through hell. I now have dreams that go back to my past. All the dreams have me in situations I cannot solve. Arriving at college and not knowing my dorm room and no once able to let me know or give me a key. Having to start classes yet having no class schedule and again I could not get one anywhere. So the chasing me nightmares when away, now I got trapped in situations I lived through with no escape. In college, I carried the images of how hard my father worked and the fear of letting him down. I also carried the constant critisims from my mother. While she had high expectations for my brother, she had low expectations for me. I was never good enough and she always let me know it. I was an average student, and that was being a failure. She did not care what I chose to do because whatever it was I would not be good at it. She had zero interest in my college hunt and selection. That was all done with my father. At high school graduation I was the recipient of the Student Council Leadership Award and they called me up to the podium to receive it. I was so proud of that accomplishment. One the drive home my mother said she was surprised that I was the award recipient and added, wasn't there someone better they could have given it to. She again popped my proud achievement, my feeling good about myself. She popped almost every one of those ballons. There were times I was reconizied for something at school and would not tell her. rework this and the right order
Seventh grade was the first year of high school. Changes had already happening in 6th grade between my mother and me. I was off on my own with friends most of the time having fun. Playing park baseball and football, taking the bus with friends to downtown movies along with all the school activities I was involved with. My mother started criticizing me. She started telling me I had it too good, was having too much fun. I did not understand what was going on. But as I look back things were changing after my brother left for college in 1964. I was ten years old and actually looked forward to him leaving for college and getting our shared room for myself. It was always obvious that my mother was much closer to my brother than with me. She revered him. He was part of the past life in Europe. He was born in a displaced persons camp in 1946 and was 9 months old when they arrived in the US. He was part of their lives when they started over with nothing. I was born in 1954.
And when we got home, things started to immediately change for both my mother and me. She got worse and so did I. All those physical symptoms kicked in for me. My mother was far more depressed, far more bitter, and she took it all out on me. I began to lose interest in everything. The change was quiet, but complete. I didn’t feel excited anymore. I stopped enjoying the things I once loved. I didn’t drop them all at once—but I began to drift. I no longer had hobbies. I no longer felt joy. I did things because I had to, not because I wanted to. I felt numb. As if pleasure was off-limits. As if happiness was something people like me weren’t supposed to feel. Fun became forbidden. I believed—without knowing why—that feeling good was dangerous. That pain was deserved, that hurt was normal. I couldn’t express emotions. I couldn’t cry, couldn’t talk, couldn’t let myself out. Instead, I locked myself in. The symptoms started soon after. Headaches. Fogginess. A strange pain in my scalp—like even my hair hurt. My mind slowed. My memory dulled. I would read, and unless I was in complete silence and completely focused, I couldn’t retain anything. My photographic memory was gone. When people spoke to me, I couldn’t process what they were saying unless I was paying full attention. I’d say, “What?” a lot. Ask people to repeat. If I concentrated, I could follow—but it took real effort. The sharpness I had taken for granted had vanished. And then came the nightmares. Recurring. Terrifying. Someone was always chasing me—like the bad guys on TV. I never saw their faces, but I always knew I had to run. I would wake up in a panic. It became a regular part of my nights. My voice changed. It dropped lower. Slower. Heavier. I couldn’t carry a tune anymore. I could no longer sing. The stage, once my favorite place, became a source of panic. I developed a fear of public speaking that left me shaking. I’d forget what I was going to say. I avoided attention at all costs. The idea of people watching me made me freeze. When junior high began, I dropped out of everything I had once loved. Music. Theater. Orchestra. Choir. Gone. The only thing I stayed involved with was the A/V club—because I still liked equipment, and it kept me behind the scenes, where no one could see me. I still showed up. I still got good grades. But I was no longer present. I wasn’t alive the way I used to be. I had begun to vanish—and no one seemed to notice. That’s what trauma does when no one speaks of it. It silences you, even from yourself. I've woken up every day of my life with these symptoms and learned to hide them and ignore them and continue plowing forward. I believe that is a gift from my father—stubbornness, perseverance, never give up and never let pain overcome you. So I have lived what seems like a normal, successful life, but it's exhausting every day to overcome all this mental and physical baggage. So when I don't have to do something, my preference is to do nothing, especially in my later years. Physical activity has always made me feel worse. Using my mind has always made me feel better. I guess that was why I was a successful engineer and now focus on writing. The symptoms eased for many years. After the most difficult stages of adolescence and into adulthood, they weren’t gone—but they were manageable. I found structure in work, purpose in advocacy, success in my career. But they never truly left. Then I had the business experience that broke me—mentally, emotionally, physically. After that, the symptoms returned stronger than ever. In the past few years, they’ve gotten worse. My wife—quiet, reserved, emotionally inaccessible—has become more like my mother. Perhaps worse. She has been critical, judgmental, and increasingly difficult. I find myself trapped again in the very atmosphere that shaped my earliest suffering. And now, the symptoms are the worst they’ve ever been. I feel exhausted. Wasted. Suicidal thoughts creep in more than I want to admit. Yet I still keep going. I still do what I have to do. I show up. I press on. I survive.

For years, I could not embrace people or hug them. It was something that not only made me uncomfortable—it scared me. My parents never embraced in front of me. I can’t remember ever seeing them kiss. Most survivor marriages happened right after liberation when surviving men and women were left without families. Many had lost their spouses. There was a strong need to recreate a family, so survivors would marry after meeting—often quickly, with no time to build any kind of relationship or love. It was a sense of duty, no different than arranged marriages. Over time, true relationships developed. They learned to love each other in their own ways. Was it the love of “soul mates”? Most often, not. I used to always question whether my parents really loved each other. They each had their own worlds to focus on. My father focused on his business. My mother focused on the house and raising my brother and me. 
... 
Chapter 1: The Vanishing Child 
I didn’t just disappear. I was erased—slowly, invisibly, and in plain sight. 
There was a time when I was happy. 
In elementary school, I was outgoing—probably too much. I had lots of friends. I loved learning. I was a good student. I raised my hand often. I was in band, orchestra, theater, and choir. I loved being on stage. I had a photographic memory. I could memorize entire pages after reading them once. I could follow directions without needing to look twice. I could read a map and remember every turn. I always knew where I was. I never got lost. I loved cars, too. I could tell you the make, model, and year of every car on the road, even at a glance. I didn’t just like them—I knew them. 
I was alive in a way that felt effortless. Bright. Capable. Connected. And then I began to vanish. 
It didn’t start with symptoms. It started with shame. 
My parents were Holocaust survivors, but no one ever talked about it. My father would sometimes offer “life lessons” drawn from what he’d lived through, but never the stories. My mother said even less—her face would harden at the mention of it. If she spoke at all, it came out bitter. There were no pictures of grandparents or stories of cousins. We knew the word “survivor,” but we didn’t know the people behind it. My parents carried the past like a sealed vault—and the silence inside our house was louder than anything else. 
I didn’t know my roots, and I didn’t understand my parents’ pain. I only knew that something was wrong, even when no one said a word. 
There were pictures in the house—faded, black-and-white portraits of people I was told were my father’s parents and his two sisters. They had all perished in Auschwitz. My mother had pictures of her parents and sisters, too—her family who had survived by hiding in the forests and then emigrated to Israel. The photos were always there, but they didn’t speak to me. I had no connection to them, no real understanding of who they were. No stories. No warmth. Just images of people I was supposed to feel something for, but couldn’t. 
Letters came constantly—from Israel to my mother, and from my mother back to her family. There were no phones then, or if there were, long-distance was far too expensive. Communication happened through blue-striped airmail envelopes—dozens of them, always arriving or being sent. They lined drawers and sat on countertops. I can still see their edges. That stream of letters was my mother’s quiet lifeline to her past. 
My father didn’t write letters after we came to America—at least none that I ever saw. But after the war, he and his brother, the only two survivors from both sides of their family, wrote to his uncle in Syracuse. That uncle had emigrated to America in the 1880s and later brought over three of his sisters. One cousin from their mother’s side also survived, but otherwise the entire family—on both sides—had been lost. His father, my grandfather, had been born to his third wife, decades after his half-siblings who had emigrated to the U.S. He had been invited to join them, but declined. He was just starting a family of his own in Poland and felt too far removed from their generation to leave. 
Those letters were filled with pain. My father wrote openly about his despair, about being jailed in postwar Europe simply for possessing American money, and how that fact was being used to deny him a visa to the United States. These letters were not just a plea for help—they were his only outlet. His only chance. His writing stopped only after his plea succeeded. 
Once the visa was granted and he, my mother, and my brother were able to immigrate, there was no one left to write to. The rest of his world had been annihilated. After that, my father was silent. And that silence became the soundtrack of my childhood. 
The Jewish community didn’t help. The synagogue kids mocked my father, calling him a junkman because he worked with his hands. We were looked down on—my parents, my brother, and I. My mother was humiliated by members of the sisterhood, not for anything she did, but for what she was: a poor, uneducated, accented woman who reminded them of the past they wanted to leave behind. The American Jews we knew were focused on assimilation. Survivors like my parents threatened the clean image they wanted to present to the world. 
The truth is, the women were worse than the men. They were gatekeepers, and we were kept out. 
My mother was a good mother in my early years. She was very nurturing and attentive. She even rode the bus on my first day of kindergarten and waited at the school to ride back with me on the bus. I remember watching soap operas together with her before I was old enough for school. But she was always closer to my brother than to me. He was part of their past—born in a Displaced Persons Camp while they waited for visas to come to America. He was 9 months old when they arrived in 1947. I was born in 1954. I was not part of that past. 
As I grew older, my mother started viewing me as an American. She also was determined to control how I lived. I was always told what food I liked and didn’t like. She cooked Jewish food at home. I remember having dinner at a friend’s house when I was young and they served spaghetti and meatballs. I didn’t know what that was. I was hesitant to eat it. My friend’s mother explained what it was, and I tried it—and loved it. When I got home and told my mother, she didn’t know how to make it, but sometimes gave me Chef Boyardee as something special while everyone else ate traditional food. 
She would take me downtown with her to shop one Saturday per month. We would take the bus and eat at Woolworth’s or McCrory’s lunch bars. I loved hamburgers and fries and always looked forward to those trips. When we went out for dinner, I was told I didn’t like most of the things on the menu and would always order steak like they did. It wasn’t until college that the world of food opened up to me. I learned I loved many things I had been told not to eat. 
As my mother grew older, she became more bitter and complained more. Our relationship changed. 
I did not notice it at the time, but I would constantly change the kids I was close friends with or hung out with going back to junior high. It seemed as people got too close to me or I started feeling a bond, I would find other kids to be friends with. By the time I got to high school, I had friends, but when they became close friends, I moved on. 
I learned to adapt to the changes I was going through, even the physical. I was sent to different doctors who did tests and all concluded there was nothing wrong with me. They called it nerves. 
My bar mitzvah in Israel in July 1967 had been in the plans for years. It would be a reunion with my mother’s parents and two sisters, who had survived the Holocaust and gone to Israel. There were also cousins and other survivors from her village in Poland who had resettled there. On my father’s side, survivors from his village had made their way to Israel as well. They were all there—family and the extended community of survivors who knew each other, who lived through hell together, and who somehow built a new life in a new land. The trip was a long-planned reunion with all of them. It was my Bar Mitzvah, but it was more than that. It was a family gathering of people who knew where we came from and what we had lost. 
The Six Day War almost disrupted our plans. We had to make contingency plans to have my bar mitzvah in Syracuse, but the war was over in six days. 
My mother and I went for the entire summer. My father could only come for two weeks because of his business. My brother was unable to come because he was in a special college program that summer at the University of Hawaii. When I arrived in Israel a whole new world opened up for me. I suddenly was surrounded by a large family and even more family friends. And they were all very close, loving and supportive of each other. In Israel, Jews, even Holocaust survivors, thrived compared to the US. First, they were all Jews not fighting for acceptance. Two, Israel’s constant wars for survival created a culture that celebrated life and fun, because it was a hard fight to gain independence and the wars could end things at any time. Live for the moment. I had such a great time. I was surrounded with so much love and support, something I never felt before. 
I had lots of personal conversations with my aunts, uncles, and cousins in ways I never had at home. I saw firsthand how different my mother was from the rest of her family. They moved on with their lives while she remained stuck in the past. She always spoke bitterly about the past and never talked about the future. It hit me hard when we returned to Syracuse that all that family and sense of love and support was now gone. I kept thinking I may never see my grandparents again. And I never did. My mother kept control of all communications with her letters. It never even occurred to me to write my own letters. So I had no contact with the family. 
My mother changed. She saw the life she gave up to join my father. And she was forever bitter about the Holocaust and believed fun was forbidden. She became upset that they were living the life she was denied as a child and in America. So she became even more angry and bitter. Her younger sister, who was only 10 when the war ended, was a very outgoing fun person. This made my mother angry and she would start arguments with her all the time. They had a blowout and we could no longer stay with that sister. During the summer there, we rotated staying with my grandparents and her two sisters. Now it was just my grandparents and one sister. But I went over to visit the younger sister on my own all the time. 
Soon it was the middle of August and time to go home. Much of the family came to the airport to say goodbye there. I was in tears on the drive to the airport. It was the first emotional cry I ever experienced. When I cried in the past it was the typical child crying. This time it was different. And when my mother and I boarded the airplane and took our seats, I started bawling and could not stop. It hurt so bad to say goodbye and leave them. I have not cried like that before or since then. 
And when we got home, things started to immediately change for both my mother and me. She got worse and so did I. All those physical symptoms kicked in for me. My mother was far more depressed, far more bitter, and she took it all out on me. 
In recent years, the symptoms I carried for decades—physical and emotional—have returned with a vengeance. For a while, I managed. I adapted. I buried the pain deep enough to function. But now, it takes more effort just to get through the day. The smallest things feel like battles. The judgments I once heard as a child have returned in different voices. I live in a space where my words are often met with correction, where my choices are questioned, and where conversations feel more like orders. It’s familiar. Too familiar. It’s not about blame—it’s about the ache of recognition. It’s about realizing I’m still trying to escape the same shadows that haunted my childhood. The exhaustion I feel now isn’t just from age. It’s from carrying a lifetime of pain in silence. 
And still, somewhere inside, the vanishing child survives—trying, again, to speak. 
________________________________________ 
Author’s Note 
This book is written as a testimony to survival and silence, to the pain that shaped me and the resilience that kept me going. I have chosen to write about my experience—truthfully and vulnerably—but I have also chosen not to name or accuse others. The people in my life have their own histories and wounds, and while some of their actions contributed to my pain, my goal is not to place blame. My goal is to understand myself and offer that understanding to others who carry unspoken trauma. This is my story, in my voice. If you see yourself in it, I hope it brings healing. If you don’t, I hope it brings understanding. 
  
Chapter 2: Carrying the Shadows 
I woke up every day of my life with symptoms I didn’t understand. Aches that had no diagnosis. Exhaustion that sleep never cured. Fear that hid behind a smile. I learned to hide it all—from my parents, from my friends, and eventually, even from myself. That was my way of coping: bury it, ignore it, and push forward. 
I believe that part of me was inherited from my father. He was stubborn. Determined. He didn’t give up. He taught me that pain doesn’t get to win. And so, for most of my life, I appeared to be doing just fine. I earned degrees. Had a successful engineering career. I even became a business owner and later worked in nonprofits. From the outside, I looked like someone who had it all together. 
But inside, I was exhausted. Carrying this weight every day takes everything out of you. I learned to compartmentalize my emotions. I became the person I needed to be at work, in social situations, and at home. I played the roles well. But I never really knew who I was. And the truth is, I still don’t. 
Over the years, I found that when I didn’t have to do something, I didn’t want to. I needed rest—not just physical, but emotional. My mind became my refuge. Physical activity made me feel worse. Thinking, writing, problem-solving—those things made me feel alive again. That’s probably why I thrived as an engineer and why writing has become so important to me now. 
For many years, my symptoms calmed. After my business experience, though, they began to worsen again. And more recently, they have become the worst they’ve ever been. I find myself back in that place of pain and confusion, and now with something heavier: suicidal thoughts. I don’t say that for shock value. I say it because it’s the truth. And yet, I still get up. I still push forward. I still do what needs to be done. 
There was a time when I couldn’t hug people. Physical affection scared me. It wasn’t just discomfort—it was fear. My parents never showed affection to each other in front of me. I can’t remember ever seeing them kiss. Many survivor marriages were built out of survival itself. People who had lost everything found each other in the aftermath. They didn’t have time to build a relationship; they had to rebuild a life. It was more like a duty than a romance. Over time, they may have grown to love each other in their own way, but it wasn’t the love of soulmates. At least, that’s how it felt to me. My father lived in his world—his business. My mother lived in hers—the house and raising us. 
My mother was a nurturing and attentive parent when I was young. She even rode the bus with me on my first day of kindergarten and waited to ride it home with me. We watched soap operas together before I started school. But as I grew older, she became increasingly unhappy. She gravitated more toward my brother, who had been born in a Displaced Persons camp and symbolized their survival. I was born in America. Over time, she saw me not as a survivor's child, but as an American child. And she tried to control that. 
Food was one example. She told me what I liked and didn’t like, what I would and wouldn’t eat. Her cooking was traditional. The first time I had spaghetti and meatballs at a friend’s house, I didn’t even know what it was. I hesitated, but when I tasted it, I loved it. When I told my mother, she didn’t know how to make it, but bought me Chef Boyardee every so often, while the rest of the family ate her usual meals. 
We had monthly shopping trips downtown. We took the bus, and she treated me to lunch at Woolworth's or McCrory's. I loved those hamburgers and fries. But even at restaurants, I was told I wouldn’t like things on the menu. I ordered steak like my parents. It wasn’t until college that I discovered how many foods I actually liked. 
As she got older, my mother became more critical, more bitter. And our relationship suffered. 
I never realized it at the time, but I had a pattern with friendships. Starting in junior high, whenever someone got close to me, I would back away and move on to new friends. By high school, the pattern was obvious in hindsight. I had friends, but never close ones for long. Intimacy scared me. Vulnerability scared me. People getting too close scared me. And I didn’t know why. 
I also had unexplained physical symptoms. Pain. Fatigue. Digestive issues. I went to different doctors. They ran tests. Every time, they said nothing was wrong. It was just nerves. That became the diagnosis of my life. 
So I adapted. That was my survival skill. If no one could help me, I would help myself. I would bury it and keep going. 
Looking back, I understand that trauma doesn’t always shout. Sometimes it whispers until it becomes a scream. And now, at age 71, the scream is louder than ever. 
And I still get up. And I still write. Because that vanishing child deserves a voice. And because silence is what almost erased me in the first place. 
  
Chapter 3: Cracks in the Mask 
By the time I entered high school, I had already become an expert at masking who I really was. On the surface, I looked like a model student. I had plenty of friends, got involved in clubs, ran for student council, played clarinet in the band, joined the debate team, and even acted in school plays. I kept myself busy, active, and well-liked. But none of it showed the real me. I made sure of that. 
What no one saw—what I didn't even understand myself—was that I lived in constant fear. I had become a master at compartmentalizing my emotions, learning how to suppress the confusion, pain, and emptiness that lived inside me. I adapted to the expectations around me by becoming whatever others needed me to be. I didn’t know who I was beneath the performance. 
What I did know, even then, was that I could never let people get too close. I couldn’t explain why, but the moment someone began to see through the surface, I pulled away. I did this over and over—starting all the way back in junior high. I’d form a friendship, begin to feel something like a bond, and then—without drama—I’d drift away and start spending time with someone else. I didn’t recognize it at the time as avoidance. It was just how I functioned. 
During my junior year, the pattern became impossible to ignore. I once again started to form real connections—a few friends I began to trust, to let in, to feel safe with. But that same wall would rise again. Without realizing it, I found myself making excuses, avoiding them, changing lunch tables or clubs, and gradually disappearing from those relationships. I didn’t know what intimacy felt like, and it terrified me. 
The symptoms were all still there: the constant pressure in my head, pain in my hair follicles, deep fatigue, the ever-present brain fog, and the slow, disconnected thinking that made processing hard. I was sent to different doctors who ran tests, but every one of them said the same thing—there was nothing wrong. They called it “nerves.” But it wasn’t just anxiety. Something inside me was broken, and no one could see it. 
What made it even harder was the memory of the summer before. Israel. That was the most fun I ever had in my life. I felt a kind of love and belonging I had never known before. Conversations with aunts, uncles, cousins—they wanted to know me. They saw me. There was laughter, hugs, meals together. Real connection. In contrast, coming home felt like a return to coldness and isolation. 
My mother changed after that summer too. I saw it in her eyes—she had given up a life of family and support to come to America and start over with my father. Her bitterness grew deeper. She held all the contact with her family through letters. It never occurred to me to write my own. I didn’t even think I was allowed. And so, the people who had made me feel whole were suddenly unreachable again. I never saw my grandparents again. The hole in my heart grew. 
At school, I kept pretending everything was okay. I functioned. I succeeded. But it was exhausting. I woke up every day in pain—mental and physical. I pushed through it. I always pushed through it. That’s something I believe I got from my father—his perseverance, his refusal to give up, no matter how hard things got. But that kind of survival comes at a cost. 
I learned to rely on my mind, because my body always betrayed me. I hated physical activity. It always made me feel worse. But using my mind gave me a sense of clarity and control. Maybe that’s why I became an engineer. Maybe that’s why I write now. 
But even with all that drive, I was a boy falling apart on the inside. And no one knew. Not even me. 
________________________________________ 
Clinical Insight 
The narrative reveals hallmark features of developmental and intergenerational trauma. The subject's shifting friendships reflect an internal fear of emotional intimacy—commonly seen in survivors of attachment disruptions or environments where vulnerability is unsafe. His account of physical symptoms—head pressure, hair pain, mental fog, and fatigue—are classic somatic expressions of chronic stress and unresolved trauma. 
The summer experience in Israel stands in stark contrast to his life in the U.S., marking a formative moment of belonging and connection. The severance of that connection and return to an emotionally distant home likely reinforced feelings of abandonment, loss, and helplessness. 
Despite no formal diagnosis at the time, the subject was likely experiencing symptoms consistent with complex PTSD. The misdiagnosis of “nerves” reflects a lack of understanding by the medical system in recognizing trauma’s physical manifestations, particularly in second-generation Holocaust survivors. 
________________________________________ 
Clinical Recommendation 
This chapter underscores the subject’s adaptive functioning under trauma. His reliance on cognitive abilities and discipline allowed him to maintain outward success. However, the internal cost—emotional numbing, hypervigilance, physical discomfort, and dissociation—requires focused intervention. 
Therapeutic interventions like Internal Family Systems (IFS), EMDR, and somatic therapy could help him access and process these hidden wounds. Group therapy with fellow second-generation survivors may also offer critical validation. 
Continued writing and self-reflection remain powerful tools in the healing process, as they allow unspoken pain to be witnessed, organized, and understood. 
  
Chapter 4: Breaking Point 
College was supposed to be a new beginning. A chance to leave behind the pain, the silence, the confusion. A place to start over, figure out who I was, and finally be free from the weight of my past. I entered college with hope, ambition, and fear all tangled together. It didn’t take long before everything unraveled. 
During my junior year, the cracks that had always been under the surface began to split open wide. The same symptoms I had lived with for years returned in full force—the headaches, the stabbing pain in my scalp, the mental fog, the slow processing. But something had shifted. It felt heavier, more relentless. And now, I was on my own. No one was there to mask it for me. 
I kept trying to push through like I always had. I went to classes, studied, tried to function. But everything was harder. I couldn't concentrate. My mind moved in slow motion. I fell behind in my work. I isolated myself more and more. The emotional exhaustion became too much to carry. 
One day, everything just collapsed. I couldn’t do it anymore. I reached a point I never thought I would—a true breakdown. I didn’t know what to call it back then. I just knew I was falling apart and couldn’t hold it together anymore. 
I finally talked to someone. A school counselor. It was the first time I said anything about the pain, the confusion, the fear, the physical symptoms. He listened. He didn’t judge me. He helped me understand that what I was going through wasn’t just in my head. That my body and mind had been trying to carry trauma for years, and I had never given myself permission to feel it, let alone talk about it. 
It was the beginning of a shift. Not a cure. Not a resolution. But a crack in the wall I had built around myself. For the first time, I allowed someone to see past the mask. 
________________________________________ 
Clinical Insight 
The subject's breakdown during junior year represents a tipping point in the cumulative impact of complex trauma. The pattern of physical and cognitive symptoms worsening under the increased pressure of independence is consistent with somatization and dissociative coping mechanisms commonly found in developmental trauma. 
The isolation, slowed cognition, and academic decline align with what clinicians often see in individuals with unrecognized PTSD or complex PTSD, especially in second-generation Holocaust survivors. The subject’s instinct to withdraw and disconnect mirrors trauma responses of freeze and shutdown, used to manage overwhelming emotional pain. 
Engaging with a counselor marked a pivotal moment in beginning to undo years of silence and repression. This first experience of being heard without judgment is often the catalyst for healing in trauma survivors. 
________________________________________ 
Clinical Recommendation 
The turning point in this chapter underscores the importance of early therapeutic intervention and trauma-informed care. Regular sessions with a trauma-informed therapist could have helped the subject build emotional regulation skills, reconnect to his body, and process the underlying wounds driving his symptoms. 
If revisited today, modalities like Somatic Experiencing, EMDR, or parts work (IFS) could target these symptoms more directly and release the body-held trauma. Continued journaling, therapeutic dialogue, and structured trauma healing programs are also recommended to support integration and recovery. 
Supportive environments that validate and hold space for complex trauma are critical. Healing begins when pain can be safely expressed and understood. 
  
Chapter 5: Trying to Rebuild 
After I hit that breaking point in college, something shifted. I didn’t suddenly get better. There was no overnight recovery. But I had cracked open a space for change. I had let someone in. And from that moment, a part of me knew I couldn’t go back to living entirely in silence. 
I didn’t stay in therapy for long. Just a few sessions. But those sessions stayed with me. They made it clear that what I had experienced wasn’t just "nerves" or something in my imagination. My pain had a source. It had a history. And it made sense. That validation meant more than I could have explained back then. Even without continued support, it gave me the smallest sliver of footing. 
What I did next was what I had always done: I pushed forward. I managed to graduate. I got a job. I focused on work. That became my anchor. 
At Kodak, I found something I hadn’t expected—structure. Order. Measurable success. I was good at what I did, and that mattered. I had learned long ago how to hide the chaos inside me, how to pretend everything was fine, and now those skills worked to my advantage. In a workplace where performance mattered, I thrived. At least on the surface. 
The symptoms never went away. Every morning I still woke up with the same pain in my head, the same fog, the same drain on my energy. I learned to hide it well. I kept moving forward. I kept producing. That relentless drive, that refusal to give in—I know now that was my father’s legacy. Not just survival, but the determination to never let pain stop you from doing what had to be done. 
Looking back, I realize I compartmentalized every part of my life. I had my work self, my social self, my private self. None of them felt entirely real. I could be the friendly coworker, the problem-solver, the high achiever—but none of it touched the core of who I was. I didn’t even know who that was. 
Then I met the woman who would become my wife. We met in 1983. I was almost 30. We talked for the first time on St. Patrick’s Day. We dated for a few months and got married that October. On the outside, it looked like a fairy tale. But inside, I was still holding everything in. 
I had never shared my demons with her. Not really. We were both introverted. We didn’t talk much about feelings. That actually made things feel comfortable—or at least familiar. For a while, it seemed to work. But I wasn’t fully present. I had learned to live in fragments. And when you don’t know who you are, it’s hard to let someone truly love you. 
Still, I functioned. I succeeded. I did what was expected. That had always been my way. But the weight never left. It was always there, just beneath the surface. 
Clinical Insight 
This chapter highlights the subject’s pattern of functional adaptation in the aftermath of trauma. His ability to build a professional life and marry shows strong resilience and coping mechanisms. However, his reliance on compartmentalization and emotional distancing reflects unresolved trauma and difficulty with vulnerability. 
The early exposure to validation in therapy helped disrupt internalized shame but did not fully integrate healing due to the short duration of support. The endurance of somatic symptoms and emotional disconnection is common among survivors who never fully process their trauma histories. 
Clinical Recommendation 
The subject demonstrates strong executive functioning and capacity for emotional insight. These strengths make him a good candidate for intensive trauma therapy focused on integration rather than just coping. 
Attachment-based therapy, trauma-informed couples work, or IFS (Internal Family Systems) could support the development of a fuller emotional self. Continuing to explore his story through writing, sharing, and community engagement also remains a valuable pathway for healing. 
Healing at this stage is not about undoing the past, but about connecting the fragmented parts of self that have long remained hidden. Reclaiming one’s whole identity, even in later years, is a profound act of survival. 
  
Chapter 6: Becoming a Parent 
I became a father in 1986. It was the first time I ever felt the weight of true responsibility. Not the responsibility of work or survival, but of shaping another life. Holding my daughter in my arms, I felt a kind of awe that I didn’t know I was capable of. I wanted to protect her, to give her a better life, to give her the safety and love I had so often longed for myself. And yet, part of me was terrified. How could I be a father when I had never really figured out who I was? 
Fatherhood brought out my best instincts—but also exposed my deepest wounds. I wanted to do everything right. I wanted to be present, supportive, steady. I did my best to provide a stable home, to model strength. But I still couldn’t connect emotionally the way I wanted to. I didn’t know how. I was warm. I was involved. But I still lived in compartments. I was always in my head. 
As my children grew, I grew with them. But I still struggled in silence. I never wanted to burden them with my past. I never spoke of my pain. I thought I was protecting them. Maybe I was. But in hiding the truth, I also kept a part of myself hidden from them. 
There were times I caught glimpses of something different. When we laughed together. When I watched them sleep. When I listened to their dreams. Those were the moments when I felt connected, when the fog would lift for just a second. But they were fleeting. I couldn’t hold onto them. 
Looking back, I know I was a good father. I gave them what I could. I provided, I showed up, I stayed. But I also know now that the unspoken things—the silence, the hidden sadness—left their own mark. I lived as if I had buried the past. But it lived in me. It shaped the way I loved, the way I related, the way I withdrew. 
I was always trying to fix everything on the outside because I couldn’t fix what was broken inside. 
________________________________________ 
Clinical Insight 
This chapter reflects the intergenerational transmission of trauma and how it subtly influences parenting. The subject shows strong protective instincts, a commitment to stability, and a conscious effort to be a better parent. However, the silence around his trauma history likely created emotional distance within his family. 
Despite his best efforts to shield his children, his unresolved pain shaped his emotional availability and communication style. This is common among second-generation Holocaust survivors and others who carry inherited trauma. Emotional suppression can create barriers even when physical presence and dedication are unwavering. 
________________________________________ 
Clinical Recommendation 
At this stage of life, therapeutic exploration of the parental role could be transformative. Narrative therapy or intergenerational trauma-focused work could help the subject understand how silence and shame were passed down—and how they might be interrupted. 
Reframing the parenting experience as part of the healing journey can shift the narrative from self-judgment to self-compassion. It is never too late to repair, reconnect, or redefine one’s legacy. Open dialogue, reflection, and ongoing writing remain powerful tools for growth and connection. Chapter 1: The Vanishing Child 
There was a time when I was happy. 
In elementary school, I was outgoing—probably too much. I had lots of friends. I loved learning. I was a good student. I raised my hand often. I was in band, orchestra, theater, and choir. I loved being on stage. I had a photographic memory. I could memorize entire pages after reading them once. I could follow directions without needing to look twice. I could read a map and remember every turn. I always knew where I was. I never got lost. I loved cars, too. I could tell you the make, model, and year of every car on the road, even at a glance. I didn’t just like them—I knew them. 
I was alive in a way that felt effortless. Bright. Capable. Connected. And then I began to vanish. 
It didn’t start with symptoms. It started with shame. 
My parents were Holocaust survivors, but no one ever talked about it. My father would sometimes offer “life lessons” drawn from what he’d lived through, but never the stories. My mother said even less—her face would harden at the mention of it. If she spoke at all, it came out bitter. There were no pictures of grandparents or stories of cousins. We knew the word “survivor,” but we didn’t know the people behind it. My parents carried the past like a sealed vault—and the silence inside our house was louder than anything else. 
I didn’t know my roots, and I didn’t understand my parents’ pain. I only knew that something was wrong, even when no one said a word. 
There were pictures in the house—faded, black-and-white portraits of people I was told were my father’s parents and his two sisters. They had all perished in Auschwitz. My mother had pictures of her parents and sisters, too—her family who had survived by hiding in the forests and then emigrated to Israel. The photos were always there, but they didn’t speak to me. I had no connection to them, no real understanding of who they were. No stories. No warmth. Just images of people I was supposed to feel something for, but couldn’t. 
Letters came constantly—from Israel to my mother, and from my mother back to her family. There were no phones then, or if there were, long-distance was far too expensive. Communication happened through blue-striped airmail envelopes—dozens of them, always arriving or being sent. They lined drawers and sat on countertops. I can still see their edges. That stream of letters was my mother’s quiet lifeline to her past. 
My father didn’t write letters after we came to America—at least none that I ever saw. But after the war, he and his brother, the only two survivors from both sides of their family, wrote to his uncle in Syracuse. That uncle had emigrated to America in the 1880s and later brought over three of his sisters. One cousin from their mother’s side also survived, but otherwise the entire family—on both sides—had been lost. 
Those letters were filled with pain. My father wrote openly about his despair, about being jailed in postwar Europe simply for possessing American money, and how that fact was being used to deny him a visa to the United States. These letters were not just a plea for help—they were his only outlet. His only chance. His writing stopped only after his plea succeeded. 
Once the visa was granted and he, my mother, and my brother were able to immigrate, there was no one left to write to. The rest of his world had been annihilated. After that, my father was silent. 
The Jewish community didn’t help. The synagogue kids mocked my father, calling him a junkman because he worked with his hands. We were looked down on—my parents, my brother, and I. My mother was humiliated by members of the sisterhood, not for anything she did, but for what she was: a poor, uneducated, accented woman who reminded them of the past they wanted to leave behind. The American Jews we knew were focused on assimilation. Survivors like my parents threatened the clean image they wanted to present to the world. 
The truth is, the women were worse than the men. They were gatekeepers, and we were kept out. 
My bar mitzvah in Israel in July 1967 had been in the plans for years. It would be a reunion with my mother’s parents and two sisters, who had survived the Holocaust and gone to Israel. There were also cousins and other survivors from her village in Poland who had resettled there. On my father’s side, survivors from his village had made their way to Israel as well. They were all there—family and the extended community of survivors who knew each other, who lived through hell together, and who somehow built a new life in a new land. The trip was a long-planned reunion with all of them. It was my Bar Mitzvah, but it was more than that. It was a family gathering of people who knew where we came from and what we had lost. 
The Six Day War almost disrupted our plans. We had to make contingency plans to have my bar mitzvah in Syracuse, but the war was over in six days. 
My mother and I went for the entire summer. My father could only come for two weeks because of his business. My brother was unable to come because he was in a special college program that summer at the University of Hawaii. When I arrived in Israel a whole new world opened up for me. I suddenly was surrounded by a large family and even more family friends. And they were all very close, loving and supportive of each other. In Israel, Jews, even Holocaust survivors, thrived compared to the US. First, they were all Jews not fighting for acceptance. Two, Israel’s constant wars for survival created a culture that celebrated life and fun, because it was a hard fight to gain independence and the wars could end things at any time. Live for the moment. I had such a great time. I was surrounded with so much love and support, something I never felt before. 
But my mother changed. She saw the life she gave up to join my father. And she was forever bitter about the Holocaust and believed fun was forbidden. She became upset that they were living the life she was denied as a child and in America. So she became even more angry and bitter. Her younger sister, who was only 10 when the war ended, was a very outgoing fun person. This made my mother angry and she would start arguments with her all the time. They had a blowout and we could no longer stay with that sister. During the summer there, we rotated staying with my grandparents and her two sisters. Now it was just my grandparents and one sister. But I went over to visit the younger sister on my own all the time. 
Soon it was the middle of August and time to go home. Much of the family came to the airport to say goodbye there. I was in tears on the drive to the airport. It was the first emotional cry I ever experienced. When I cried in the past it was the typical child crying. This time it was different. And when my mother and I boarded the airplane and took our seats, I started bawling and could not stop. It hurt so bad to say goodbye and leave them. I have not cried like that before or since then. 
And when we got home, things started to immediately change for both my mother and me. She got worse and so did I. All those physical symptoms kicked in for me. My mother was far more depressed, far more bitter, and she took it all out on me. 
I began to lose interest in everything. The change was quiet, but complete. I didn’t feel excited anymore. I stopped enjoying the things I once loved. I didn’t drop them all at once—but I began to drift. I no longer had hobbies. I no longer felt joy. I did things because I had to, not because I wanted to. I felt numb. As if pleasure was off-limits. As if happiness was something people like me weren’t supposed to feel. 
Fun became forbidden. I believed—without knowing why—that feeling good was dangerous. That pain was deserved, that hurt was normal. I couldn’t express emotions. I couldn’t cry, couldn’t talk, couldn’t let myself out. Instead, I locked myself in. 
The symptoms started soon after. Headaches. Fogginess. A strange pain in my scalp—like even my hair hurt. My mind slowed. My memory dulled. I would read, and unless I was in complete silence and completely focused, I couldn’t retain anything. My photographic memory was gone. When people spoke to me, I couldn’t process what they were saying unless I was paying full attention. I’d say, “What?” a lot. Ask people to repeat. If I concentrated, I could follow—but it took real effort. The sharpness I had taken for granted had vanished. 
And then came the nightmares. Recurring. Terrifying. Someone was always chasing me—like the bad guys on TV. I never saw their faces, but I always knew I had to run. I would wake up in a panic. It became a regular part of my nights. 
My voice changed. It dropped lower. Slower. Heavier. I couldn’t carry a tune anymore. I could no longer sing. The stage, once my favorite place, became a source of panic. I developed a fear of public speaking that left me shaking. I’d forget what I was going to say. I avoided attention at all costs. The idea of people watching me made me freeze. 
When junior high began, I dropped out of everything I had once loved. Music. Theater. Orchestra. Choir. Gone. The only thing I stayed involved with was the A/V club—because I still liked equipment, and it kept me behind the scenes, where no one could see me. 
I still showed up. I still got good grades. But I was no longer present. I wasn’t alive the way I used to be. I had begun to vanish—and no one seemed to notice. 
That’s what trauma does when no one speaks of it. It silences you, even from yourself. 
I've woken up every day of my life with these symptoms and learned to hide them and ignore them and continue plowing forward. I believe that is a gift from my father—stubbornness, perseverance, never give up and never let pain overcome you. So I have lived what seems like a normal, successful life, but it's exhausting every day to overcome all this mental and physical baggage. So when I don't have to do something, my preference is to do nothing, especially in my later years. Physical activity has always made me feel worse. Using my mind has always made me feel better. I guess that was why I was a successful engineer and now focus on writing. 
The symptoms eased for many years. After the most difficult stages of adolescence and into adulthood, they weren’t gone—but they were manageable. I found structure in work, purpose in advocacy, success in my career. But they never truly left. 
Then I had the business experience that broke me—mentally, emotionally, physically. After that, the symptoms returned stronger than ever. In the past few years, they’ve gotten worse. My wife—quiet, reserved, emotionally inaccessible—has become more like my mother. Perhaps worse. She has been critical, judgmental, and increasingly difficult. I find myself trapped again in the very atmosphere that shaped my earliest suffering. 
And now, the symptoms are the worst they’ve ever been. I feel exhausted. Wasted. Suicidal thoughts creep in more than I want to admit. Yet I still keep going. I still do what I have to do. I show up. I press on. I survive. 
________________________________________ 
Clinical Assessment: 
Jerry's experience reflects classic signs of childhood-onset complex trauma. The abrupt psychological and physical changes following his return from Israel—emotional numbing, cognitive impairment, sleep disturbances, social withdrawal, somatic symptoms, and loss of previously strong skills—are consistent with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), especially when rooted in developmental trauma. As a second-generation Holocaust survivor, Jerry inherited the emotional wounds of his parents' unspeakable suffering. The sudden loss of a sense of belonging and safety, combined with deep familial silence and unspoken grief, disrupted his identity formation. The internalized belief that happiness was dangerous, paired with his mother's depression and emotional disconnection, compounded these effects. 
This constellation of symptoms—dissociation, self-blame, and loss of interest in pleasurable activities—mirrors what clinicians recognize today as complex PTSD, particularly in cases where trauma is transmitted across generations. Jerry’s childhood joy and connection were replaced by fear, isolation, and chronic stress responses. His account offers powerful insight into how trauma doesn't just scar individuals—it echoes through families and across time. 
That Jerry adapted, excelled, and achieved success despite such early psychological injury is a testament to his resilience. Clinically, this type of functional adaptation despite inner distress is known as "high-functioning trauma response." It often masks the underlying exhaustion, chronic emotional strain, and difficulty in sustaining well-being over time. Jerry's ability to function intellectually while suppressing physical and emotional discomfort may have helped him build a career—but it also created a lifetime of hidden suffering. His coping mechanisms—mental focus, discipline, withdrawal—were survival tools forged in silence. But as the emotional environment around him mirrors the pain of the past, even those tools are strained, revealing just how deep the damage goes. 
ChatGPT said: 
Prognosis: 
Jerry’s prognosis is mixed—but not without hope. 
The chronic nature of his symptoms, combined with their intensification over time, especially under repeated emotional stressors, suggests that without targeted intervention, his distress will likely continue and may worsen. The late emergence of suicidal thoughts and deep exhaustion, despite a lifetime of perseverance, indicates that his coping strategies—though remarkably effective in sustaining external function—are no longer enough to protect his internal well-being. 
However, prognosis is not determined solely by pathology. Jerry has demonstrated extraordinary resilience, insight, and adaptability. His ability to articulate his experience, pursue meaning through writing, and maintain functional roles in life points toward strong protective factors. These include: 
• High cognitive function and self-awareness 
• Persistence and responsibility 
• A deep sense of purpose 
• Capacity for reflection and communication 
If Jerry engages in trauma-informed psychotherapy—particularly approaches like EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing), Internal Family Systems (IFS), or somatic therapies designed for complex PTSD—he may begin to safely process the layers of trauma that have remained unspoken and unresolved. These approaches can reduce physical symptoms, release the guilt associated with pleasure, and gradually replace dissociation with healthy emotional expression. 
Furthermore, creating and sharing his story, as he is doing now, is itself a therapeutic act. Writing allows Jerry to reclaim his voice, make meaning from suffering, and break the silence that shaped him. 
With the right support, Jerry’s prognosis includes the possibility of relief from daily pain, reduction of symptoms, and the emergence of new emotional space—where healing, connection, and even joy are possible. Not because the past can be erased, but because its grip on the present can be loosened. 
Let me know if you’d like this added to the end of Chapter One, or used in a separate epilogue, introduction, or clinical appendix. Prologue 
Carrying the Shadows 
I never lived through the Holocaust. But I’ve lived with it every day of my life. 
My parents were Holocaust survivors. They didn’t talk about it—not in a way that explained anything. My father gave life lessons, not stories. My mother’s face turned cold if it came up at all. There was no warmth in the silence, only weight. I didn’t know what had happened to our family. I had to find that later. On my own. 
There were pictures in the house—faded black-and-white portraits of people who were gone. They were supposed to mean something, but they didn’t. Not to me. Not without names, memories, or stories. I had cousins in Israel—lots of them. They were the children of survivors like my parents. I had a couple of cousins in Syracuse too, but we weren’t close. I grew up without extended family nearby, without grandparents, without the daily sense of belonging that other kids seemed to take for granted. 
I did well in school. I had friends. I was in orchestra, theater, and choir. I had a photographic memory. I loved maps and cars and being on stage. I was alive in a way that felt effortless. But all of that started to fade after one trip that changed everything. 
In 1967, I traveled to Israel for my Bar Mitzvah. It was meant to be a reunion. My mother’s parents and two sisters had survived by hiding in the forests during the war and eventually emigrated to Israel. My father’s uncle had come to Syracuse in the 1890s to escape the pogroms and later brought over three of his sisters. One cousin from their mother’s side survived, but the rest of the family—on both sides—was gone. 
That summer in Israel, I felt something I had never felt before: surrounded. Loved. Safe. These people had suffered like my parents, but they didn’t hide it. They lived with it. They talked. They laughed. They made life out of loss. For the first time, I felt what family could be. 
My mother didn’t feel the same way. She became bitter and angry. Being there—seeing the life she could have had—was too much for her. She argued constantly with her younger sister. Eventually, we couldn’t even stay there anymore. But I kept going back on my own. That summer changed me. 
When it was time to leave, I cried like I never had before. Real pain. Deep sorrow. On the flight home, I sobbed uncontrollably. Something broke in me on that airplane. And when we got back to Syracuse, everything started to change. 
That’s when the symptoms began. 
The fog. The exhaustion. The strange pain in my scalp—like even my hair hurt. I couldn’t concentrate. My memory dulled. I lost my ability to sing. I dropped out of everything I once loved. The sharpness, the energy, the joy—it all vanished. 
And my mother got worse. Her bitterness deepened, and she took it out on me. I withdrew. I couldn’t cry. I couldn’t speak about what I felt. I learned to keep everything inside. 
That’s what trauma does when no one speaks of it. It silences you. Even from yourself. 
Still, I kept functioning. I still got good grades. I showed up. I moved forward. That was the gift from my father—stubbornness, discipline, survival. I had a long engineering career. I built a business. I led in my community. But I lived every day with hidden pain, physical and emotional. And over time, the weight got heavier. 
After the collapse of my business, the symptoms came back stronger than ever. My marriage, once quiet and emotionally distant, began to feel like the same environment I grew up in. Critical. Cold. Familiar in the worst way. I feel trapped again. Exhausted. Suicidal thoughts creep in more than I want to admit. 
Still, I survive. I show up. I do what I have to do. But I’m tired of carrying this alone. 
This book isn’t just a memoir. It’s a reckoning. A way to break the silence. A way to give voice to the shadows I’ve carried for a lifetime. 
Each chapter walks through a piece of that silence—how it began, how it shaped me, and how I’m finally learning to confront it. I don’t have all the answers. But I do have my story. 
And it’s time to tell it. 
  
Chapter 1: The Vanishing Child 
There was a time when I was happy. 
In elementary school, I was outgoing—probably too much. I had lots of friends. I loved learning. I was a good student. I raised my hand often. I was in band, orchestra, theater, and choir. I loved being on stage. I had a photographic memory. I could memorize entire pages after reading them once. I could follow directions without needing to look twice. I could read a map and remember every turn. I always knew where I was. I never got lost. I loved cars, too. I could tell you the make, model, and year of every car on the road, even at a glance. I didn’t just like them—I knew them. 
I was alive in a way that felt effortless. Bright. Capable. Connected. 
And then I began to vanish. 
It didn’t start with symptoms. It started with shame. 
My parents were Holocaust survivors, but no one ever talked about it. My father would sometimes offer “life lessons” drawn from what he’d lived through, but never the stories. My mother said even less—her face would harden at the mention of it. If she spoke at all, it came out bitter. There were no pictures of grandparents or stories of cousins. We knew the word “survivor,” but we didn’t know the people behind it. My parents carried the past like a sealed vault—and the silence inside our house was louder than anything else. 
I didn’t know my roots, and I didn’t understand my parents’ pain. I only knew that something was wrong, even when no one said a word. 
There were pictures in the house—faded, black-and-white portraits of people I was told were my father’s parents and his two sisters. They had all perished in Auschwitz. My mother had pictures of her parents and sisters, too—her family who had survived by hiding in the forests and then emigrated to Israel. The photos were always there, but they didn’t speak to me. I had no connection to them, no real understanding of who they were. No stories. No warmth. Just images of people I was supposed to feel something for, but couldn’t. 
Letters came constantly—from Israel to my mother, and from my mother back to her family. There were no phones then, or if there were, long-distance was far too expensive. Communication happened through blue-striped airmail envelopes—dozens of them, always arriving or being sent. They lined drawers and sat on countertops. I can still see their edges. That stream of letters was my mother’s quiet lifeline to her past. 
My father didn’t write letters after we came to America—at least none that I ever saw. But after the war, he and his brother, the only two survivors from both sides of their family, wrote to his uncle in Syracuse. That uncle had emigrated to America in the 1890s and later brought over three of his sisters. One cousin from their mother’s side also survived, but otherwise the entire family—on both sides—had been lost. 
Those letters were filled with pain. My father wrote openly about his despair, about being jailed in postwar Europe simply for possessing American money, and how that fact was being used to deny him a visa to the United States. These letters were not just a plea for help—they were his only outlet. His only chance. His writing stopped only after his plea succeeded. 
Once the visa was granted and he, my mother, and my brother were able to immigrate, there was no one left to write to. The rest of his world had been annihilated. After that, my father was silent. 
The Jewish community didn’t help. The synagogue kids mocked my father, calling him a junkman because he worked with his hands. We were looked down on—my parents, my brother, and I. My mother was humiliated by members of the sisterhood, not for anything she did, but for what she was: a poor, uneducated, accented woman who reminded them of the past they wanted to leave behind. The American Jews we knew were focused on assimilation. Survivors like my parents threatened the clean image they wanted to present to the world. 
The truth is, the women were worse than the men. They were gatekeepers, and we were kept out. 
My Bar Mitzvah in Israel in July 1967 had been in the plans for years. It was more than just a ceremony—it was a reunion. My mother’s parents and her two sisters had survived the Holocaust by hiding in the forests of Poland and had eventually emigrated to Israel. There were also cousins and other survivors from her village who had resettled there. On my father’s side, survivors from his village had made their way to Israel as well. These were people who had lived through the same horrors, yet somehow they were still standing—and many of them were thriving. 
The Six-Day War almost disrupted our plans. We had backup arrangements in place to have the Bar Mitzvah in Syracuse if needed. But the war ended in six days. Our trip to Israel went forward. 
My mother and I went for the entire summer. My father joined us for two weeks—he had to get back to the business. My brother couldn’t come at all—he was enrolled in a summer college program in Hawaii. 
From the moment I arrived in Israel, everything felt different. 
I was surrounded by family—real family. Not just blood relatives, but people who welcomed me, included me, made me feel known. These were survivors too, just like my parents, but they were living life in ways I had never seen. They were loud, affectionate, emotional. They laughed, cried, argued, danced. In Israel, there was no need to hide your identity or fit in. Everyone was Jewish. Everyone had lost someone. Everyone had survived something. 
But they weren’t stuck in grief the way my parents were. They talked about the past, but they didn’t live inside it. They had moved forward. They built families, homes, traditions. They didn’t erase what had happened—they carried it—but they also carried joy. 
That was the first time in my life I felt what it was like to belong. 
But for my mother, the trip stirred something very different. She became angry, bitter, shut down. She saw the life she had given up. She saw the warmth and closeness her family had rebuilt without her. Her youngest sister, who had been just ten when the war ended, was fun and outgoing, full of life. My mother couldn’t stand it. They fought constantly. It got so bad that we couldn’t stay with that sister anymore. We rotated between my grandparents and her older sister’s home. But I kept visiting my youngest aunt on my own. I loved being around her. I loved being around all of them. 
As the summer came to a close, I started to dread leaving. I didn’t want to go back. Not to the coldness. Not to the silence. Not to the house where joy was forbidden. 
Much of the family came to the airport to say goodbye. I was in tears on the drive there. It was the first time I ever cried like that—not as a kid throwing a tantrum, but from a place of deep, unbearable sadness. When the plane took off, I broke down completely. I cried the whole way home. I have never cried like that since. 
That moment—that departure—was the breaking point. 
When we got back, everything changed. 
My mother got worse. More bitter. More withdrawn. And I began to fall apart. Quietly, but completely. 
I lost interest in everything. I stopped enjoying the things I once loved. I didn’t drop them all at once—I just started drifting. I stopped doing things for joy and started doing them only out of habit. It felt like pleasure was something I no longer deserved. Like happiness was dangerous. I locked myself in. Emotionally. Physically. I stopped crying. I stopped expressing. I became numb. 
The symptoms came quickly. Headaches. Mental fog. A strange pain in my scalp—like even my hair hurt. My mind slowed. My memory dulled. I would read, and unless I had complete silence and full focus, I couldn’t retain anything. My photographic memory was gone. I struggled to process what people were saying. I said “what?” a lot. I needed everything repeated. And it took effort to follow, even when I did concentrate. 
And the nightmares changed. 
I used to have recurring dreams where someone was chasing me—faceless, nameless, but always dangerous. I had to run. I would wake up in a panic, heart racing, scared and disoriented. But after I wrote Miracles Through Hell, those dreams stopped. 
They didn’t go away—they just changed. 
Now, in my dreams, I’m trapped. I’m back in college, unable to find my dorm. No one will tell me where it is. I don’t have a key. Or I have to go to class, but I don’t have a schedule, and I can’t get one anywhere. I go from office to office, no one helping, no way out. I’m stuck in real-life memories—only now, they’re unsolvable. It’s not about being chased anymore. It’s about being powerless in a world that doesn’t care. 
My voice changed, too. It dropped lower. Slower. Heavier. I couldn’t sing anymore. I couldn’t carry a tune. The stage—once my favorite place—became a nightmare. I developed a fear of public speaking that left me shaking. I avoided being noticed. The spotlight became terrifying. 
When junior high began, I dropped out of everything I had once loved. Music. Theater. Orchestra. Choir. Gone. The only thing I kept doing was A/V club—because I still liked equipment, and it kept me behind the scenes. Hidden. 
I still got good grades. I still showed up. But I was no longer present. I wasn’t alive the way I used to be. I had begun to vanish—and no one seemed to notice. 
That’s what trauma does when no one speaks of it. 
It silences you—even from yourself. 
  
Chapter 2: A House Without Stories 
I knew my parents were survivors, but I didn’t know what they had survived. No one told me. 
The word Holocaust was around me, but not explained. There were no stories at the dinner table, no family lore passed down. There were no bedtime tales, no photographs we gathered around. We had pictures, yes—faded ones of long-dead relatives—but they weren’t tied to memory. Just faces and names I was told I should care about. But I didn’t know them. And no one helped me understand why I should. 
What I did know was this: my father was a man of strength and silence. He’d offer lessons about life, about people, about being careful, about not trusting too easily. But he never told me what made him that way. I didn’t know how he had survived, or what had happened to his family. I only knew that his world had ended before I was born, and that he carried something I couldn’t name. 
My mother said even less. She didn’t soften when asked—she hardened. Her silence wasn’t protective, it was bitter. She believed the world owed her nothing, and she wore her losses like armor. If the subject of the war came up, she shut down. Sometimes she’d snap at me for asking questions. She didn’t want to go back. Not in words, not in thoughts, not ever. 
We had no grandparents in Syracuse. No family dinners. No holiday gatherings. My parents didn’t have siblings nearby. I had a couple of cousins in town, but we weren’t close. The only real extended family I knew lived in Israel. And even they were just letters in striped airmail envelopes most of the time. 
My father and his brother—both Holocaust survivors—had a falling out sometime just before or after I was born. Both of them lived in Syracuse, yet our families never got together. My brother and I would ask why, and the answer was always the same: just accept it. That was the rule. No one talked about it. I think my brother knew more than I did, but he wouldn’t share it with me. Another wall. Another silence I was expected to live with. 
In 7th grade, I ended up at the same junior high school as one of those cousins. Because our last names were the same, we were seated next to each other in homeroom—alphabetical order. We barely spoke. We sat side by side like strangers. 
7th grade was when my mood and personality first started changing. That was the beginning of the emotional changes I was starting to go through. I was becoming more introverted and quiet. If we had gone to elementary school together, it’s far more likely I would have reached out to her and tried to develop a relationship. But by 7th grade, I had started doing what was expected of me—especially what my parents expected. And that included keeping distance. I told them we were in the same homeroom. I told them we didn’t speak to each other. And they didn’t say a word about it. 
One day, the homeroom teacher asked me if we were related. I said yes—we’re cousins. She looked puzzled and asked why we didn’t talk to each other. I didn’t know what to say. I struggled and finally just told her, “It’s a family thing. We don’t get together at all.” 
From what I can piece together now, the feud was fueled by my mother. She was angry that my uncle—my father’s brother—had married an American Jew. To her, that was a betrayal. It went back to how she was treated by American Jews at the synagogue. She believed survivors should marry other survivors—people who had lived the same pain, who understood. She couldn’t forgive the rejection she felt from American Jews, and she brought that bitterness into everything. This wasn’t the only time a feud started that way. There were other male survivors my mother had known who married American Jewish women. In her mind, that wasn’t acceptable. 
So even among family, the walls stayed up. 
Even as a child, I was taught to keep them in place. 
Our gatherings weren’t with family in the usual sense. They were with friends—fellow Holocaust survivors—and cousins from the uncle and aunts who had helped bring my parents to Syracuse. That became our community. That was who we had. 
But those gatherings didn’t have much emotional connection. They were social, polite, sometimes even warm—but they weren’t family. Being with blood relatives is a different experience than being with friends, no matter how close those friends might be. There was no shared family history, no stories passed down, no traditions repeated across generations. We had no family customs. No roots. 
Still, I learned things at those gatherings. Sometimes the survivors would share stories—bits and pieces of their experiences. Some I could understand. Some I couldn’t. But I listened. Because that was the closest I could get to understanding where I came from. 
Getting up each morning is a challenge for me. When you have the physical and mental symptoms I deal with, the natural tendency is to crawl under the sheets and stay in bed all day. It takes energy to shut off how you feel and get back into survival mode. Ignore the pain, ignore the fear, ignore the feelings of wanting to be isolated and alone—and kick into, you have a job to do, whatever it might be. 
When I first read about John F. Kennedy’s chronic back problems, I could relate to his situation. He had a serious back injury from World War II, complicated by Addison’s disease. He was always in immense pain. Each morning, he had to be strapped into a back corset-like device, given painkillers at a dose that wouldn’t impair his awareness or judgment. Getting ready for the day took the kind of energy most people can’t endure in a full day. But he was wired to live with the pain and still function—as a Congressman, a Senator, and the President of the United States. 
Franklin Roosevelt did the same with his polio. His legs didn’t function at all. Yet he refused to use a wheelchair in public. With immense pain, he learned to slide his legs using special braces so he could walk short distances to podiums and stages. Something most others could never do. 
I often feel the same, though my pain is nowhere near what they endured. But when I wake up, I have to leave time to just lie there and generate the desire and energy to get up and get on with the day. My first thought every morning is: Damn it. Another day to get through. And then I focus—and do it. 
And no one knows or sees it. No one but me. 
That was my house. 
A house without stories. 
A house full of shadows. 
  
Chapter 3: Hidden Among the Survivors 
Growing up, my family never had holiday gatherings with extended relatives. We were surrounded by fellow Holocaust survivors and a few cousins in Syracuse, but not by grandparents, aunts, uncles, or first cousins who played the kind of role I saw in other families. 
My father and his brother had a falling out around the time I was born. Both of our families lived in Syracuse, yet we never got together. My brother and I asked why, but we were told simply to accept it. I think my brother knew more than he let on, but he never shared the details. All we knew was that we didn’t talk to them. That was that. 
Gatherings were instead held with other survivors and the cousins descended from the uncle and three aunts who had helped bring my parents to Syracuse after the war. These events were cordial, but lacked emotional connection. There were no shared family traditions, no passed-down stories. We had no deep roots in these moments. Still, they were windows into my parents’ lives and past. The adults often shared stories—some that I could understand, others that felt foreign and distant. Their experiences were full of unimaginable hardship, survival, and strength, but as a child, it was difficult to grasp the full meaning. 
There’s a difference between being with family friends and being with blood relatives. I felt that absence. I saw what other kids had—cousins who were like siblings, grandparents who doted on them, shared memories that spanned generations. I envied that. 
In seventh grade, one of my cousins and I ended up in the same homeroom at junior high school. Our last names were the same, so we were seated next to each other in alphabetical order. We didn’t speak. We barely acknowledged each other. Our teacher once asked me if we were related, and I said yes, we were cousins. She looked puzzled and asked why we never talked. I told her, "It’s a family thing. We don’t get together." 
Looking back, I think that seventh grade was when I really began to change. My mood darkened. I became more introverted, more withdrawn. If we had gone to elementary school together, I probably would have reached out to her. But by seventh grade, I was already learning to do what my parents did—keep my distance, avoid questions, follow the silent rules of family estrangement. 
My parents knew we were in the same class. I told them. I told them we didn’t talk. They said nothing. 
From what I’ve come to understand, the feud may have been fueled by my mother. She resented that my uncle had married an American Jew. She believed that survivors should marry other survivors, people who understood that depth of pain. American Jews, in her view, looked down on survivors. She’d lived it—felt humiliated by the sisterhood at synagogue, dismissed by the women whose accents were absent and whose lives had not been shattered. In her mind, survivors needed each other. 
There were other situations too—male survivors she had known who married American Jewish women. She couldn’t accept it. I think every one of those marriages felt like betrayal to her. Like further evidence that survivors didn’t belong, even among their own. 
These quiet feuds became part of the air I breathed. I didn’t know better. I didn’t know anything else. 
  
Chapter 4: Living Inside a Shell 
By the time I reached high school, I had become an expert at hiding in plain sight. 
From the outside, I still functioned. I went to school. I got good grades. I stayed out of trouble. But inside, I was unraveling. The emotional withdrawal that began in seventh grade had only deepened. I wasn’t just quiet anymore—I was unreachable. 
Each morning was a battle. Waking up meant facing another day of feeling like I didn’t belong in my own life. The symptoms—fog, fatigue, a dull ache in my scalp, the pressure behind my eyes—were all still there. I didn’t know what they were. I didn’t even think to call them symptoms. It just felt like my normal. A broken normal. 
Getting out of bed took everything I had. Not because I was lazy or tired, but because the weight of each day was crushing. The emotional and physical pain pressed down on me the moment I opened my eyes. I didn’t want to see anyone. I didn’t want to talk. I didn’t want to feel. 
But I did it anyway. 
Somehow, I always managed to force myself through the routine. Shower. Dress. Eat. Go. Smile if necessary. Respond when required. Perform, but don’t engage. It was survival mode—an internal autopilot that carried me through the day while the real me stayed hidden underneath. A shell. 
I started compartmentalizing my life. School was one compartment. Home was another. Social life, if you could call it that, was another box altogether. I had friends, but none of them truly knew me. I had teachers who liked me, but they didn’t see what was happening beneath the surface. Even my family—my parents, my brother—didn’t ask questions. Or maybe they didn’t want to know the answers. 
In high school, I was selected to receive the Student Council Leadership Award. I still remember being called up to the podium at graduation to accept it. I was proud—really proud. It was one of the few moments where I felt like I had earned recognition for something meaningful. But on the drive home, my mother popped that balloon. She said she was surprised I had received the award and added, "Wasn't there someone better they could have given it to?" Her words cut straight through me, erasing my pride and replacing it with shame. That wasn’t the first time she dismissed my achievements, and it wouldn’t be the last. Eventually, I stopped telling her when I was recognized for something. 
During my last two years of high school, all I could think about was college and getting out of that house. I thought once I was out of the house I would be fine. And I was wrong. I carried those wounds with me into college. I tried to leave everything behind and start fresh, but the baggage came with me. I carried the image of my father’s relentless work ethic and the fear of letting him down. He believed in me, but I felt like I could never fully earn that belief. My mother’s voice followed me too—an internalized soundtrack of criticism and low expectations. She didn’t care what I studied or what I wanted to be. In her eyes, whatever it was, I wouldn’t be good at it. 
She had zero interest in my college plans. The entire college selection process was something I did with my father. She was absent—not just physically, but emotionally. She never asked what I wanted or where I applied. I doubt she even remembered the names of the schools I considered. 
The isolation deepened. I smiled when I had to. I joked with friends. I showed up to class. But more and more, I felt like I was disappearing. 
And after writing Miracles Through Hell in 2022, the way I dreamed about all of this changed. For years, my nightmares had involved being chased—always running, never knowing who was behind me. But once I wrote the book and processed some of the buried pain, the nightmares transformed. Now I dreamed of being trapped. 
In those dreams, I’d arrive at college but not know my dorm room. I had no key, and no one could help me. Or I needed to start class but didn’t have a schedule. I’d go from office to office, asking for help, but no one could give me answers. They weren’t terrifying in the traditional sense—but they left me with the same helplessness, the same anxiety. Because these weren’t just dreams. They were my life, rewritten at night, over and over again. 
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But I did it anyway. 
Somehow, I always managed to force myself through the routine. Shower. Dress. Eat. Go. Smile if necessary. Respond when required. Perform, but don’t engage. It was survival mode—an internal autopilot that carried me through the day while the real me stayed hidden underneath. A shell. 
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During my last two years of high school, all I could think about was college and getting out of that house. I thought once I was out of the house I would be fine. And I was wrong. 
Still, there were moments of joy in high school. I had friends and fun. A bunch of us would go to a railroad bridge that became a kind of competitive mural—each high school painting its colors and name on the metal beams. I was usually the driver. We’d climb up, hang over the edge, and mark our territory with bold 'Nottingham' lettering. I was involved in a lot of school pranks, too. I hated phys ed class and worked out an agreement with the director to skip it entirely—as long as I continued announcing football and basketball games. That became one of my roles. I was the president of the AV club, with free reign of the school, even keys to all the classrooms. I was responsible for the announcement and classroom intercom system in the office. I would often have someone call me out of a class I wanted to skip so it appeared legit. 
Senior year, I had access to my father’s car—dropping him off at work and picking him up at day’s end. Having the car gave me freedom. A few of us would regularly skip first-period social studies and go to a donut shop instead. We'd always bring one back for the teacher, and he let it slide because we all had good grades. There was a part of me that could break out of the shell, live in the moment, have fun. But eventually I’d go back in. 
So even with laughter and rebellion, I was already preparing to leave. I carried those wounds with me into college. I tried to leave everything behind and start fresh, but the baggage came with me. I carried the image of my father’s relentless work ethic and the fear of letting him down. He believed in me, but I felt like I could never fully earn that belief. My mother’s voice followed me too—an internalized soundtrack of criticism and low expectations. She didn’t care what I studied or what I wanted to be. In her eyes, whatever it was, I wouldn’t be good at it. 
She had zero interest in my college plans. The entire college selection process was something I did with my father. She was absent—not just physically, but emotionally. She never asked what I wanted or where I applied. I doubt she even remembered the names of the schools I considered. 
The isolation deepened. I smiled when I had to. I joked with friends. I showed up to class. But more and more, I felt like I was disappearing. 
And after writing Miracles Through Hell in 2022, the way I dreamed about all of this changed. For years, my nightmares had involved being chased—always running, never knowing who was behind me. But once I wrote the book and processed some of the buried pain, the nightmares transformed. Now I dreamed of being trapped. 
In those dreams, I’d arrive at college but not know my dorm room. I had no key, and no one could help me. Or I needed to start class but didn’t have a schedule. I’d go from office to office, asking for help, but no one could give me answers. They weren’t terrifying in the traditional sense—but they left me with the same helplessness, the same anxiety. Because these weren’t just dreams. They were my life, rewritten at night, over and over again. 
The children of Holocaust survivors are known as “second generation survivors.” Most survivors lived by a “code of silence.” This silence was meant to shield their children from the horrors of their survival, but it did the opposite. Their silence kept us always wondering about their past. The family members lost—our roots. We could see their emotional pain as much as they tried to hide it. We could not understand it. We suffered from our own scars, even nightmares. We did not understand why. We would always hear the slogan “Never forget” when the Holocaust was mentioned in the synagogue or public remembrance. But we always asked ourselves, “Never forget what?” 
In the 1970s, the emotional and psychological struggles of children of Holocaust survivors had been formally discovered. While not born during the Holocaust, the second generation 
Prologue 
I am writing these intimate details not only as therapy for myself, but to connect with all those who suffer from trauma—whether inherited or shaped by life experiences. My trauma comes from the Holocaust and the pain my parents carried. My story is also the story of countless other second-generation survivors. 
My father was a Holocaust survivor. He was from a city in Poland and escaped the Nazis to join the partisans in the forest. He was one of only about 25,000 Jews who made it to the partisans—and one of the very few who survived. He lived through hell, hunted, starved, and forced to fight just to stay alive. Of his entire extended family, only he, his brother, and one cousin survived. Everyone else was murdered. 
My mother was also a Holocaust survivor, from a small village in Poland. She survived along with her mother and father—my grandparents—and her two sisters. Everyone else was killed. Aunts, uncles, cousins, neighbors. Entire branches of the family tree were erased. 
She rarely spoke about it, but it was always present—in her sadness, in her silence, in the way she tried to control chaos by keeping things quiet and proper. The trauma lived in her eyes, in her sighs, in the way she wiped down the kitchen table long after it was clean. 
They both survived—but survival came at a cost. 
Their trauma never left them. It lived in the silence between us. It shaped the way they parented, the way they related to the world, and the way I grew up. I didn’t understand it at the time, but I lived in a house full of unspoken pain. 
The Holocaust didn’t end with their liberation. It echoed into our home, our family, and my body. 
This is the trauma I inherited. 
But the same trauma—the same emotional and physical scars—impacts so many others: those who fought in or lived through war. Those who grew up in violent or abusive homes. Those who’ve endured poverty, hunger, homelessness, or constant fear. Trauma is a thief that doesn’t discriminate. It takes your peace. It distorts your identity. It lives deep in your cells, in your gut, in your voice—even when you don’t understand it. 
I went through traditional psychiatric therapy on and off throughout the years. It helped, the way a band-aid helps. It kept me going, helped me function, but it never healed me. It never gave me back what trauma had taken. 
Very few second-generation survivors write their stories, because most don’t understand them. Many think they’re alone—that it’s just them. Many think they are the problem. Others stay in survival mode, burying what hurts rather than facing it. I know. I was there too. 
That started to change when I wrote Miracles Through Hell—the story of how my parents survived the Holocaust. That process opened a door, just a crack, into my own story. It helped me begin to understand that I was also a survivor—of their trauma. It marked the beginning of a shift in me—from burying pain to digging it up. From staying silent to finally naming what I carried. 
That shift is not simple. It is messy and painful. You move from surviving each day to questioning what survival has cost you. To asking: What now? What next? How do I stop this cycle? 
Even now, as I write this, I know I am only scratching the surface. 
I’m 71 years old. Maybe there’s still time to find peace. Maybe not. But this journey—this effort to understand and heal—is one I must take. And more importantly, it’s one I must share. 
Because I’ve come to realize the bigger purpose isn’t just my healing. 
It’s helping others begin theirs. 
  
Chapter 1: Before the Change 
Before everything began to unravel, I was a thriving, high-functioning kid with an incredible memory, natural talents, and a family history few could imagine. To understand my story, you have to start with the story of those who came before me. 
My mother survived the Holocaust along with her parents and two sisters. Everyone else in her extended family was killed. My father was one of the only survivors from his family—just him, his brother, and one cousin. The trauma they carried was unspeakable. But they didn’t speak it. That silence became my inheritance. 
I grew up in a home where grief lived in the walls but no one named it. My parents were loving, devoted, and present in the only ways they knew how. But their past wasn’t discussed. I didn’t know the details of what they had endured. I didn’t even know how many relatives I had lost. There were no stories, no memories shared. Just silence, tension, and an unspoken pressure to be okay. 
Despite that, in those early years, I was thriving. I had a near-photographic memory. I could remember maps and directions at a glance. Everything on the blackboard in school stuck with me. If I read something once, I retained most of it. I hardly had to take notes. Academically, I excelled. I was confident, engaged, and sharp. 
I loved music and performing. I was in band, orchestra, choir, and theater. I could memorize lines quickly and deliver them with ease. I loved being on stage. I wasn’t just comfortable in the spotlight—I thrived in it. My voice was strong, my presence natural, and I felt most alive when I was creating or performing. 
Socially, I fit in. I had friends. I enjoyed group activities. I felt like I had a place in the world. My identity, while still forming, was rooted in competence and connection. 
At home, things were quiet—but that quiet was normal to me. I didn’t realize I was living in the shadow of trauma. My parents didn’t talk about their pain, so I didn’t have a language for mine. I didn’t even know I had pain. I just knew that I wanted to be good, to do well, and not to cause trouble. 
There was something unspoken in our house—an emotional absence. Looking back, I understand now that my parents were emotionally frozen in many ways. They had learned to survive by not feeling, not expressing, not remembering. And as a child, I absorbed that survival strategy like a sponge. 
But none of that showed in my day-to-day life. I looked like a well-adjusted, capable, smart kid with a bright future. And maybe I was—for a while. 
This chapter of my life—the thriving, high-performing child—is important. Because only by knowing how strong and alive I once felt can you truly understand what it meant to lose that. Everything changed around the age of 14. But before that, I was full of life. 
I didn’t know then that I was carrying something invisible. Something passed down. Something unspoken. I didn’t know there was a weight on my back because I had never known life without it. And no one around me had the words or tools to help me see it. 
This was the beginning. The time before the change. Before the symptoms. Before the silence deepened. Before I learned to survive by hiding who I was. And before I realized that surviving isn’t the same as living. 
  
Prologue: Carrying the Shadows 
Before I understood the world, I understood silence. 
My mother carried the Holocaust in her bones. My father carried the forests of Belarus in his soul. I carried both of them inside me, long before I understood what I was carrying. 
They survived in different ways: my mother, hiding in barns and attics, her childhood stolen and replaced with constant fear; my father, a partisan fighter who chose to resist rather than die on Nazi terms. They came to America to build a new life, but the war followed them. It sat at the dinner table, haunted our hallways, and wrapped itself around every unspoken word. 
I was born into that silence — into an inheritance of shadows and unhealed wounds. As a child, I was bright, curious, and outgoing. I once had a photographic memory and could remember every detail on a page after seeing it just once. But as the years passed, as the silent rules of survival settled into me, that gift faded. I began to disappear from myself, piece by piece. 
This book is not a heroic story of triumph over the past. It is not a linear journey from darkness to light. It is an honest exploration of what it means to carry someone else’s pain in your blood, to grow up with invisible scars, to live with depression that whispers daily that you are not enough. 
It is about regret — for not knowing my parents deeply enough while they were alive, for turning away when I could have reached toward them, for learning to love them fully only after they were gone. It is about the guilt of wanting to escape, of feeling that you do not belong in your own family, of realizing too late how much they carried and how much they gave. 
And yet, this is also a book about survival — not just theirs, but mine. It is about the small, fragile moments of connection that kept me alive: a friend who stayed, a mentor who believed in me, a cause that gave me purpose when I could not find it inside myself. 
I write these words now, at 71, because I no longer want to live in silence. I no longer want to pretend I am well when I am not. I want to understand, to heal, and to honor the shadows I carry — not to be defined by them, but to learn from them. 
If you have ever felt alone with your pain, if you have inherited ghosts you cannot name, if you have wondered whether it is too late to begin healing — this book is for you. 
I hope these pages help you feel seen. I hope they remind you that even in the deepest shadows, there is light waiting to be claimed. 
  
Chapter 1: The Inheritance of Silence 
Silence wasn’t just the absence of words in my house — it was a presence. It filled the kitchen as my mother scrubbed the counters until her hands cracked. It echoed in the living room, a space so spotless and forbidden we might as well have put a sign on the door: No living allowed here. 
My parents never spoke of the war. The past was a phantom that shaped every day but never had a name. They didn’t talk about what they lost, who they lost, or how the world they loved was burned to the ground. But that silence roared through our lives, louder than any words could have been. 
As a young boy, I was bright and fearless. I loved attention. I raised my hand for every question, performed in every play, joined band, orchestra, choir, and theater. My voice was strong, my spirit even stronger. But then, seemingly overnight, everything changed. 
Puberty arrived like a thief. My voice deepened, slowed, and with it, my confidence vanished. Words became stuck in my throat. I filled my sentences with ums and long pauses, terrified of sounding foolish. Kids, especially the jocks, mocked my low, slow drawling voice. I began to dread speaking up. 
I stopped raising my hand. I dropped out of choir and theater. I moved from the front of the stage to the dark corners behind it. I became the A/V guy, running wires and projectors, building sound systems — always present but never seen. It felt safer to hide behind cables than to stand under the lights. 
My photographic memory, once a point of pride, faded too. I used to remember pages word for word after one glance, but as I withdrew inward, that gift slipped away, leaving me feeling even more ordinary, even more lost. 
At home, there was no refuge. My mother saw my joy and curiosity as threats. She resented my freedom, my laughter, my ability to be a child. She would tell me I didn’t know what it meant to suffer, that I had it “too good.” 
She was a master of surveillance. She could tell exactly where I had walked by the indentations in the carpet or the smudge of a fingerprint on a table edge. The living room, with its comfortable furniture, was off-limits — a museum to a life we could never have. 
Arguments with her ended the same way: her clutching her chest, crying that I was giving her a heart attack, blaming me for her pain. At first, these scenes terrified me. Later, I realized they were performances — manipulations. But by then, I had already learned to stay out of her way. 
My brother, eight years older, was the golden child. Born in a displaced persons camp in Germany, he was the living bridge to the world they lost. She placed all her hopes on him. He was the future; I was the reminder that the past had slipped too far away. 
High school became my countdown to freedom. I would stay at school late, join every club, and hang out at friends’ houses — anywhere but home. Many of my friends' mothers became my surrogate mothers, offering warmth and care I didn’t dare expect at home. 
My father’s business became my sanctuary. On Saturdays and summers, I worked beside him. We didn’t need words. We shared quiet hours fixing things, moving through small tasks, and he would occasionally drop simple, profound truths about life. He didn’t criticize me. He didn’t question my worth. With him, I felt human. 
But even in these spaces, I carried a constant hum of anxiety, a gnawing fear that I would be found lacking, that I would somehow betray the fragile peace I built around me. 
I didn’t have a name for it then. Depression, trauma, inherited pain — those words were unknown to me. I thought I was simply defective, broken in ways no one else could understand. I believed that if I just achieved enough, fixed enough, pleased enough people, I might finally earn the right to exist. 
Looking back now, I see it clearly. The boy who used to raise his hand and chase every spotlight was gone. In his place stood a young man who had learned to disappear while still being present, who had learned to smile and perform while dying inside. 
That was the inheritance my parents never intended to pass down. And it was the silence that wrapped itself around every corner of my life, waiting for the day I would finally learn to name it. 
  
Chapter 2: The Lost Child 
By the time I reached high school, the bright, curious boy I once was had become a ghost. I moved through the halls as if wearing an invisible cloak — present but unseen, always on guard. 
I stopped performing. I stopped raising my hand. I stopped trying to be known. The theater, music, and performance spaces that once felt like home now felt like threats, reminders of the vulnerability I no longer dared to risk. 
At home, the divide between my mother and me only deepened. She criticized everything — how I sat, how I ate, how I spoke, even how I breathed. She hated my silence, yet any words I spoke seemed to enrage her more. It felt like living inside a house wired with tripwires, every step risking an explosion. 
My brother had already left for college by then. Eight years older, he lived in a different universe, far away from the daily storms. We never built the bond brothers might. He was the golden child, the obedient one, the son who fulfilled her hopes. I was the American child — the soft one, the disappointment. 
After school, I avoided home as long as I could. I’d roam the neighborhood or stay at school, finding comfort in empty hallways or borrowed spaces. I often ended up at friends’ houses, where their mothers would welcome me with warmth I didn’t dare expect at home. I clung to those fleeting kindnesses, small lifelines in an otherwise cold world. 
At home, my mother would remind me I didn’t understand what it meant to suffer. “You don’t know what real hardship is,” she’d say, her voice sharp with resentment. She believed my happiness was proof of my weakness, my freedom proof of my ingratitude. 
She had survived in hiding, living like an animal, always ready to run or disappear. Her trauma left no room for joy. If I laughed too loud, she’d snap: “Stop acting like a fool.” If I dared to feel proud, she’d find a way to deflate it. When I won the Student Council Leadership Award at graduation — a moment that should have been a triumph — she questioned how someone “better” didn’t get it instead. 
The constant emotional landmines shaped me. I learned to avoid conflict by avoiding expression altogether. I developed a hyper-awareness of others’ moods, scanning for danger, adjusting my behavior to keep the peace. I learned to be invisible in plain sight — to achieve just enough to stay safe, but never so much that I might attract attention or provoke envy. 
When I finally left for college, I believed freedom awaited me. But freedom is not a place; it’s a state of mind. I carried my mother’s voice with me, echoing in every decision, every relationship, every quiet moment alone. 
In college, I continued my pattern of overachievement — lobbying for engineering curriculum changes, pushing for student spaces, always trying to prove my worth through action. But no matter what I accomplished, the gnawing emptiness remained. 
I didn’t understand then that I was chasing love and approval I would never find in awards or accolades. I didn’t know that you can’t outrun the ghosts that live inside you. 
Looking back now, I see that I was not just a lost child — I was a child trying desperately to earn the right to exist, to be loved, to simply be enough. And for decades, that silent chase defined every part of my life. 
  
Chapter 3: Disappearing in Plain Sight 
College was supposed to be my escape. I imagined it as a place where I could finally become myself, free from my mother’s sharp words and her constant surveillance. But you don’t leave your shadows behind just because you cross a new threshold — you carry them with you. 
At college, I threw myself into action. I became the student who lobbied the dean for curriculum changes, who worked to create Engineering House in the dorms, who helped build a student lab funded by the College of Engineering. It was my way of staying ahead of the internal voice telling me I wasn’t enough. 
Achievement became my armor. As long as I was fixing problems, leading projects, and helping others, I felt safe. If I was busy, I didn’t have to hear the echoes of my mother’s criticism or the emptiness that grew louder in quiet moments. 
But inside, I was still that boy terrified to raise his hand. Every decision carried the weight of needing to prove my worth. Every conversation felt like a test. I measured my value by external milestones, always moving the goalpost just out of reach. 
After college, I began my long career at Eastman Kodak. In my 26 years there, I rose to become a supervisor, then a manager. I pushed for fairness and fought against discrimination. I mentored people from marginalized backgrounds — women, Black employees, Jews, Hispanics — helping them rise into roles even greater than mine. 
From the outside, I looked like a champion of justice, an engaged leader, someone who cared deeply for others. And it was true. But underneath, I still believed I was only worthy if I was fighting for someone else, if I was making myself useful, if I was hiding behind their needs. 
In meetings, people would say, “You don’t speak up much, but when you do, it’s always worth listening.” The truth? I was terrified to speak. My words came slowly. I had to carefully construct every sentence in my head before it left my lips. My mother’s voice still lived there, telling me I was wrong before I even began. 
When Kodak began its decline, I left and bought an automotive business — a new chance, another way to prove my worth. I built the business around fairness, especially to women and seniors who were so often taken advantage of. We became the first automotive business in Rochester to win the Business Ethics Award. We earned national certification as a female-friendly shop. In 2015, I was named Independent Auto Repair Shop Owner of the Year by a national industry magazine. 
Yet through all this, I never felt like I did enough. Successes evaporated as quickly as they came. Each achievement was followed by the same hollow question: “What next? How do I prove it again?” 
Even the greatest moments were fleeting. I was asked to become the first male board member of two women’s organizations in Rochester. It should have felt like vindication. But instead, I felt like an imposter waiting to be unmasked. 
My personal life mirrored my professional struggles. I carried the same pattern into friendships and relationships. I feared intimacy yet craved it desperately. I avoided conflict yet longed to be seen and heard. I chose partners and friends who mirrored the criticism and emotional distance I grew up with. Without realizing it, I gravitated toward familiar pain because it felt safer than unknown kindness. 
Looking back, I see how much of my life I spent performing — not on a stage, but in every interaction, every choice. I became an expert at disappearing in plain sight: the helpful one, the fixer, the achiever, the one who always showed up for others but never truly for himself. 
It took decades before I understood that disappearing was never about humility or selflessness. It was survival. And beneath it all, there was still a boy hoping that if he just did enough, he might finally be allowed to exist without apology. 
  
Chapter 4: The Mask of Achievement 
Achievement became my currency — my way of buying moments of self-worth. It wasn’t about trophies or public recognition. It was about silencing the inner voice that told me I didn’t matter. 
After Kodak and my automotive business, I took on roles that allowed me to step into the community spotlight — but always through the lens of service. I didn’t want the focus on me as a person; I wanted it on the cause, on the people I was helping. 
When I joined my synagogue’s board, I spent ten years shaping its future: three years as Vice President of Finance and four years as President. Those four years as president were some of the happiest of my life. I felt purpose, connection, and the fragile glow of belonging I had been chasing since childhood. 
But even in joy, I wore the mask. The careful words. The constant checking: Was I pleasing enough? Was I useful enough? Was I safe from rejection? 
Years later, I returned as Executive Director — what I thought was my dream role, the final piece of belonging. The first year and a half were filled with meaning. But everything changed when a new board president arrived. The environment turned toxic, poisoned by power struggles and manipulation. 
I fell from the highest emotional high to the lowest emotional low. The joy drained out of me. The old feelings of worthlessness came roaring back, stronger than ever. The isolation was crushing. I realized that many people I thought were close friends — some for decades — cared only for their comfort, not for me. No one stood up for me when I needed them most. 
I walked out to protect my life. I was so close to ending it that I knew leaving was the only option. In that moment, I saw clearly how fragile my foundation was — built on external approval, on being needed, on performing. 
I began to question everything I thought I knew about community, faith, and connection. I saw organized religion for what it too often is: a performance, a place where power games play out behind the curtain of spirituality. I saw clergy focused more on ego and privilege than on compassion and service. 
My entire life, I had worn the mask of the fixer, the helper, the one who could carry everyone’s burdens but his own. It kept me alive, but it also kept me from truly living. 
Through it all, I found some light in my advocacy work — especially my time as board president of a domestic violence and abuse organization. Together with a survivor who broke her own cycle, we created the Survivor Intervention Model. It wasn’t just about keeping victims safe for a night; it was about helping them understand why they returned to abusive partners, breaking the cycle at its root. It worked for over 80% of participants. 
Yet even knowing the power of trauma-informed approaches, I resisted seeking that help for myself. I believed I was strong enough to manage alone. That if I kept helping others, I didn’t have to face my own darkness. 
But the mask of achievement cannot hold forever. Behind it was a man still searching for love he didn’t believe he deserved, still haunted by the echoes of a mother’s judgment and a father’s silent sorrow. 
It took me decades to understand that achievement, as beautiful and meaningful as it can be, was also my armor. And as long as I clung to it, I remained a prisoner of the very wounds I thought I had outrun. 
  
Chapter 5: The Weight of Silence (and Sound) 
At work, I wasn’t silent. I was focused. Methodical. Quietly bold. 
In my early years as an engineer, I was haunted by feelings of never being good enough, always comparing myself to colleagues. But over time, I realized I was outperforming most of them. I put deep thought into every design, every decision, every solution. My work wasn’t about flash or bravado — it was about function, precision, and integrity. 
What I built, worked. 
I grew into a role where I became the “fixer” — the one called in when other engineers’ designs failed. I surrounded myself with people who were the best at what they did. I focused on creating real teamwork and supporting one another, rather than competing for individual credit. 
While others sought recognition, I was driven by the challenge itself. Slowly, I started to see that maybe — just maybe — I did know my stuff. 
I rose quickly, moving from contributing engineer to senior engineer, then to project manager, and eventually department manager. At Kodak, this was no small feat. It often took decades to advance, but by 34, I was already a manager — almost unheard of at Kodak at that time. 
At work, I developed a good sense of humor. I learned to lighten tense meetings, to defuse conflicts without aggression, to motivate without intimidation. People trusted me because I didn’t use my voice to control — I used it to build. 
In public, I appeared confident and competent. But privately, I was still the same insecure self — always revisiting and second-guessing everything I said and did. Every meeting replayed in my mind, every conversation analyzed and picked apart. 
At work, I found structure, purpose, and a sense of control I never felt at home. I could measure my value through outcomes, through the success of a project, through a machine that ran perfectly. 
But in my personal life, the weight of silence returned. In my marriage, comments and criticisms mirrored the emotional dynamics I had grown up with. I was told I sat too much, talked too little or too much, took things too seriously, didn’t take enough initiative, was too loud, too soft, too careful, too careless. At work, I was the problem solver; at home, I felt like the problem. 
I carried these two worlds inside me: the accomplished professional who could be trusted to fix anything, and the silent, insecure man who never felt enough. 
It was a strange dual existence. In one sphere, I felt valued, respected, and strong. In the other, I felt small and fragile. Yet I kept going — because work gave me a place where I could exist without shame, a place where my voice mattered and my presence had weight. 
I knew I had to overcome my internal fears if I wanted to truly succeed. One of the most important lessons my father taught me was simple but powerful: when facing something painful or uncomfortable, act quickly and get it over with. He would tell me, “If the water is cold, don’t ease in slowly. Just jump. The longer you drag it out, the more it hurts.” 
I carried that philosophy everywhere. If I had to do something uncomfortable, I would push myself to be first in line, to confront it head-on rather than let the dread consume me. 
I applied this mindset to one of my biggest fears: public speaking. My instinct was to avoid it completely. But I knew I couldn’t stay hidden forever. So I signed up for public speaking classes. I took the Dale Carnegie program. I volunteered for leadership roles and speaking opportunities — situations that terrified me — so I could face the fear directly. 
And it worked. Slowly, speech by speech, meeting by meeting, I reclaimed a piece of myself. I found that while the fear never fully disappeared, it became something I could live with, something I could use rather than something that used me. 
These choices didn’t erase the deep undercurrent of insecurity or the physical symptoms that haunted me. But they proved to me that I wasn’t entirely powerless. Even when my body and mind betrayed me, I could still choose action. I could still move forward. 
  
Chapter 6: Love, Dating, and the Invisible Rules 
This chapter explores my evolving experience with love, self-worth, and the hidden rules that shaped my relationships. 
Love, for me, was never simple. It came wrapped in silent expectations and invisible rules that shaped every choice I made. 
From an early age, my mother made it clear: the greatest betrayal would be to marry a non-Jew, especially a Catholic. This wasn’t just about religion for her — it was survival, revenge, and the preservation of a lineage almost wiped from the earth. She carried the Holocaust in every word and demanded that her sons be the proof that Hitler did not win. 
Growing up, I never felt accepted by my peers in the Jewish community. I was mocked for my parents' heavy accents and for my father’s work in the “junk business.” Even in religious school, I was treated like an outsider, constantly reminded that I didn’t quite belong. It left a deep imprint — a sense that I was somehow defective, that no matter what I did, I could never measure up. 
After graduation from college, feeling both hopeful and uncertain, wondering if I was truly ready or just going through the motions, I moved into my own apartment after living with multiple roommates. I wanted to finally be on my own. One of my neighbors started to show an interest in me. I would work on my car in the parking lot, and she would come out and talk to me. She invited me over often to hang out. We started as good friends, and eventually it turned into something more. She was the first woman who had ever shown interest in me. 
She was fun, spontaneous, and never judged me. Being with her felt like fun for the first time in my life. She wouldn't let me hide or stay in my shell. But there were issues: she wasn’t Jewish, she was eight years older than me, and she drank heavily. Through her, at least four of my friends from college met their future wives — she seemed to be at the center of every social circle, the person everyone wanted to know and be around. But out of everyone, she chose me. 
Our relationship was a constant cycle of breaking up and getting back together. My parents knew I was dating her but never met her. When they visited me, I spent the time with them alone. When I visited them, she was never included. Looking back, I realize how much I distanced her from my family and how unfair that was. I was a real jerk at times, and yet she continued to put up with me. 
There were also legitimate issues. She lost her job several times and would guilt me back into the relationship out of sympathy. Her drinking convinced me she couldn't control her dependence on alcohol. Eventually, we did break up for what I thought was for good. But loneliness crept in, and on impulse, I got back together with her and even proposed. I called my parents to tell them. Their response was not happy, but they also said they weren’t surprised. 
I was immediately overwhelmed with fear that I had made a huge mistake. I confided in a few close friends, who helped me see the truth and supported my decision to break off the engagement. I did. And even after that, we remained friends. 
After that, I started using dating services and placing personal ads in the local newspaper. I went on many dates, but most were not fun. Often, I had no interest in the women I met for various reasons. Many of them were interested in me and wanted to continue seeing each other, but my answer was usually no. Meanwhile, the women I did like would turn down my requests for second dates. I became frustrated with the entire dating scene and decided I wouldn’t renew my subscriptions. 
In the very last week my personal ad ran, I received a letter that caught my attention like no other. She was Jewish, like some of the others, but something felt different. At first, I thought she was too young — many of my worst dates had been with younger women who seemed immature and made me feel even more disconnected. But I kept reading her letter over and over. My interest grew each time. 
She wrote that she worked odd hours and to call anytime. It was St. Patrick's Day, 1983. Back then, we used landline phones, and answering machines weren’t common yet. I called her a few times that evening, but there was no answer. Finally, sometime after 11 PM, she picked up. She had just returned from being out with friends, and while I could tell she was surprised by the late call, she stayed on the line. We talked for about 15–20 minutes and agreed to a date the very next evening, after work. 
I picked her up on Friday evening. We went to a well-known club, got a table, ordered drinks, and talked for a long time. I then asked if she’d like to get dinner, and she said yes. We went to a Chinese restaurant I liked. Over dinner, the conversation flowed easily. Afterward, I asked if she wanted to see a movie, and she agreed again. We ended up watching Tootsie — of all movies! The whole night felt like one of the best dates I’d ever had. When I dropped her off, I asked if she wanted to see each other again, and she gave a sincere yes. I told her I would call. 
That night marked a turning point — a rare moment where I felt seen, chosen, and genuinely hopeful. It reminded me what was possible when the invisible rules began to loosen, even just a little. In that moment, I dared to imagine a future where love might feel simple, where I might finally be allowed to just be myself. 
Chapter 1: The Vanishing Child 
There was a time when I was happy. 
In elementary school, I was outgoing—probably too much. I had lots of friends. I loved learning. I was a good student. I raised my hand often. I was in band, orchestra, theater, and choir. I loved being on stage. I had a photographic memory. I could memorize entire pages after reading them once. I could follow directions without needing to look twice. I could read a map and remember every turn. I always knew where I was. I never got lost. I loved cars, too. I could tell you the make, model, and year of every car on the road, even at a glance. I didn’t just like them—I knew them. 
I was alive in a way that felt effortless. Bright. Capable. Connected. And then I began to vanish. 
It didn’t start with symptoms. It started with shame. 
My parents were Holocaust survivors, but no one ever talked about it. My father would sometimes offer “life lessons” drawn from what he’d lived through, but never the stories. My mother said even less—her face would harden at the mention of it. If she spoke at all, it came out bitter. There were no pictures of grandparents or stories of cousins. We knew the word “survivor,” but we didn’t know the people behind it. My parents carried the past like a sealed vault—and the silence inside our house was louder than anything else. 
I didn’t know my roots, and I didn’t understand my parents’ pain. I only knew that something was wrong, even when no one said a word. 
There were pictures in the house—faded, black-and-white portraits of people I was told were my father’s parents and his two sisters. They had all perished in Auschwitz. My mother had pictures of her parents and sisters, too—her family who had survived by hiding in the forests and then emigrated to Israel. The photos were always there, but they didn’t speak to me. I had no connection to them, no real understanding of who they were. No stories. No warmth. Just images of people I was supposed to feel something for, but couldn’t. 
Letters came constantly—from Israel to my mother, and from my mother back to her family. There were no phones then, or if there were, long-distance was far too expensive. Communication happened through blue-striped airmail envelopes—dozens of them, always arriving or being sent. They lined drawers and sat on countertops. I can still see their edges. That stream of letters was my mother’s quiet lifeline to her past. 
My father didn’t write letters after we came to America—at least none that I ever saw. But after the war, he and his brother, the only two survivors from both sides of their family, wrote to his uncle in Syracuse. That uncle had emigrated to America in the 1880s and later brought over three of his sisters. One cousin from their mother’s side also survived, but otherwise the entire family—on both sides—had been lost. His father, my grandfather, had been born to his third wife, decades after his half-siblings who had emigrated to the U.S. He had been invited to join them, but declined. He was just starting a family of his own in Poland and felt too far removed from their generation to leave. 
Those letters were filled with pain. My father wrote openly about his despair, about being jailed in postwar Europe simply for possessing American money, and how that fact was being used to deny him a visa to the United States. These letters were not just a plea for help—they were his only outlet. His only chance. His writing stopped only after his plea succeeded. 
Once the visa was granted and he, my mother, and my brother were able to immigrate, there was no one left to write to. The rest of his world had been annihilated. After that, my father was silent. 
The Jewish community didn’t help. The synagogue kids mocked my father, calling him a junkman because he worked with his hands. We were looked down on—my parents, my brother, and I. My mother was humiliated by members of the sisterhood, not for anything she did, but for what she was: a poor, uneducated, accented woman who reminded them of the past they wanted to leave behind. The American Jews we knew were focused on assimilation. Survivors like my parents threatened the clean image they wanted to present to the world. 
The truth is, the women were worse than the men. They were gatekeepers, and we were kept out. 
My bar mitzvah in Israel in July 1967 had been in the plans for years. It would be a reunion with my mother’s parents and two sisters, who had survived the Holocaust and gone to Israel. There were also cousins and other survivors from her village in Poland who had resettled there. On my father’s side, survivors from his village had made their way to Israel as well. They were all there—family and the extended community of survivors who knew each other, who lived through hell together, and who somehow built a new life in a new land. The trip was a long-planned reunion with all of them. It was my Bar Mitzvah, but it was more than that. It was a family gathering of people who knew where we came from and what we had lost. 
The Six Day War almost disrupted our plans. We had to make contingency plans to have my bar mitzvah in Syracuse, but the war was over in six days. 
My mother and I went for the entire summer. My father could only come for two weeks because of his business. My brother was unable to come because he was in a special college program that summer at the University of Hawaii. When I arrived in Israel a whole new world opened up for me. I suddenly was surrounded by a large family and even more family friends. And they were all very close, loving and supportive of each other. In Israel, Jews, even Holocaust survivors, thrived compared to the US. First, they were all Jews not fighting for acceptance. Two, Israel’s constant wars for survival created a culture that celebrated life and fun, because it was a hard fight to gain independence and the wars could end things at any time. Live for the moment. I had such a great time. I was surrounded with so much love and support, something I never felt before. 
I had deep personal conversations with my aunts, uncles, and cousins—relationships I had never experienced at home. I saw how differently they lived, how they had moved on with life, while my mother remained stuck in the past. She always spoke bitterly about what had been lost and never talked about the future. And I began to realize how lonely I had been. Israel was the most fun I ever had in my life. It felt like I belonged. That I was part of something bigger. And I knew, even then, that this was something I might never feel again. 
But my mother changed. She saw the life she gave up to join my father. And she was forever bitter about the Holocaust and believed fun was forbidden. Her younger sister, who was only 10 when the war ended, was a very outgoing fun person. This made my mother angry and she would start arguments with her all the time. They had a blowout and we could no longer stay with that sister. During the summer there, we rotated staying with my grandparents and her two sisters. Now it was just my grandparents and one sister. But I went over to visit the younger sister on my own all the time. 
Soon it was the middle of August and time to go home. Much of the family came to the airport to say goodbye there. I was in tears on the drive to the airport. It was the first emotional cry I ever experienced. When I cried in the past it was the typical child crying. This time it was different. And when my mother and I boarded the airplane and took our seats, I started bawling and could not stop. It hurt so bad to say goodbye and leave them. I have not cried like that before or since then. 
And when we got home, things started to immediately change for both my mother and me. She got worse and so did I. All those physical symptoms kicked in for me. My mother was far more depressed, far more bitter, and she took it all out on me. 
I began to lose interest in everything. The change was quiet, but complete. I didn’t feel excited anymore. I stopped enjoying the things I once loved. I didn’t drop them all at once—but I began to drift. I no longer had hobbies. I no longer felt joy. I did things because I had to, not because I wanted to. I felt numb. As if pleasure was off-limits. As if happiness was something people like me weren’t supposed to feel. 
I did not notice at the time, but I would constantly change the kids I was close friends with or hung out with, going back to junior high. It seemed as people got too close to me or I started feeling a bond, I would find other kids to be friends with. By the time I got to high school I had friends—but when they became close friends I moved on. 
I learned to adapt to the changes I was going through, even the physical. I was sent to different doctors who did tests and all concluded there was nothing wrong with me. They called it "nerves." 
What hit me hardest after returning from Israel was the emptiness. All that family and sense of love and support was now gone. I kept thinking I may never see my grandparents again. And I never did. My mother kept control of all communication through her letters. It never even occurred to me to write my own letters. So I had no contact with the family. 
Survivors in Israel were like an extended family who got together and remained connected all the time. I found my father's letters later when researching my book. They were emotional, pained, and honest—unlike anything I’d ever seen from him in life. 
For years, I could not embrace people or hug them. It was something that not only made me uncomfortable—it scared me. My parents never embraced in front of me. I can’t remember ever seeing them kiss. Most survivor marriages happened right after liberation when surviving men and women were left without families. Many had lost their spouses. There was a strong need to recreate a family, so survivors would marry after meeting—often quickly, with no time to build any kind of relationship or love. It was a sense of duty, no different than arranged marriages. Over time, true relationships developed. They learned to love each other in their own ways. Was it the love of “soul mates”? Most often, not. I used to always question whether my parents really loved each other. They each had their own worlds to focus on. My father focused on his business. My mother focused on the house and raising my brother and me. 
... 
Chapter 1: The Vanishing Child 
I didn’t just disappear. I was erased—slowly, invisibly, and in plain sight. 
There was a time when I was happy. 
In elementary school, I was outgoing—probably too much. I had lots of friends. I loved learning. I was a good student. I raised my hand often. I was in band, orchestra, theater, and choir. I loved being on stage. I had a photographic memory. I could memorize entire pages after reading them once. I could follow directions without needing to look twice. I could read a map and remember every turn. I always knew where I was. I never got lost. I loved cars, too. I could tell you the make, model, and year of every car on the road, even at a glance. I didn’t just like them—I knew them. 
I was alive in a way that felt effortless. Bright. Capable. Connected. And then I began to vanish. 
It didn’t start with symptoms. It started with shame. 
My parents were Holocaust survivors, but no one ever talked about it. My father would sometimes offer “life lessons” drawn from what he’d lived through, but never the stories. My mother said even less—her face would harden at the mention of it. If she spoke at all, it came out bitter. There were no pictures of grandparents or stories of cousins. We knew the word “survivor,” but we didn’t know the people behind it. My parents carried the past like a sealed vault—and the silence inside our house was louder than anything else. 
I didn’t know my roots, and I didn’t understand my parents’ pain. I only knew that something was wrong, even when no one said a word. 
There were pictures in the house—faded, black-and-white portraits of people I was told were my father’s parents and his two sisters. They had all perished in Auschwitz. My mother had pictures of her parents and sisters, too—her family who had survived by hiding in the forests and then emigrated to Israel. The photos were always there, but they didn’t speak to me. I had no connection to them, no real understanding of who they were. No stories. No warmth. Just images of people I was supposed to feel something for, but couldn’t. 
Letters came constantly—from Israel to my mother, and from my mother back to her family. There were no phones then, or if there were, long-distance was far too expensive. Communication happened through blue-striped airmail envelopes—dozens of them, always arriving or being sent. They lined drawers and sat on countertops. I can still see their edges. That stream of letters was my mother’s quiet lifeline to her past. 
My father didn’t write letters after we came to America—at least none that I ever saw. But after the war, he and his brother, the only two survivors from both sides of their family, wrote to his uncle in Syracuse. That uncle had emigrated to America in the 1880s and later brought over three of his sisters. One cousin from their mother’s side also survived, but otherwise the entire family—on both sides—had been lost. His father, my grandfather, had been born to his third wife, decades after his half-siblings who had emigrated to the U.S. He had been invited to join them, but declined. He was just starting a family of his own in Poland and felt too far removed from their generation to leave. 
Those letters were filled with pain. My father wrote openly about his despair, about being jailed in postwar Europe simply for possessing American money, and how that fact was being used to deny him a visa to the United States. These letters were not just a plea for help—they were his only outlet. His only chance. His writing stopped only after his plea succeeded. 
Once the visa was granted and he, my mother, and my brother were able to immigrate, there was no one left to write to. The rest of his world had been annihilated. After that, my father was silent. And that silence became the soundtrack of my childhood. 
The Jewish community didn’t help. The synagogue kids mocked my father, calling him a junkman because he worked with his hands. We were looked down on—my parents, my brother, and I. My mother was humiliated by members of the sisterhood, not for anything she did, but for what she was: a poor, uneducated, accented woman who reminded them of the past they wanted to leave behind. The American Jews we knew were focused on assimilation. Survivors like my parents threatened the clean image they wanted to present to the world. 
The truth is, the women were worse than the men. They were gatekeepers, and we were kept out. 
My mother was a good mother in my early years. She was very nurturing and attentive. She even rode the bus on my first day of kindergarten and waited at the school to ride back with me on the bus. I remember watching soap operas together with her before I was old enough for school. But she was always closer to my brother than to me. He was part of their past—born in a Displaced Persons Camp while they waited for visas to come to America. He was 9 months old when they arrived in 1947. I was born in 1954. I was not part of that past. 
As I grew older, my mother started viewing me as an American. She also was determined to control how I lived. I was always told what food I liked and didn’t like. She cooked Jewish food at home. I remember having dinner at a friend’s house when I was young and they served spaghetti and meatballs. I didn’t know what that was. I was hesitant to eat it. My friend’s mother explained what it was, and I tried it—and loved it. When I got home and told my mother, she didn’t know how to make it, but sometimes gave me Chef Boyardee as something special while everyone else ate traditional food. 
She would take me downtown with her to shop one Saturday per month. We would take the bus and eat at Woolworth’s or McCrory’s lunch bars. I loved hamburgers and fries and always looked forward to those trips. When we went out for dinner, I was told I didn’t like most of the things on the menu and would always order steak like they did. It wasn’t until college that the world of food opened up to me. I learned I loved many things I had been told not to eat. 
As my mother grew older, she became more bitter and complained more. Our relationship changed. 
I did not notice it at the time, but I would constantly change the kids I was close friends with or hung out with going back to junior high. It seemed as people got too close to me or I started feeling a bond, I would find other kids to be friends with. By the time I got to high school, I had friends, but when they became close friends, I moved on. 
I learned to adapt to the changes I was going through, even the physical. I was sent to different doctors who did tests and all concluded there was nothing wrong with me. They called it nerves. 
My bar mitzvah in Israel in July 1967 had been in the plans for years. It would be a reunion with my mother’s parents and two sisters, who had survived the Holocaust and gone to Israel. There were also cousins and other survivors from her village in Poland who had resettled there. On my father’s side, survivors from his village had made their way to Israel as well. They were all there—family and the extended community of survivors who knew each other, who lived through hell together, and who somehow built a new life in a new land. The trip was a long-planned reunion with all of them. It was my Bar Mitzvah, but it was more than that. It was a family gathering of people who knew where we came from and what we had lost. 
The Six Day War almost disrupted our plans. We had to make contingency plans to have my bar mitzvah in Syracuse, but the war was over in six days. 
My mother and I went for the entire summer. My father could only come for two weeks because of his business. My brother was unable to come because he was in a special college program that summer at the University of Hawaii. When I arrived in Israel a whole new world opened up for me. I suddenly was surrounded by a large family and even more family friends. And they were all very close, loving and supportive of each other. In Israel, Jews, even Holocaust survivors, thrived compared to the US. First, they were all Jews not fighting for acceptance. Two, Israel’s constant wars for survival created a culture that celebrated life and fun, because it was a hard fight to gain independence and the wars could end things at any time. Live for the moment. I had such a great time. I was surrounded with so much love and support, something I never felt before. 
I had lots of personal conversations with my aunts, uncles, and cousins in ways I never had at home. I saw firsthand how different my mother was from the rest of her family. They moved on with their lives while she remained stuck in the past. She always spoke bitterly about the past and never talked about the future. It hit me hard when we returned to Syracuse that all that family and sense of love and support was now gone. I kept thinking I may never see my grandparents again. And I never did. My mother kept control of all communications with her letters. It never even occurred to me to write my own letters. So I had no contact with the family. 
My mother changed. She saw the life she gave up to join my father. And she was forever bitter about the Holocaust and believed fun was forbidden. She became upset that they were living the life she was denied as a child and in America. So she became even more angry and bitter. Her younger sister, who was only 10 when the war ended, was a very outgoing fun person. This made my mother angry and she would start arguments with her all the time. They had a blowout and we could no longer stay with that sister. During the summer there, we rotated staying with my grandparents and her two sisters. Now it was just my grandparents and one sister. But I went over to visit the younger sister on my own all the time. 
Soon it was the middle of August and time to go home. Much of the family came to the airport to say goodbye there. I was in tears on the drive to the airport. It was the first emotional cry I ever experienced. When I cried in the past it was the typical child crying. This time it was different. And when my mother and I boarded the airplane and took our seats, I started bawling and could not stop. It hurt so bad to say goodbye and leave them. I have not cried like that before or since then. 
And when we got home, things started to immediately change for both my mother and me. She got worse and so did I. All those physical symptoms kicked in for me. My mother was far more depressed, far more bitter, and she took it all out on me. 
In recent years, the symptoms I carried for decades—physical and emotional—have returned with a vengeance. For a while, I managed. I adapted. I buried the pain deep enough to function. But now, it takes more effort just to get through the day. The smallest things feel like battles. The judgments I once heard as a child have returned in different voices. I live in a space where my words are often met with correction, where my choices are questioned, and where conversations feel more like orders. It’s familiar. Too familiar. It’s not about blame—it’s about the ache of recognition. It’s about realizing I’m still trying to escape the same shadows that haunted my childhood. The exhaustion I feel now isn’t just from age. It’s from carrying a lifetime of pain in silence. 
And still, somewhere inside, the vanishing child survives—trying, again, to speak. 
________________________________________ 
Author’s Note 
This book is written as a testimony to survival and silence, to the pain that shaped me and the resilience that kept me going. I have chosen to write about my experience—truthfully and vulnerably—but I have also chosen not to name or accuse others. The people in my life have their own histories and wounds, and while some of their actions contributed to my pain, my goal is not to place blame. My goal is to understand myself and offer that understanding to others who carry unspoken trauma. This is my story, in my voice. If you see yourself in it, I hope it brings healing. If you don’t, I hope it brings understanding. 
  
Chapter 2: Carrying the Shadows 
I woke up every day of my life with symptoms I didn’t understand. Aches that had no diagnosis. Exhaustion that sleep never cured. Fear that hid behind a smile. I learned to hide it all—from my parents, from my friends, and eventually, even from myself. That was my way of coping: bury it, ignore it, and push forward. 
I believe that part of me was inherited from my father. He was stubborn. Determined. He didn’t give up. He taught me that pain doesn’t get to win. And so, for most of my life, I appeared to be doing just fine. I earned degrees. Had a successful engineering career. I even became a business owner and later worked in nonprofits. From the outside, I looked like someone who had it all together. 
But inside, I was exhausted. Carrying this weight every day takes everything out of you. I learned to compartmentalize my emotions. I became the person I needed to be at work, in social situations, and at home. I played the roles well. But I never really knew who I was. And the truth is, I still don’t. 
Over the years, I found that when I didn’t have to do something, I didn’t want to. I needed rest—not just physical, but emotional. My mind became my refuge. Physical activity made me feel worse. Thinking, writing, problem-solving—those things made me feel alive again. That’s probably why I thrived as an engineer and why writing has become so important to me now. 
For many years, my symptoms calmed. After my business experience, though, they began to worsen again. And more recently, they have become the worst they’ve ever been. I find myself back in that place of pain and confusion, and now with something heavier: suicidal thoughts. I don’t say that for shock value. I say it because it’s the truth. And yet, I still get up. I still push forward. I still do what needs to be done. 
There was a time when I couldn’t hug people. Physical affection scared me. It wasn’t just discomfort—it was fear. My parents never showed affection to each other in front of me. I can’t remember ever seeing them kiss. Many survivor marriages were built out of survival itself. People who had lost everything found each other in the aftermath. They didn’t have time to build a relationship; they had to rebuild a life. It was more like a duty than a romance. Over time, they may have grown to love each other in their own way, but it wasn’t the love of soulmates. At least, that’s how it felt to me. My father lived in his world—his business. My mother lived in hers—the house and raising us. 
My mother was a nurturing and attentive parent when I was young. She even rode the bus with me on my first day of kindergarten and waited to ride it home with me. We watched soap operas together before I started school. But as I grew older, she became increasingly unhappy. She gravitated more toward my brother, who had been born in a Displaced Persons camp and symbolized their survival. I was born in America. Over time, she saw me not as a survivor's child, but as an American child. And she tried to control that. 
Food was one example. She told me what I liked and didn’t like, what I would and wouldn’t eat. Her cooking was traditional. The first time I had spaghetti and meatballs at a friend’s house, I didn’t even know what it was. I hesitated, but when I tasted it, I loved it. When I told my mother, she didn’t know how to make it, but bought me Chef Boyardee every so often, while the rest of the family ate her usual meals. 
We had monthly shopping trips downtown. We took the bus, and she treated me to lunch at Woolworth's or McCrory's. I loved those hamburgers and fries. But even at restaurants, I was told I wouldn’t like things on the menu. I ordered steak like my parents. It wasn’t until college that I discovered how many foods I actually liked. 
As she got older, my mother became more critical, more bitter. And our relationship suffered. 
I never realized it at the time, but I had a pattern with friendships. Starting in junior high, whenever someone got close to me, I would back away and move on to new friends. By high school, the pattern was obvious in hindsight. I had friends, but never close ones for long. Intimacy scared me. Vulnerability scared me. People getting too close scared me. And I didn’t know why. 
I also had unexplained physical symptoms. Pain. Fatigue. Digestive issues. I went to different doctors. They ran tests. Every time, they said nothing was wrong. It was just nerves. That became the diagnosis of my life. 
So I adapted. That was my survival skill. If no one could help me, I would help myself. I would bury it and keep going. 
Looking back, I understand that trauma doesn’t always shout. Sometimes it whispers until it becomes a scream. And now, at age 71, the scream is louder than ever. 
And I still get up. And I still write. Because that vanishing child deserves a voice. And because silence is what almost erased me in the first place. 
  
Chapter 3: Cracks in the Mask 
By the time I entered high school, I had already become an expert at masking who I really was. On the surface, I looked like a model student. I had plenty of friends, got involved in clubs, ran for student council, played clarinet in the band, joined the debate team, and even acted in school plays. I kept myself busy, active, and well-liked. But none of it showed the real me. I made sure of that. 
What no one saw—what I didn't even understand myself—was that I lived in constant fear. I had become a master at compartmentalizing my emotions, learning how to suppress the confusion, pain, and emptiness that lived inside me. I adapted to the expectations around me by becoming whatever others needed me to be. I didn’t know who I was beneath the performance. 
What I did know, even then, was that I could never let people get too close. I couldn’t explain why, but the moment someone began to see through the surface, I pulled away. I did this over and over—starting all the way back in junior high. I’d form a friendship, begin to feel something like a bond, and then—without drama—I’d drift away and start spending time with someone else. I didn’t recognize it at the time as avoidance. It was just how I functioned. 
During my junior year, the pattern became impossible to ignore. I once again started to form real connections—a few friends I began to trust, to let in, to feel safe with. But that same wall would rise again. Without realizing it, I found myself making excuses, avoiding them, changing lunch tables or clubs, and gradually disappearing from those relationships. I didn’t know what intimacy felt like, and it terrified me. 
The symptoms were all still there: the constant pressure in my head, pain in my hair follicles, deep fatigue, the ever-present brain fog, and the slow, disconnected thinking that made processing hard. I was sent to different doctors who ran tests, but every one of them said the same thing—there was nothing wrong. They called it “nerves.” But it wasn’t just anxiety. Something inside me was broken, and no one could see it. 
What made it even harder was the memory of the summer before. Israel. That was the most fun I ever had in my life. I felt a kind of love and belonging I had never known before. Conversations with aunts, uncles, cousins—they wanted to know me. They saw me. There was laughter, hugs, meals together. Real connection. In contrast, coming home felt like a return to coldness and isolation. 
My mother changed after that summer too. I saw it in her eyes—she had given up a life of family and support to come to America and start over with my father. Her bitterness grew deeper. She held all the contact with her family through letters. It never occurred to me to write my own. I didn’t even think I was allowed. And so, the people who had made me feel whole were suddenly unreachable again. I never saw my grandparents again. The hole in my heart grew. 
At school, I kept pretending everything was okay. I functioned. I succeeded. But it was exhausting. I woke up every day in pain—mental and physical. I pushed through it. I always pushed through it. That’s something I believe I got from my father—his perseverance, his refusal to give up, no matter how hard things got. But that kind of survival comes at a cost. 
I learned to rely on my mind, because my body always betrayed me. I hated physical activity. It always made me feel worse. But using my mind gave me a sense of clarity and control. Maybe that’s why I became an engineer. Maybe that’s why I write now. 
But even with all that drive, I was a boy falling apart on the inside. And no one knew. Not even me. 
________________________________________ 
Clinical Insight 
The narrative reveals hallmark features of developmental and intergenerational trauma. The subject's shifting friendships reflect an internal fear of emotional intimacy—commonly seen in survivors of attachment disruptions or environments where vulnerability is unsafe. His account of physical symptoms—head pressure, hair pain, mental fog, and fatigue—are classic somatic expressions of chronic stress and unresolved trauma. 
The summer experience in Israel stands in stark contrast to his life in the U.S., marking a formative moment of belonging and connection. The severance of that connection and return to an emotionally distant home likely reinforced feelings of abandonment, loss, and helplessness. 
Despite no formal diagnosis at the time, the subject was likely experiencing symptoms consistent with complex PTSD. The misdiagnosis of “nerves” reflects a lack of understanding by the medical system in recognizing trauma’s physical manifestations, particularly in second-generation Holocaust survivors. 
________________________________________ 
Clinical Recommendation 
This chapter underscores the subject’s adaptive functioning under trauma. His reliance on cognitive abilities and discipline allowed him to maintain outward success. However, the internal cost—emotional numbing, hypervigilance, physical discomfort, and dissociation—requires focused intervention. 
Therapeutic interventions like Internal Family Systems (IFS), EMDR, and somatic therapy could help him access and process these hidden wounds. Group therapy with fellow second-generation survivors may also offer critical validation. 
Continued writing and self-reflection remain powerful tools in the healing process, as they allow unspoken pain to be witnessed, organized, and understood. 
  
Chapter 4: Breaking Point 
College was supposed to be a new beginning. A chance to leave behind the pain, the silence, the confusion. A place to start over, figure out who I was, and finally be free from the weight of my past. I entered college with hope, ambition, and fear all tangled together. It didn’t take long before everything unraveled. 
During my junior year, the cracks that had always been under the surface began to split open wide. The same symptoms I had lived with for years returned in full force—the headaches, the stabbing pain in my scalp, the mental fog, the slow processing. But something had shifted. It felt heavier, more relentless. And now, I was on my own. No one was there to mask it for me. 
I kept trying to push through like I always had. I went to classes, studied, tried to function. But everything was harder. I couldn't concentrate. My mind moved in slow motion. I fell behind in my work. I isolated myself more and more. The emotional exhaustion became too much to carry. 
One day, everything just collapsed. I couldn’t do it anymore. I reached a point I never thought I would—a true breakdown. I didn’t know what to call it back then. I just knew I was falling apart and couldn’t hold it together anymore. 
I finally talked to someone. A school counselor. It was the first time I said anything about the pain, the confusion, the fear, the physical symptoms. He listened. He didn’t judge me. He helped me understand that what I was going through wasn’t just in my head. That my body and mind had been trying to carry trauma for years, and I had never given myself permission to feel it, let alone talk about it. 
It was the beginning of a shift. Not a cure. Not a resolution. But a crack in the wall I had built around myself. For the first time, I allowed someone to see past the mask. 
________________________________________ 
Clinical Insight 
The subject's breakdown during junior year represents a tipping point in the cumulative impact of complex trauma. The pattern of physical and cognitive symptoms worsening under the increased pressure of independence is consistent with somatization and dissociative coping mechanisms commonly found in developmental trauma. 
The isolation, slowed cognition, and academic decline align with what clinicians often see in individuals with unrecognized PTSD or complex PTSD, especially in second-generation Holocaust survivors. The subject’s instinct to withdraw and disconnect mirrors trauma responses of freeze and shutdown, used to manage overwhelming emotional pain. 
Engaging with a counselor marked a pivotal moment in beginning to undo years of silence and repression. This first experience of being heard without judgment is often the catalyst for healing in trauma survivors. 
________________________________________ 
Clinical Recommendation 
The turning point in this chapter underscores the importance of early therapeutic intervention and trauma-informed care. Regular sessions with a trauma-informed therapist could have helped the subject build emotional regulation skills, reconnect to his body, and process the underlying wounds driving his symptoms. 
If revisited today, modalities like Somatic Experiencing, EMDR, or parts work (IFS) could target these symptoms more directly and release the body-held trauma. Continued journaling, therapeutic dialogue, and structured trauma healing programs are also recommended to support integration and recovery. 
Supportive environments that validate and hold space for complex trauma are critical. Healing begins when pain can be safely expressed and understood. 
  
Chapter 5: Trying to Rebuild 
After I hit that breaking point in college, something shifted. I didn’t suddenly get better. There was no overnight recovery. But I had cracked open a space for change. I had let someone in. And from that moment, a part of me knew I couldn’t go back to living entirely in silence. 
I didn’t stay in therapy for long. Just a few sessions. But those sessions stayed with me. They made it clear that what I had experienced wasn’t just "nerves" or something in my imagination. My pain had a source. It had a history. And it made sense. That validation meant more than I could have explained back then. Even without continued support, it gave me the smallest sliver of footing. 
What I did next was what I had always done: I pushed forward. I managed to graduate. I got a job. I focused on work. That became my anchor. 
At Kodak, I found something I hadn’t expected—structure. Order. Measurable success. I was good at what I did, and that mattered. I had learned long ago how to hide the chaos inside me, how to pretend everything was fine, and now those skills worked to my advantage. In a workplace where performance mattered, I thrived. At least on the surface. 
The symptoms never went away. Every morning I still woke up with the same pain in my head, the same fog, the same drain on my energy. I learned to hide it well. I kept moving forward. I kept producing. That relentless drive, that refusal to give in—I know now that was my father’s legacy. Not just survival, but the determination to never let pain stop you from doing what had to be done. 
Looking back, I realize I compartmentalized every part of my life. I had my work self, my social self, my private self. None of them felt entirely real. I could be the friendly coworker, the problem-solver, the high achiever—but none of it touched the core of who I was. I didn’t even know who that was. 
Then I met the woman who would become my wife. We met in 1983. I was almost 30. We talked for the first time on St. Patrick’s Day. We dated for a few months and got married that October. On the outside, it looked like a fairy tale. But inside, I was still holding everything in. 
I had never shared my demons with her. Not really. We were both introverted. We didn’t talk much about feelings. That actually made things feel comfortable—or at least familiar. For a while, it seemed to work. But I wasn’t fully present. I had learned to live in fragments. And when you don’t know who you are, it’s hard to let someone truly love you. 
Still, I functioned. I succeeded. I did what was expected. That had always been my way. But the weight never left. It was always there, just beneath the surface. 
Clinical Insight 
This chapter highlights the subject’s pattern of functional adaptation in the aftermath of trauma. His ability to build a professional life and marry shows strong resilience and coping mechanisms. However, his reliance on compartmentalization and emotional distancing reflects unresolved trauma and difficulty with vulnerability. 
The early exposure to validation in therapy helped disrupt internalized shame but did not fully integrate healing due to the short duration of support. The endurance of somatic symptoms and emotional disconnection is common among survivors who never fully process their trauma histories. 
Clinical Recommendation 
The subject demonstrates strong executive functioning and capacity for emotional insight. These strengths make him a good candidate for intensive trauma therapy focused on integration rather than just coping. 
Attachment-based therapy, trauma-informed couples work, or IFS (Internal Family Systems) could support the development of a fuller emotional self. Continuing to explore his story through writing, sharing, and community engagement also remains a valuable pathway for healing. 
Healing at this stage is not about undoing the past, but about connecting the fragmented parts of self that have long remained hidden. Reclaiming one’s whole identity, even in later years, is a profound act of survival. 
  
Chapter 6: Becoming a Parent 
I became a father in 1986. It was the first time I ever felt the weight of true responsibility. Not the responsibility of work or survival, but of shaping another life. Holding my daughter in my arms, I felt a kind of awe that I didn’t know I was capable of. I wanted to protect her, to give her a better life, to give her the safety and love I had so often longed for myself. And yet, part of me was terrified. How could I be a father when I had never really figured out who I was? 
Fatherhood brought out my best instincts—but also exposed my deepest wounds. I wanted to do everything right. I wanted to be present, supportive, steady. I did my best to provide a stable home, to model strength. But I still couldn’t connect emotionally the way I wanted to. I didn’t know how. I was warm. I was involved. But I still lived in compartments. I was always in my head. 
As my children grew, I grew with them. But I still struggled in silence. I never wanted to burden them with my past. I never spoke of my pain. I thought I was protecting them. Maybe I was. But in hiding the truth, I also kept a part of myself hidden from them. 
There were times I caught glimpses of something different. When we laughed together. When I watched them sleep. When I listened to their dreams. Those were the moments when I felt connected, when the fog would lift for just a second. But they were fleeting. I couldn’t hold onto them. 
Looking back, I know I was a good father. I gave them what I could. I provided, I showed up, I stayed. But I also know now that the unspoken things—the silence, the hidden sadness—left their own mark. I lived as if I had buried the past. But it lived in me. It shaped the way I loved, the way I related, the way I withdrew. 
I was always trying to fix everything on the outside because I couldn’t fix what was broken inside. 
________________________________________ 
Clinical Insight 
This chapter reflects the intergenerational transmission of trauma and how it subtly influences parenting. The subject shows strong protective instincts, a commitment to stability, and a conscious effort to be a better parent. However, the silence around his trauma history likely created emotional distance within his family. 
Despite his best efforts to shield his children, his unresolved pain shaped his emotional availability and communication style. This is common among second-generation Holocaust survivors and others who carry inherited trauma. Emotional suppression can create barriers even when physical presence and dedication are unwavering. 
________________________________________ 
Clinical Recommendation 
At this stage of life, therapeutic exploration of the parental role could be transformative. Narrative therapy or intergenerational trauma-focused work could help the subject understand how silence and shame were passed down—and how they might be interrupted. 
Reframing the parenting experience as part of the healing journey can shift the narrative from self-judgment to self-compassion. It is never too late to repair, reconnect, or redefine one’s legacy. Open dial 
PREFACE 
inherited a legacy of trauma through the behavioral patterns of their parents and their parents’ silence about their trauma. 
add that my father had an uncle that came to syracuse ny in the late 1890s to escape the russian programs in poland. he later brought 3 sisters over. my father's father was married three times. this uncle and three aunts were with his first wife. she passed away from illness and he remarried a younger woman and had a daughter with her. she later passed away and he again remarried a younger woman. my fathrs father was their child. he was almost a generation younger than the aunts and uncles that originally came over. uncle sam wanted to bring him to the us but he was just starting his life and family, his wife had a large family she wanted to remain with so he chose to remain in poland. my father as a teenager wanted to leave poland because of the immense Jew hate and planned to do that when he was older. After liberation my father, his brother were the only survivors from their large family. They had the task to write their uncle themselves for the first time to let him know their fate and the fate of the rest of the family expressing the hope they could join what remained of the family in the US. 
Later my father and mother met. Note add in pogrom in sokoly and how they met. They married and had my brother in a displaced persons camp. 
My mother obviously joined my father in the move to Syracuse ny along with my brother who was 9 months old. My mother, her parents and two sisters and several cousins were the only survivors from her family. Her entire family went to what was then Palestine. So my mother was separated from her family. She had an uncle and a few relatives in the US. But it had to add to her trauma to have lived the horrors with her immediate family and then be separated from them 
My brother was part of the past my parents came to America with. I was born in 1954 and was a 1st generation American. So I was more protected from their past. My brother knew more about what happened than I did. But we were 8 years apart and never had the opportunity to develop a close relationship or talk about these things. 
My mother was a good loving mother in my early years. I remember her taking me downtown at least one Saturday a month to shop with her. She did not drive at that time (she later did get her driver’s license) so we would take the bus. My brother was already too old to want to do this. These Satudays were special to me. Just the two of us. I loved hamburgers, fries and a coke and she always took me to Woolworths, McCrory’s, and other lunch bars of that time for my favorite treat. She would get me fresh peanuts or popcorn from the street carts. And I would tag along as she shopped or just looked around. I always looked forward to those Saturdays. 
Before I started school, I would sit and watch soap operas with my mother. I was too young to understand them, but it was time together. When I started kindergarten she did the strange thing of riding the bus with me, the only parent to do so. She was afraid of separation anxiety since back then there was no trial run on the school bus or advance visit to kindergarten. She remained outside the classroom and I remember her peeking in through the door window occasionally. 
At the same time my mother always had a stronger bond with my brother. I had a stronger bond with my father. My mother has high expectations for my brother, she wanted him to be a medical MD. She would hound him about it, long before his college years. He had immense pressure on him for school performance and grades. He was a straight A student all through school. In my mother’s mind he could do no wrong. She would call him brilliant. When it came to college he decided (I think actually years before) that we would not become an MD. For the first time ever, I saw my mother furious with him. 
My father worked very hard and was focused on his business. He had purchased a junk yard in 1953 and it was a constant struggle. While we were not poor, we were not well off. He was able to make ends meet. His original location was in the 15th ward of Syracuse. It was both the Jewish and black center of the city. Jewish and black businesses coexisted. Whites and blacks got along. It was safe to wander around, even as a young kid. Many times a black family living next to my father’s business would baby sit me when my mother had things to do. While we lived in another part of the city where the next generation of Jews from the 15th ward moved to, the 15th ward was more vibrant and exciting. All the Jewish bakeries, deli’s, butcheres, grocery stores, tailors, barbers, clothing stores and all the junk yards were in the 15th ward. My father would take my brother and me to the different delis all the time. Everyone knew each other, black and white. 
But like most other cities, urban renewal was in the works. Two new highways were being built, Routes 81 and 690. And they both merged and went through the 15th ward. The project required literally the entire 15th ward to be torn down. When completed, there was either highway or empty lots. No evidence that the 15th ward ever existed remained. The mutual connection between whites and black was destroyed. Many of the businesses went out of business rather than relocate. The black community was hurt far worse than the Jews. While everyone was paid for their property, most of the people who lived in the 15th ward rented. While the 15th Ward was an old neighborhood with older run down houses, it was a neighborhood that thrived. Jews moved and created a new Jewish area on the east side of the city. My father relocated his business to an industrial are that actually made the business more successful. Blacks had to move to slum areas and most of the black businesses never relocated, they closed. This was a double strike by the city and federal government. They were able to destroy a vibrant black community and Jewish community in one swoop. Antisemitsm and racism drove centering the project through the 15th ward. Highway construction in the 1950s and 1960s across American focused on destroying vibrant black neighborhood. Today that is highly written about and documented. Today, the City, State and Federal Government are focused on tearing down the highway and relocating it and bringing the 15th ward back. 
After my father moved his business, I was old enough to spend more time there doing odd jobs. Most Saturday’s I would go to work with my father and help out where I could. I also went there many days during summer break. It was the most time I would spend with him. I got to see how hard he worked, how good a person he was, and also saw him out of his shell that was how he was at home. I loved going there. As I got older I became an extra helper with the truck drivers and their helper who made the rounds picking up waste paper, cardboard and metals from other businesses and office buildings. I was the third person crowded into the seat. All the drivers and helpers were black and were an important part of raising me. I never acted like the bosses son. They knew they could trust me, even with some of the stuff that went on that my father would get upset with if he knew. When I was out with them, I was one of them. Ultimately I became a back-up truck driver, forklift driver, and I was the only one my father would trust to run the business when he was away. When I was old enough to do that, he finally started taking vacations with my mother. Vacations were not something we did growing up other than short trips on weekends. 
At home my father was quiet and reserved. As close as we were, we still never talked about personal stuff. But he always talked to me about character, and doing the right thing. Treating all people with respect. And being a strong person, no matter what. 
When I was in high school looking at colleges, I still had no idea of what I wanted to do or be. We talked about the business and whether that should be something I might take over. That discussion gave more much more insight into his life and his own shell. He told me he had high aspirations for himself to go to college, get a professional job, and be a successful person. The war took that away from him. He had to drop out of high school, and never had the opportunity to go to college. His uncle who brought them here owned a clothing factory and gave my uncle and him manual labor jobs. They were treated like idiots. Instead of helping them get the education they missed out on, or teach them things that were more management focused even their own relatives viewed immigrants like them as forever unskilled. They forgot their own journey to America in the late 1800s when they had no skills. Both my uncle and father hated their jobs in the family business and got out to do their own thing. The junk business was their only option so both of them bought junk businesses that were for sale. My father told me point blank, he would never have been in this business unless he had to be. He wanted my brother and me to achieve what he couldn’t. Go to college and pursue what we wanted. The bottom line was even if I was interested in eventually taking over the business, he was not going to let that happen. I chose engineering and was very successful at that. My brother became a world renowned academic. 
My mother’s family lived in Israel, and they communicated nonstop by writing to each other. There were few phone then, and even when we got a phone, the cost of long distance was prohibitive. So I saw the constant flow back and forth or air mail envelopes containing letters back and forth. I would often over hear my mother telling my father about what was in those letters. But it meant nothing to me. But then in 1965 one of my mother’s cousins came to visit for a whole summer and stayed with us. Then in 1966, my mother’s oldest sister came for the summer. So the family in Israel started to become real to me. 
I would turn 13 in July 1967. The plan always was that my bar mitzvah would be held in Israel. It would be a family reunion and a reunion for all the survivors from my parents hometowns in Poland who went to Israel after the war The six day war in June 1967 almost upended that trip. We made contingency plans to have my bar mitzvah in Syracuse if needed. But the was short and had no impact on our travels. 
The week after school ended, my mother and I flew to Israel to spend the whole summer there. My father could only break away for two weeks, so he came just ahead of my bar mitzvah in July. My brother was attending a exchange program at the University of Hawaii and that was extended to the summer in Taiwan. So he could not attend. 
The summer in Israel was one if not the happiest time of my life. Being there was so much different. At home, I felt alone, very few relatives and a very small family support network. In Israel, I had grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, friends of the family. In Israel survivors from the same towns and cities stayed connected. That extended the family feeling. The culture in Israel was also different. Because of the sacrifices made in the 1948 War of Independence, many holocaust survivors fought in that war, many died, and the never ending sniper and terrorist attacks, and constant threat of war, Israeli’s live for today. Families were very close, friendships were close, and they focused on enjoying and appreciating every moment of their life. Fun was the norm. So they worked hard to build and defend their country, but balanced that with living life to its fullest. Studies show that Holocaust survivors who went to Israel, had a much easier time integrating with society, and had fewer and much less severe emotional impact that lingered on. 
My bar mitzvah was one big happy party. But I did not know most of the people there, especially the friends from my parents hometowns. But everyone including my parents were happy and having a great time. That made me feel great. 
I felt like a whole different person being with my family in Israel. At first my mother also seemed overjoyed to be there. But then she changed. She began to resent the lives their were living. They joy and fun. Here younger sister was 10 when the war ended, so she did not remember much of the experience. She was like the opposite of my mother, warm, loving, fun. She enjoyed her life. My mother started resenting that. Her sister was living the life she was denied. So they started having arguments, and then had a total falling out where my mother refused to talk to her or see her. We were rotating where we stayed between my grandparents and each of my mother’s sisters. We were no longer rotating our stay with her younger sister. She did not pull me into it. I went to see my aunt, cousins and uncle whenever I wanted and my mother made no issue out of it. My aunt was also hurt by my mothers behavior, I could tell. 
Sundenly it was mid August and time to go home. Deep down I did not want to leave. We said our goodbyes in tears. Something I rarely did other than child crying. Lots of hugging and embracing. My uncle drove us to the airport and it was a quiet ride. Then I suddenly broke out crying like I have never cried before. And I couldn’t stop. I have never cried like that before or since. Even when my parents passed away, I cried, but not like that. 
We were back in Syracuse and school started. But things were different. I was not feeling myself. I started feeling lonely. I started to feel sick. I was having stomach pains and burning, headaches, and was not thinking as clear as I used to. I went to different doctors who did examinations, and tests and could not find anything wrong with me. The called it nerves and told my parents and me that it will pass. 
My mother started to change dramatically. She became more angry at life in general, other people and started taking it out on me. I would come home from school and tell her about my day and she would get made at me. I started hearing that I had it too good, I did not know what real suffering is like, and that life is not about having fun or doing what you enjoy. Sometimes she would start reflecting very bitterly about the childhood she lost, and the life she lost and would never have. And somehow it was now all my fault. I was now perceived as just an American Jew to her, no longer her son. I would hear how much I disrespected her, upset her, and on and on. I could not figure out what I was doing wrong. And soon after school became the two of us arguing. And then my mother would say, “oh my god you’re giving me a heart attach” and she would clench her chest as she was having a heart attack. And when I shut up, she was fine. At first this scared the shit out of me. Then I realized after many repeating times it was not real. My way of coping with this was not coming home from school. I would stay for afterschool activities or go to friend’s houses. Some of my friend’s mothers became surrogate mothers to me. I would then come home for dinner when I knew my father would be home. 
There were time when she told my father that I yelled at her and was disrespectful. I never got to tell my side of the story. My father would get made and scold me, sometimes ground me. That made me even angrier at my mother. I felt like I hated her. And I believed she hated me. 
My emotional and phyisicalk decline continued. My near photographic memory was deteriorating. I could no longer look at things or read things and remember. My processing of things got messed up. My hearing was 100% fine, but if people just interrupted whatever I was doing to say something to me, I could not process it unless I had my full attention on what they were saying. I would then say what or could you repeat that, and focus on their words. Then I could process it. I still have to do that to this day. I became terrified of attention or being in the spotlight. While I used to love being on stage for music or theater, I was now terrified of it. I would shake and hear my heart pounding when I had to speak in from of the class, or when I knew people were watching me. Part of this may have been puberty but not all. My voice got much deeper and my speech got slower. I had to think ahead about what I was going to say before I said anything. I could no longer hold a tune or sing. Some kids would mock out my changed voice. The headaches became more prevalent as headaches almost all the time. Even my hair started to hurt. I stopped wearing hats because that made the pain worse. And my personality flipped. I became an extreme introvert and no longer the kid who loved attention and spoke too much. By the end of 8th grade I was a totally different person than I was in 7th grade, before we went to Israel. Doctors would not take anything I was telling them seriously. So I learned to cope with it. If the pain cannot be stopped I learned how to just ignore it and carry on. Like living next to a railroad track you don’t hear the noise anymore. I dropped out of band, orchestra and choir and got involved with the A/V club. I like working with projectors and equipment and it was a behind the scenes thing to do. It created no attention. I focused on overperforming and building my identity around roles I had to play, jobs I had to do, whatever I needed to do to succeed. And I was successful at doing that. But it sucked a lot of emotional and physical energy out of me. It was exhausting. I also found that physical activity made me feel worse, mental activity made me feel better. So I avoided athletics and focused on school. I decided to become an engineer. Because that challenged me mentally I was very successful as an engineer. 
Life goes by so fast, with both the good and the bad. The bad helps us appreciate the good, even if that time is short. I cherish those last two weeks spent with my mother. It was a gift to both of us. I also realized my mother was right about something else. The Holocaust denied her the life she should have lived, but not in the way I initially thought she was saying. She should have been able to live her life without severe depression. She at least got a few months of that. 
I also learned that not sharing who we are and where we came from, no matter how horrible that might be, is far worse than the upsets associated with sharing it. My parents and all Holocaust survivors had good intentions in shielding us from those atrocities. Still, there was far more damage done by not sharing it. We already suffered from the pain and guilt without knowing why. Knowing their stories would have made us closer, happier, and supportive of one another. Our relationships would have been stronger and more fulﬁlled. My parents, especially my mother, would have gotten her needed help early on. She would have lived the life she should have lived. 
All of us in the next generation and beyond live with big voids in our lives. Most grew up with no grandparents, no aunts or uncles. We have no roots. No past. We carry emotional scars. But we cannot be silent like our parents. We must tell our parents’ stories, and we must tell our own. Telling these stories helps us heal. Telling these stories through every generation keeps them alive. 
he book Children of the Holocaust: Conversations with Sons and Daughters of Survivors by Helen Epstein, published in 1979, made the then astounding claim that the severe 
trauma of the Holocaust and the psychiatric symptoms of survivors had been passed on to their children—a generation that was not even alive during the war. I read the book when it was published because I knew I was suffering from psychological and emotional issues related to my parents’ experiences. In reading that book, I realized I was not alone. Unfortunately, I read the book ten years after beginning my battle with depression. 
Within six months of our return from Israel, my emotions and personality started changing. The change started with a constant feeling of stress. Then I started having stomach problems and headaches. The doctors performed tests and could ﬁnd nothing wrong. They said I was going through puberty and stress from school. I lost interest in the things I used to love to do. I had been outgoing, but I became a shy introvert. I became my biggest self- critic. I developed a sensitivity to criticism, rejection, or failure. Once, I tried to run away from home. In later years, I often thought about suicide. I never tried, but I thought about it. 
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I also started having regular nightmares, consisting of different situations where people were chasing me, wanting to beat me, shoot me, or stab me. They are hard to describe, but they were like TV and movie episodes of people ﬂeeing the bad guys. I would then start screaming, and if I did not wake up and stop, my wife, Janet, would jab me in the side! I do not have nightmares that place me in the Holocaust. The nightmares have become much less common since completing years of therapy. The nightmares represent the emotions and a buried sense of fear I developed from my parents’ PTSD. It plays out in my world, not the Holocaust. 
Over time, I morphed into a different person. I was not happy. I built up this thick armor. No one, including myself, would know what was going through my head. No one would see the anxiety and self-doubt I felt. Like an actor, I would play the part of a normal person, keeping complete control of all my insecurities. I pretended to be happy, but I was beating myself up mentally when I was alone. I would revisit my day, thinking about everything I should have said or done differently. Everything I did focused on exceeding the expectations of others, having other people say I did good! Nothing was about me. I also had this voice in my head reminding me to feel guilty whenever I had fun. I dealt with that voice by becoming an overachiever. Living a life focused on work minimized the time to have fun and feel guilty. 
The emotional game of keeping everything inside and acting normal and happy worked until my junior year of college. The stress and energy of keeping my emotions inside then became too much. I was overwhelmed and mentally exhausted. I felt physically ill. My grades crashed for the ﬁrst time in my life. I was thinking about dropping out of school. What kept me in school at that time was the guilt of wasting my father’s hard-earned money if I dropped out. I would also be admitting failure, something I could never do. 
My major was electrical engineering, and for an elective, I became interested in psychology, most probably to ﬁgure myself out, like so many others who take psychology. I took a psychology 
class that semester, and I spoke with the professor to see if he could guide me. 
I scheduled a time to meet in his ofﬁce, and I shared what was going on and how I felt. He asked some questions, and we talked about things I had never talked about before. 
He told me I needed professional help, and he also said that I knew that already. He was right. I did. He said he could help, but there was a conﬂict and ethical issue for him to counsel me because I was a student, and he was a professor. 
He referred me to a colleague who was a psychiatrist and professor at the University of Rochester School of Psychiatry. I began seeing this psychiatrist weekly, and it helped. He helped me understand that I had embedded my mother into my head and allowed her to control me mentally and emotionally. I began to realize that the constant desire to please her drove my thinking and actions. When she was not around, I would beat myself up mentally in place of her. I had to live a life of suffering out of obligation, just like her. But we never got into the part of understanding why my mother behaved like this. The focus was getting her out of my head. 
The therapy helped. I could again pretend to be normal and happy. I could now replace the padlock on my feelings and control them again. I still did not face all demons, deal with them, and fully recover. Against the advice of my psychiatrist, I decided I was “well enough” at that point and did not need any more counseling. 
I graduated the following year and started my professional life as an engineer. I was successful and eventually landed the job I had always wanted at Eastman Kodak Company. Back then, everyone in Rochester, NY, wanted to work for Kodak. It was not easy to get in. I rose through the ranks successfully and enjoyed my work until later years when poor management ran the company into the ground. 
I married my wife, Janet, in 1983. Our son, David, was born in 1987; our daughter, Sandi, in 1991. After my father sold his business and retired in 1980, my parents moved from Syracuse to 
Florida and resettled there. While my parents would visit us and we visited them, my relationship with my mother was still the same. We did not like each other, and we never got along. 
In September 1988, my father had a cerebral hemorrhage. He never recovered. While he was not in a coma, he could only move his eyes around. He could not communicate, and he could not move. He would sometimes attempt to move his lips, but he could not. We had no idea if he was aware of things. If he was, it had to be absolute hell for him. He spent three months in a treatment facility and then moved to a nursing home. My mother was with him every single day from early morning to evening. He passed away in October 1989, at the age of seventy. In his last ten years, he aged. The toll of the Holocaust and his demanding work in his business showed. It shortened his life. My father’s death hit me hard, but I would not let my emotions out. Looking back, I did not deal with mourning his loss. I blocked it. 
After my father’s death, whenever my mother would visit us, or vice versa, we got into worse arguments. But now, it was me starting them. I kept my grief and emotions about my father’s death locked up. My release was being mean to her. At that point, I blamed her for all my problems, just like she blamed me for hers. I never tried to inﬂuence her relationship with David and Sandi. Ironically, things repeated themselves. My mother adored David and would shower him with affection, but she never became close to Sandi and seemed to shun her. It was like my 
brother and me all over again in the next generation. 
In the year 2000, I was heading for another emotional crash, but this time, I knew it. Kodak was in a tailspin. I reported to the worst manager I ever had in my career. The project I was working on was a management disaster from the start, destined to fail. Janet and I were having conﬂicts. She could never understand why I could never “open up,” and her questions started reminding me of the constant criticism from my mother. She started pushing my “hot buttons,” and I would react. That was not good for either of us. I was stressed out, exhausted, and I felt a meltdown coming. I knew enough from the last time that I could not let that happen 
and needed help. My primary care physician put me on anti- anxiety medication to provide immediate help. He also referred me to a new psychiatrist. 
This time, I received both counseling and speciﬁc medication geared to the depression I suffered. The medication had a faster effect, but the counseling was effective over time. This time, we removed the padlock and peeled back all the armor. I started to understand what was inside my head, the triggers, and what I needed to change regarding my thinking and behaviors. It took a couple of years to make considerable progress. I also learned and understood why my mother behaved the way she did. For the ﬁrst time, I realized it was not me! She was ill. I came to peace with myself and her. 
I was fortunate that while I had depression and my mother signiﬁcantly inﬂuenced my emotions and thinking, so did my father. Even with my insecurities and emotional problems, I have always been goal-oriented and forward-thinking like him. I am stubborn and determined, like him. I always had a destination I wanted to reach and never gave up. Another thing he taught me was to confront my fears. Doing that minimizes the pain. The example he gave was going into the chilly water. Many people hate the cold and go into the water slowly, suffering the pain of the frigid water with each move. Those who confront the chilly water jump in, and the pain is quickly over, replaced by feeling refreshed. Even with depression, I faced the non-emotional things that I feared. I always jumped into the water. I was terriﬁed of public speaking and knew that I had to overcome that to achieve my career goals. I had to jump in the water. So, I took Dale Carnegie and other public speaking classes. That part of my father’s inﬂuence helped me successfully get through life, even with the anchor of depression holding me down. 
My father also gave me a solid ethical compass. He always did 
what was right, no matter the consequences. He instilled that quality in me. As I look back at my life, I have never sold myself out and have always stood up for what is right, even when doing so has had negative consequences.  


***One thing I have learned about depression is that it rewires your brain. You can never get all the wiring back to what it was. Like other therapies and addiction, you manage things but never fully recover. You learn there is only one person who controls your feelings and behaviors, and that is you. But you must keep working on it. At best, you can minimize depression, or it lies dormant, as it can come back at any time. And when it does, you must deal with it, or it will overwhelm you again. There are still days when I feel depressed. There are days I still feel unhappy. But I catch it and snap out of it. I know I must jump into the chilly water and get rid of the fear and discomfort. I know I can manage it today. 
As much as I try, there are two sensitivities I will never overcome. One is being micromanaged. The other is being with anyone who unjustly and constantly criticizes and ﬁnds fault with others, including me. No matter how hard I try not to let those sensitivities get to me, they always will. My brain is wired to push back and ﬁght whenever I hear or perceive someone treating me or others like my mother did. That is one scar that will never heal. My life would have been different had I understood my mental health earlier and received help earlier. I do not regret my life; I would not be who I am today without it. What I do regret is not spending more time with my family. Janet, David, and Sandi deserved more of my time and engagement. My overachiever 
mindset made work and other things a higher priority too often. 
I also made a foolish, impulsive business decision after volunteering to be laid off at Kodak in 2006. I bought a used car sales and repair business in 2007. I was always a car enthusiast. Being in the car business was a dream I had had for many years. That is an extremely high overhead business. Car sales declined nationwide, and I did not see the 2008 economic crash coming. To keep the doors open, I incurred a large amount of debt. I almost lost everything. 
The stress I felt was overwhelming, but I did not feel broken. One day, I was sitting in my ofﬁce, ﬁguring out what bills I could afford to pay. My mother came back to mind. I thought about her comments that I did not know real suffering and enduring 
extreme hardship. At that moment, I realized she was right. I never really did until then. Even ﬁghting depression was not anywhere close to ﬁxing that business mess. I began to think of it as my battle as a partisan. It was my battle for survival. Instead of thinking about bankruptcy, I focused on the things in my control to turn the business around. The determination my father instilled in me kicked in. 
I beat the near-impossible odds of turning that mess around. In 2018, I was able to sell the business. In the end, I came close to at least breaking even for the eleven years of effort I put into it. That was a win. That was my “miracle through hell”! Somehow, that unwise decision was meant to be. I did have it too good for most of my life. That experience tested me to my limits. I now understand suffering and genuine hardship in ways I never had before. My mother was no longer alive during this time, but I believe she would have been proud of me. 
Chapter 1: The Vanishing Child 
There was a time when I was happy. 
In elementary school, I was outgoing—probably too much. I had lots of friends. I loved learning. I was a good student. I raised my hand often. I was in band, orchestra, theater, and choir. I loved being on stage. I had a photographic memory. I could memorize entire pages after reading them once. I could follow directions without needing to look twice. I could read a map and remember every turn. I always knew where I was. I never got lost. I loved cars, too. I could tell you the make, model, and year of every car on the road, even at a glance. I didn’t just like them—I knew them. 
I was alive in a way that felt effortless. Bright. Capable. Connected. And then I began to vanish. 
It didn’t start with symptoms. It started with shame. 
My parents were Holocaust survivors, but no one ever talked about it. My father would sometimes offer “life lessons” drawn from what he’d lived through, but never the stories. My mother said even less—her face would harden at the mention of it. If she spoke at all, it came out bitter. There were no pictures of grandparents or stories of cousins. We knew the word “survivor,” but we didn’t know the people behind it. My parents carried the past like a sealed vault—and the silence inside our house was louder than anything else. 
I didn’t know my roots, and I didn’t understand my parents’ pain. I only knew that something was wrong, even when no one said a word. 
There were pictures in the house—faded, black-and-white portraits of people I was told were my father’s parents and his two sisters. They had all perished in Auschwitz. My mother had pictures of her parents and sisters, too—her family who had survived by hiding in the forests and then emigrated to Israel. The photos were always there, but they didn’t speak to me. I had no connection to them, no real understanding of who they were. No stories. No warmth. Just images of people I was supposed to feel something for, but couldn’t. 
Letters came constantly—from Israel to my mother, and from my mother back to her family. There were no phones then, or if there were, long-distance was far too expensive. Communication happened through blue-striped airmail envelopes—dozens of them, always arriving or being sent. They lined drawers and sat on countertops. I can still see their edges. That stream of letters was my mother’s quiet lifeline to her past. 
My father didn’t write letters after we came to America—at least none that I ever saw. But after the war, he and his brother, the only two survivors from both sides of their family, wrote to his uncle in Syracuse. That uncle had emigrated to America in the 1880s and later brought over three of his sisters. One cousin from their mother’s side also survived, but otherwise the entire family—on both sides—had been lost. 
Those letters were filled with pain. My father wrote openly about his despair, about being jailed in postwar Europe simply for possessing American money, and how that fact was being used to deny him a visa to the United States. These letters were not just a plea for help—they were his only outlet. His only chance. His writing stopped only after his plea succeeded. 
Once the visa was granted and he, my mother, and my brother were able to immigrate, there was no one left to write to. The rest of his world had been annihilated. After that, my father was silent. 
The Jewish community didn’t help. The synagogue kids mocked my father, calling him a junkman because he worked with his hands. We were looked down on—my parents, my brother, and I. My mother was humiliated by members of the sisterhood, not for anything she did, but for what she was: a poor, uneducated, accented woman who reminded them of the past they wanted to leave behind. The American Jews we knew were focused on assimilation. Survivors like my parents threatened the clean image they wanted to present to the world. 
The truth is, the women were worse than the men. They were gatekeepers, and we were kept out. 
My bar mitzvah in Israel in July 1967 had been in the plans for years. It would be a reunion with my mother’s parents and two sisters, who had survived the Holocaust and gone to Israel. There were also cousins and other survivors from her village in Poland who had resettled there. On my father’s side, survivors from his village had made their way to Israel as well. They were all there—family and the extended community of survivors who knew each other, who lived through hell together, and who somehow built a new life in a new land. The trip was a long-planned reunion with all of them. It was my Bar Mitzvah, but it was more than that. It was a family gathering of people who knew where we came from and what we had lost. 
The Six Day War almost disrupted our plans. We had to make contingency plans to have my bar mitzvah in Syracuse, but the war was over in six days. 
My mother and I went for the entire summer. My father could only come for two weeks because of his business. My brother was unable to come because he was in a special college program that summer at the University of Hawaii. When I arrived in Israel a whole new world opened up for me. I suddenly was surrounded by a large family and even more family friends. And they were all very close, loving and supportive of each other. In Israel, Jews, even Holocaust survivors, thrived compared to the US. First, they were all Jews not fighting for acceptance. Two, Israel’s constant wars for survival created a culture that celebrated life and fun, because it was a hard fight to gain independence and the wars could end things at any time. Live for the moment. I had such a great time. I was surrounded with so much love and support, something I never felt before. 
But my mother changed. She saw the life she gave up to join my father. And she was forever bitter about the Holocaust and believed fun was forbidden. She became upset that they were living the life she was denied as a child and in America. So she became even more angry and bitter. Her younger sister, who was only 10 when the war ended, was a very outgoing fun person. This made my mother angry and she would start arguments with her all the time. They had a blowout and we could no longer stay with that sister. During the summer there, we rotated staying with my grandparents and her two sisters. Now it was just my grandparents and one sister. But I went over to visit the younger sister on my own all the time. 
Soon it was the middle of August and time to go home. Much of the family came to the airport to say goodbye there. I was in tears on the drive to the airport. It was the first emotional cry I ever experienced. When I cried in the past it was the typical child crying. This time it was different. And when my mother and I boarded the airplane and took our seats, I started bawling and could not stop. It hurt so bad to say goodbye and leave them. I have not cried like that before or since then. 
And when we got home, things started to immediately change for both my mother and me. She got worse and so did I. All those physical symptoms kicked in for me. My mother was far more depressed, far more bitter, and she took it all out on me. 
I began to lose interest in everything. The change was quiet, but complete. I didn’t feel excited anymore. I stopped enjoying the things I once loved. I didn’t drop them all at once—but I began to drift. I no longer had hobbies. I no longer felt joy. I did things because I had to, not because I wanted to. I felt numb. As if pleasure was off-limits. As if happiness was something people like me weren’t supposed to feel. 
Fun became forbidden. I believed—without knowing why—that feeling good was dangerous. That pain was deserved, that hurt was normal. I couldn’t express emotions. I couldn’t cry, couldn’t talk, couldn’t let myself out. Instead, I locked myself in. 
The symptoms started soon after. Headaches. Fogginess. A strange pain in my scalp—like even my hair hurt. My mind slowed. My memory dulled. I would read, and unless I was in complete silence and completely focused, I couldn’t retain anything. My photographic memory was gone. When people spoke to me, I couldn’t process what they were saying unless I was paying full attention. I’d say, “What?” a lot. Ask people to repeat. If I concentrated, I could follow—but it took real effort. The sharpness I had taken for granted had vanished. 
And then came the nightmares. Recurring. Terrifying. Someone was always chasing me—like the bad guys on TV. I never saw their faces, but I always knew I had to run. I would wake up in a panic. It became a regular part of my nights. 
My voice changed. It dropped lower. Slower. Heavier. I couldn’t carry a tune anymore. I could no longer sing. The stage, once my favorite place, became a source of panic. I developed a fear of public speaking that left me shaking. I’d forget what I was going to say. I avoided attention at all costs. The idea of people watching me made me freeze. 
When junior high began, I dropped out of everything I had once loved. Music. Theater. Orchestra. Choir. Gone. The only thing I stayed involved with was the A/V club—because I still liked equipment, and it kept me behind the scenes, where no one could see me. 
I still showed up. I still got good grades. But I was no longer present. I wasn’t alive the way I used to be. I had begun to vanish—and no one seemed to notice. 
That’s what trauma does when no one speaks of it. It silences you, even from yourself. 
I've woken up every day of my life with these symptoms and learned to hide them and ignore them and continue plowing forward. I believe that is a gift from my father—stubbornness, perseverance, never give up and never let pain overcome you. So I have lived what seems like a normal, successful life, but it's exhausting every day to overcome all this mental and physical baggage. So when I don't have to do something, my preference is to do nothing, especially in my later years. Physical activity has always made me feel worse. Using my mind has always made me feel better. I guess that was why I was a successful engineer and now focus on writing. 
The symptoms eased for many years. After the most difficult stages of adolescence and into adulthood, they weren’t gone—but they were manageable. I found structure in work, purpose in advocacy, success in my career. But they never truly left. 
Then I had the business experience that broke me—mentally, emotionally, physically. After that, the symptoms returned stronger than ever. In the past few years, they’ve gotten worse. My wife—quiet, reserved, emotionally inaccessible—has become more like my mother. Perhaps worse. She has been critical, judgmental, and increasingly difficult. I find myself trapped again in the very atmosphere that shaped my earliest suffering. 
And now, the symptoms are the worst they’ve ever been. I feel exhausted. Wasted. Suicidal thoughts creep in more than I want to admit. Yet I still keep going. I still do what I have to do. I show up. I press on. I survive. 
________________________________________ 
Clinical Assessment: 
Jerry's experience reflects classic signs of childhood-onset complex trauma. The abrupt psychological and physical changes following his return from Israel—emotional numbing, cognitive impairment, sleep disturbances, social withdrawal, somatic symptoms, and loss of previously strong skills—are consistent with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), especially when rooted in developmental trauma. As a second-generation Holocaust survivor, Jerry inherited the emotional wounds of his parents' unspeakable suffering. The sudden loss of a sense of belonging and safety, combined with deep familial silence and unspoken grief, disrupted his identity formation. The internalized belief that happiness was dangerous, paired with his mother's depression and emotional disconnection, compounded these effects. 
This constellation of symptoms—dissociation, self-blame, and loss of interest in pleasurable activities—mirrors what clinicians recognize today as complex PTSD, particularly in cases where trauma is transmitted across generations. Jerry’s childhood joy and connection were replaced by fear, isolation, and chronic stress responses. His account offers powerful insight into how trauma doesn't just scar individuals—it echoes through families and across time. 
That Jerry adapted, excelled, and achieved success despite such early psychological injury is a testament to his resilience. Clinically, this type of functional adaptation despite inner distress is known as "high-functioning trauma response." It often masks the underlying exhaustion, chronic emotional strain, and difficulty in sustaining well-being over time. Jerry's ability to function intellectually while suppressing physical and emotional discomfort may have helped him build a career—but it also created a lifetime of hidden suffering. His coping mechanisms—mental focus, discipline, withdrawal—were survival tools forged in silence. But as the emotional environment around him mirrors the pain of the past, even those tools are strained, revealing just how deep the damage goes. 
ChatGPT said: 
Prognosis: 
Jerry’s prognosis is mixed—but not without hope. 
The chronic nature of his symptoms, combined with their intensification over time, especially under repeated emotional stressors, suggests that without targeted intervention, his distress will likely continue and may worsen. The late emergence of suicidal thoughts and deep exhaustion, despite a lifetime of perseverance, indicates that his coping strategies—though remarkably effective in sustaining external function—are no longer enough to protect his internal well-being. 
However, prognosis is not determined solely by pathology. Jerry has demonstrated extraordinary resilience, insight, and adaptability. His ability to articulate his experience, pursue meaning through writing, and maintain functional roles in life points toward strong protective factors. These include: 
• High cognitive function and self-awareness 
• Persistence and responsibility 
• A deep sense of purpose 
• Capacity for reflection and communication 
If Jerry engages in trauma-informed psychotherapy—particularly approaches like EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing), Internal Family Systems (IFS), or somatic therapies designed for complex PTSD—he may begin to safely process the layers of trauma that have remained unspoken and unresolved. These approaches can reduce physical symptoms, release the guilt associated with pleasure, and gradually replace dissociation with healthy emotional expression. 
Furthermore, creating and sharing his story, as he is doing now, is itself a therapeutic act. Writing allows Jerry to reclaim his voice, make meaning from suffering, and break the silence that shaped him. 
With the right support, Jerry’s prognosis includes the possibility of relief from daily pain, reduction of symptoms, and the emergence of new emotional space—where healing, connection, and even joy are possible. Not because the past can be erased, but because its grip on the present can be loosened. 
Let me know if you’d like this added to the end of Chapter One, or used in a separate epilogue, introduction, or clinical appendix. 
The nightmares changed after writing Miracles through hell. I now have dreams that go back to my past. All the dreams have me in situations I cannot solve. Arriving at college and not knowing my dorm room and no once able to let me know or give me a key. Having to start classes yet having no class schedule and again I could not get one anywhere. So the chasing me nightmares when away, now I got trapped in situations I lived through with no escape. In college, I carried the images of how hard my father worked and the fear of letting him down. I also carried the constant critisims from my mother. While she had high expectations for my brother, she had low expectations for me. I was never good enough and she always let me know it. I was an average student, and that was being a failure. She did not care what I chose to do because whatever it was I would not be good at it. She had zero interest in my college hunt and selection. That was all done with my father. At high school graduation I was the recipient of the Student Council Leadership Award and they called me up to the podium to receive it. I was so proud of that accomplishment. One the drive home my mother said she was surprised that I was the award recipient and added, wasn't there someone better they could have given it to. She again popped my proud achievement, my feeling good about myself. She popped almost every one of those ballons. There were times I was reconizied for something at school and would not tell her. rework this and the right order 



Chapter 1: Before the Change
Before everything began to unravel, I was a thriving, high-functioning kid with an incredible memory, natural talents, and a family history few could imagine. To understand my story, you have to start with the story of those who came before me.
My mother survived the Holocaust along with her parents and two sisters. Everyone else in her extended family was killed. My father was one of the only survivors from his family—just him, his brother, and one cousin. The trauma they carried was unspeakable. But they didn’t speak it. That silence became my inheritance.
I grew up in a home where grief lived in the walls but no one named it. My parents were loving, devoted, and present in the only ways they knew how. But their past wasn’t discussed. I didn’t know the details of what they had endured. I didn’t even know how many relatives I had lost. There were no stories, no memories shared. Just silence, tension, and an unspoken pressure to be okay.
Despite that, in those early years, I was thriving. I had a near-photographic memory. I could remember maps and directions at a glance. Everything on the blackboard in school stuck with me. If I read something once, I retained most of it. I hardly had to take notes. Academically, I excelled. I was confident, engaged, and sharp.
I loved music and performing. I was in band, orchestra, choir, and theater. I could memorize lines quickly and deliver them with ease. I loved being on stage. I wasn’t just comfortable in the spotlight—I thrived in it. My voice was strong, my presence natural, and I felt most alive when I was creating or performing.
Socially, I fit in. I had friends. I enjoyed group activities. I felt like I had a place in the world. My identity, while still forming, was rooted in competence and connection.
At home, things were quiet—but that quiet was normal to me. I didn’t realize I was living in the shadow of trauma. My parents didn’t talk about their pain, so I didn’t have a language for mine. I didn’t even know I had pain. I just knew that I wanted to be good, to do well, and not to cause trouble.
There was something unspoken in our house—an emotional absence. Looking back, I understand now that my parents were emotionally frozen in many ways. They had learned to survive by not feeling, not expressing, not remembering. And as a child, I absorbed that survival strategy like a sponge.
But none of that showed in my day-to-day life. I looked like a well-adjusted, capable, smart kid with a bright future. And maybe I was—for a while.
This chapter of my life—the thriving, high-performing child—is important. Because only by knowing how strong and alive I once felt can you truly understand what it meant to lose that. Everything changed around the age of 14. But before that, I was full of life.
I didn’t know then that I was carrying something invisible. Something passed down. Something unspoken. I didn’t know there was a weight on my back because I had never known life without it. And no one around me had the words or tools to help me see it.
This was the beginning. The time before the change. Before the symptoms. Before the silence deepened. Before I learned to survive by hiding who I was. And before I realized that surviving isn’t the same as living.


Prologue: Carrying the Shadows
Before I understood the world, I understood silence.
My mother carried the Holocaust in her bones. My father carried the forests of Belarus in his soul. I carried both of them inside me, long before I understood what I was carrying.
They survived in different ways: my mother, hiding in barns and attics, her childhood stolen and replaced with constant fear; my father, a partisan fighter who chose to resist rather than die on Nazi terms. They came to America to build a new life, but the war followed them. It sat at the dinner table, haunted our hallways, and wrapped itself around every unspoken word.
I was born into that silence — into an inheritance of shadows and unhealed wounds. As a child, I was bright, curious, and outgoing. I once had a photographic memory and could remember every detail on a page after seeing it just once. But as the years passed, as the silent rules of survival settled into me, that gift faded. I began to disappear from myself, piece by piece.
This book is not a heroic story of triumph over the past. It is not a linear journey from darkness to light. It is an honest exploration of what it means to carry someone else’s pain in your blood, to grow up with invisible scars, to live with depression that whispers daily that you are not enough.
It is about regret — for not knowing my parents deeply enough while they were alive, for turning away when I could have reached toward them, for learning to love them fully only after they were gone. It is about the guilt of wanting to escape, of feeling that you do not belong in your own family, of realizing too late how much they carried and how much they gave.
And yet, this is also a book about survival — not just theirs, but mine. It is about the small, fragile moments of connection that kept me alive: a friend who stayed, a mentor who believed in me, a cause that gave me purpose when I could not find it inside myself.
I write these words now, at 71, because I no longer want to live in silence. I no longer want to pretend I am well when I am not. I want to understand, to heal, and to honor the shadows I carry — not to be defined by them, but to learn from them.
If you have ever felt alone with your pain, if you have inherited ghosts you cannot name, if you have wondered whether it is too late to begin healing — this book is for you.
I hope these pages help you feel seen. I hope they remind you that even in the deepest shadows, there is light waiting to be claimed.


Chapter 1: The Inheritance of Silence
Silence wasn’t just the absence of words in my house — it was a presence. It filled the kitchen as my mother scrubbed the counters until her hands cracked. It echoed in the living room, a space so spotless and forbidden we might as well have put a sign on the door: No living allowed here.
My parents never spoke of the war. The past was a phantom that shaped every day but never had a name. They didn’t talk about what they lost, who they lost, or how the world they loved was burned to the ground. But that silence roared through our lives, louder than any words could have been.
As a young boy, I was bright and fearless. I loved attention. I raised my hand for every question, performed in every play, joined band, orchestra, choir, and theater. My voice was strong, my spirit even stronger. But then, seemingly overnight, everything changed.
Puberty arrived like a thief. My voice deepened, slowed, and with it, my confidence vanished. Words became stuck in my throat. I filled my sentences with ums and long pauses, terrified of sounding foolish. Kids, especially the jocks, mocked my low, slow drawling voice. I began to dread speaking up.
I stopped raising my hand. I dropped out of choir and theater. I moved from the front of the stage to the dark corners behind it. I became the A/V guy, running wires and projectors, building sound systems — always present but never seen. It felt safer to hide behind cables than to stand under the lights.
My photographic memory, once a point of pride, faded too. I used to remember pages word for word after one glance, but as I withdrew inward, that gift slipped away, leaving me feeling even more ordinary, even more lost.
At home, there was no refuge. My mother saw my joy and curiosity as threats. She resented my freedom, my laughter, my ability to be a child. She would tell me I didn’t know what it meant to suffer, that I had it “too good.”
She was a master of surveillance. She could tell exactly where I had walked by the indentations in the carpet or the smudge of a fingerprint on a table edge. The living room, with its comfortable furniture, was off-limits — a museum to a life we could never have.
Arguments with her ended the same way: her clutching her chest, crying that I was giving her a heart attack, blaming me for her pain. At first, these scenes terrified me. Later, I realized they were performances — manipulations. But by then, I had already learned to stay out of her way.
My brother, eight years older, was the golden child. Born in a displaced persons camp in Germany, he was the living bridge to the world they lost. She placed all her hopes on him. He was the future; I was the reminder that the past had slipped too far away.
High school became my countdown to freedom. I would stay at school late, join every club, and hang out at friends’ houses — anywhere but home. Many of my friends' mothers became my surrogate mothers, offering warmth and care I didn’t dare expect at home.
My father’s business became my sanctuary. On Saturdays and summers, I worked beside him. We didn’t need words. We shared quiet hours fixing things, moving through small tasks, and he would occasionally drop simple, profound truths about life. He didn’t criticize me. He didn’t question my worth. With him, I felt human.
But even in these spaces, I carried a constant hum of anxiety, a gnawing fear that I would be found lacking, that I would somehow betray the fragile peace I built around me.
I didn’t have a name for it then. Depression, trauma, inherited pain — those words were unknown to me. I thought I was simply defective, broken in ways no one else could understand. I believed that if I just achieved enough, fixed enough, pleased enough people, I might finally earn the right to exist.
Looking back now, I see it clearly. The boy who used to raise his hand and chase every spotlight was gone. In his place stood a young man who had learned to disappear while still being present, who had learned to smile and perform while dying inside.
That was the inheritance my parents never intended to pass down. And it was the silence that wrapped itself around every corner of my life, waiting for the day I would finally learn to name it.


Chapter 2: The Lost Child
By the time I reached high school, the bright, curious boy I once was had become a ghost. I moved through the halls as if wearing an invisible cloak — present but unseen, always on guard.
I stopped performing. I stopped raising my hand. I stopped trying to be known. The theater, music, and performance spaces that once felt like home now felt like threats, reminders of the vulnerability I no longer dared to risk.
At home, the divide between my mother and me only deepened. She criticized everything — how I sat, how I ate, how I spoke, even how I breathed. She hated my silence, yet any words I spoke seemed to enrage her more. It felt like living inside a house wired with tripwires, every step risking an explosion.
My brother had already left for college by then. Eight years older, he lived in a different universe, far away from the daily storms. We never built the bond brothers might. He was the golden child, the obedient one, the son who fulfilled her hopes. I was the American child — the soft one, the disappointment.
After school, I avoided home as long as I could. I’d roam the neighborhood or stay at school, finding comfort in empty hallways or borrowed spaces. I often ended up at friends’ houses, where their mothers would welcome me with warmth I didn’t dare expect at home. I clung to those fleeting kindnesses, small lifelines in an otherwise cold world.
At home, my mother would remind me I didn’t understand what it meant to suffer. “You don’t know what real hardship is,” she’d say, her voice sharp with resentment. She believed my happiness was proof of my weakness, my freedom proof of my ingratitude.
She had survived in hiding, living like an animal, always ready to run or disappear. Her trauma left no room for joy. If I laughed too loud, she’d snap: “Stop acting like a fool.” If I dared to feel proud, she’d find a way to deflate it. When I won the Student Council Leadership Award at graduation — a moment that should have been a triumph — she questioned how someone “better” didn’t get it instead.
The constant emotional landmines shaped me. I learned to avoid conflict by avoiding expression altogether. I developed a hyper-awareness of others’ moods, scanning for danger, adjusting my behavior to keep the peace. I learned to be invisible in plain sight — to achieve just enough to stay safe, but never so much that I might attract attention or provoke envy.
When I finally left for college, I believed freedom awaited me. But freedom is not a place; it’s a state of mind. I carried my mother’s voice with me, echoing in every decision, every relationship, every quiet moment alone.
In college, I continued my pattern of overachievement — lobbying for engineering curriculum changes, pushing for student spaces, always trying to prove my worth through action. But no matter what I accomplished, the gnawing emptiness remained.
I didn’t understand then that I was chasing love and approval I would never find in awards or accolades. I didn’t know that you can’t outrun the ghosts that live inside you.
Looking back now, I see that I was not just a lost child — I was a child trying desperately to earn the right to exist, to be loved, to simply be enough. And for decades, that silent chase defined every part of my life.


Chapter 3: Disappearing in Plain Sight
College was supposed to be my escape. I imagined it as a place where I could finally become myself, free from my mother’s sharp words and her constant surveillance. But you don’t leave your shadows behind just because you cross a new threshold — you carry them with you.
At college, I threw myself into action. I became the student who lobbied the dean for curriculum changes, who worked to create Engineering House in the dorms, who helped build a student lab funded by the College of Engineering. It was my way of staying ahead of the internal voice telling me I wasn’t enough.
Achievement became my armor. As long as I was fixing problems, leading projects, and helping others, I felt safe. If I was busy, I didn’t have to hear the echoes of my mother’s criticism or the emptiness that grew louder in quiet moments.
But inside, I was still that boy terrified to raise his hand. Every decision carried the weight of needing to prove my worth. Every conversation felt like a test. I measured my value by external milestones, always moving the goalpost just out of reach.
After college, I began my long career at Eastman Kodak. In my 26 years there, I rose to become a supervisor, then a manager. I pushed for fairness and fought against discrimination. I mentored people from marginalized backgrounds — women, Black employees, Jews, Hispanics — helping them rise into roles even greater than mine.
From the outside, I looked like a champion of justice, an engaged leader, someone who cared deeply for others. And it was true. But underneath, I still believed I was only worthy if I was fighting for someone else, if I was making myself useful, if I was hiding behind their needs.
In meetings, people would say, “You don’t speak up much, but when you do, it’s always worth listening.” The truth? I was terrified to speak. My words came slowly. I had to carefully construct every sentence in my head before it left my lips. My mother’s voice still lived there, telling me I was wrong before I even began.
When Kodak began its decline, I left and bought an automotive business — a new chance, another way to prove my worth. I built the business around fairness, especially to women and seniors who were so often taken advantage of. We became the first automotive business in Rochester to win the Business Ethics Award. We earned national certification as a female-friendly shop. In 2015, I was named Independent Auto Repair Shop Owner of the Year by a national industry magazine.
Yet through all this, I never felt like I did enough. Successes evaporated as quickly as they came. Each achievement was followed by the same hollow question: “What next? How do I prove it again?”
Even the greatest moments were fleeting. I was asked to become the first male board member of two women’s organizations in Rochester. It should have felt like vindication. But instead, I felt like an imposter waiting to be unmasked.
My personal life mirrored my professional struggles. I carried the same pattern into friendships and relationships. I feared intimacy yet craved it desperately. I avoided conflict yet longed to be seen and heard. I chose partners and friends who mirrored the criticism and emotional distance I grew up with. Without realizing it, I gravitated toward familiar pain because it felt safer than unknown kindness.
Looking back, I see how much of my life I spent performing — not on a stage, but in every interaction, every choice. I became an expert at disappearing in plain sight: the helpful one, the fixer, the achiever, the one who always showed up for others but never truly for himself.
It took decades before I understood that disappearing was never about humility or selflessness. It was survival. And beneath it all, there was still a boy hoping that if he just did enough, he might finally be allowed to exist without apology.


Chapter 4: The Mask of Achievement
Achievement became my currency — my way of buying moments of self-worth. It wasn’t about trophies or public recognition. It was about silencing the inner voice that told me I didn’t matter.
After Kodak and my automotive business, I took on roles that allowed me to step into the community spotlight — but always through the lens of service. I didn’t want the focus on me as a person; I wanted it on the cause, on the people I was helping.
When I joined my synagogue’s board, I spent ten years shaping its future: three years as Vice President of Finance and four years as President. Those four years as president were some of the happiest of my life. I felt purpose, connection, and the fragile glow of belonging I had been chasing since childhood.
But even in joy, I wore the mask. The careful words. The constant checking: Was I pleasing enough? Was I useful enough? Was I safe from rejection?
Years later, I returned as Executive Director — what I thought was my dream role, the final piece of belonging. The first year and a half were filled with meaning. But everything changed when a new board president arrived. The environment turned toxic, poisoned by power struggles and manipulation.
I fell from the highest emotional high to the lowest emotional low. The joy drained out of me. The old feelings of worthlessness came roaring back, stronger than ever. The isolation was crushing. I realized that many people I thought were close friends — some for decades — cared only for their comfort, not for me. No one stood up for me when I needed them most.
I walked out to protect my life. I was so close to ending it that I knew leaving was the only option. In that moment, I saw clearly how fragile my foundation was — built on external approval, on being needed, on performing.
I began to question everything I thought I knew about community, faith, and connection. I saw organized religion for what it too often is: a performance, a place where power games play out behind the curtain of spirituality. I saw clergy focused more on ego and privilege than on compassion and service.
My entire life, I had worn the mask of the fixer, the helper, the one who could carry everyone’s burdens but his own. It kept me alive, but it also kept me from truly living.
Through it all, I found some light in my advocacy work — especially my time as board president of a domestic violence and abuse organization. Together with a survivor who broke her own cycle, we created the Survivor Intervention Model. It wasn’t just about keeping victims safe for a night; it was about helping them understand why they returned to abusive partners, breaking the cycle at its root. It worked for over 80% of participants.
Yet even knowing the power of trauma-informed approaches, I resisted seeking that help for myself. I believed I was strong enough to manage alone. That if I kept helping others, I didn’t have to face my own darkness.
But the mask of achievement cannot hold forever. Behind it was a man still searching for love he didn’t believe he deserved, still haunted by the echoes of a mother’s judgment and a father’s silent sorrow.
It took me decades to understand that achievement, as beautiful and meaningful as it can be, was also my armor. And as long as I clung to it, I remained a prisoner of the very wounds I thought I had outrun.


Chapter 5: The Weight of Silence (and Sound)
At work, I wasn’t silent. I was focused. Methodical. Quietly bold.
In my early years as an engineer, I was haunted by feelings of never being good enough, always comparing myself to colleagues. But over time, I realized I was outperforming most of them. I put deep thought into every design, every decision, every solution. My work wasn’t about flash or bravado — it was about function, precision, and integrity.
What I built, worked.
I grew into a role where I became the “fixer” — the one called in when other engineers’ designs failed. I surrounded myself with people who were the best at what they did. I focused on creating real teamwork and supporting one another, rather than competing for individual credit.
While others sought recognition, I was driven by the challenge itself. Slowly, I started to see that maybe — just maybe — I did know my stuff.
I rose quickly, moving from contributing engineer to senior engineer, then to project manager, and eventually department manager. At Kodak, this was no small feat. It often took decades to advance, but by 34, I was already a manager — almost unheard of at Kodak at that time.
At work, I developed a good sense of humor. I learned to lighten tense meetings, to defuse conflicts without aggression, to motivate without intimidation. People trusted me because I didn’t use my voice to control — I used it to build.
In public, I appeared confident and competent. But privately, I was still the same insecure self — always revisiting and second-guessing everything I said and did. Every meeting replayed in my mind, every conversation analyzed and picked apart.
At work, I found structure, purpose, and a sense of control I never felt at home. I could measure my value through outcomes, through the success of a project, through a machine that ran perfectly.
But in my personal life, the weight of silence returned. In my marriage, comments and criticisms mirrored the emotional dynamics I had grown up with. I was told I sat too much, talked too little or too much, took things too seriously, didn’t take enough initiative, was too loud, too soft, too careful, too careless. At work, I was the problem solver; at home, I felt like the problem.
I carried these two worlds inside me: the accomplished professional who could be trusted to fix anything, and the silent, insecure man who never felt enough.
It was a strange dual existence. In one sphere, I felt valued, respected, and strong. In the other, I felt small and fragile. Yet I kept going — because work gave me a place where I could exist without shame, a place where my voice mattered and my presence had weight.
I knew I had to overcome my internal fears if I wanted to truly succeed. One of the most important lessons my father taught me was simple but powerful: when facing something painful or uncomfortable, act quickly and get it over with. He would tell me, “If the water is cold, don’t ease in slowly. Just jump. The longer you drag it out, the more it hurts.”
I carried that philosophy everywhere. If I had to do something uncomfortable, I would push myself to be first in line, to confront it head-on rather than let the dread consume me.
I applied this mindset to one of my biggest fears: public speaking. My instinct was to avoid it completely. But I knew I couldn’t stay hidden forever. So I signed up for public speaking classes. I took the Dale Carnegie program. I volunteered for leadership roles and speaking opportunities — situations that terrified me — so I could face the fear directly.
And it worked. Slowly, speech by speech, meeting by meeting, I reclaimed a piece of myself. I found that while the fear never fully disappeared, it became something I could live with, something I could use rather than something that used me.
These choices didn’t erase the deep undercurrent of insecurity or the physical symptoms that haunted me. But they proved to me that I wasn’t entirely powerless. Even when my body and mind betrayed me, I could still choose action. I could still move forward.


Chapter 6: Love, Dating, and the Invisible Rules
This chapter explores my evolving experience with love, self-worth, and the hidden rules that shaped my relationships.
Love, for me, was never simple. It came wrapped in silent expectations and invisible rules that shaped every choice I made.
From an early age, my mother made it clear: the greatest betrayal would be to marry a non-Jew, especially a Catholic. This wasn’t just about religion for her — it was survival, revenge, and the preservation of a lineage almost wiped from the earth. She carried the Holocaust in every word and demanded that her sons be the proof that Hitler did not win.
Growing up, I never felt accepted by my peers in the Jewish community. I was mocked for my parents' heavy accents and for my father’s work in the “junk business.” Even in religious school, I was treated like an outsider, constantly reminded that I didn’t quite belong. It left a deep imprint — a sense that I was somehow defective, that no matter what I did, I could never measure up.
After graduation from college, feeling both hopeful and uncertain, wondering if I was truly ready or just going through the motions, I moved into my own apartment after living with multiple roommates. I wanted to finally be on my own. One of my neighbors started to show an interest in me. I would work on my car in the parking lot, and she would come out and talk to me. She invited me over often to hang out. We started as good friends, and eventually it turned into something more. She was the first woman who had ever shown interest in me.
She was fun, spontaneous, and never judged me. Being with her felt like fun for the first time in my life. She wouldn't let me hide or stay in my shell. But there were issues: she wasn’t Jewish, she was eight years older than me, and she drank heavily. Through her, at least four of my friends from college met their future wives — she seemed to be at the center of every social circle, the person everyone wanted to know and be around. But out of everyone, she chose me.
Our relationship was a constant cycle of breaking up and getting back together. My parents knew I was dating her but never met her. When they visited me, I spent the time with them alone. When I visited them, she was never included. Looking back, I realize how much I distanced her from my family and how unfair that was. I was a real jerk at times, and yet she continued to put up with me.
There were also legitimate issues. She lost her job several times and would guilt me back into the relationship out of sympathy. Her drinking convinced me she couldn't control her dependence on alcohol. Eventually, we did break up for what I thought was for good. But loneliness crept in, and on impulse, I got back together with her and even proposed. I called my parents to tell them. Their response was not happy, but they also said they weren’t surprised.
I was immediately overwhelmed with fear that I had made a huge mistake. I confided in a few close friends, who helped me see the truth and supported my decision to break off the engagement. I did. And even after that, we remained friends.
After that, I started using dating services and placing personal ads in the local newspaper. I went on many dates, but most were not fun. Often, I had no interest in the women I met for various reasons. Many of them were interested in me and wanted to continue seeing each other, but my answer was usually no. Meanwhile, the women I did like would turn down my requests for second dates. I became frustrated with the entire dating scene and decided I wouldn’t renew my subscriptions.
In the very last week my personal ad ran, I received a letter that caught my attention like no other. She was Jewish, like some of the others, but something felt different. At first, I thought she was too young — many of my worst dates had been with younger women who seemed immature and made me feel even more disconnected. But I kept reading her letter over and over. My interest grew each time.
She wrote that she worked odd hours and to call anytime. It was St. Patrick's Day, 1983. Back then, we used landline phones, and answering machines weren’t common yet. I called her a few times that evening, but there was no answer. Finally, sometime after 11 PM, she picked up. She had just returned from being out with friends, and while I could tell she was surprised by the late call, she stayed on the line. We talked for about 15–20 minutes and agreed to a date the very next evening, after work.
I picked her up on Friday evening. We went to a well-known club, got a table, ordered drinks, and talked for a long time. I then asked if she’d like to get dinner, and she said yes. We went to a Chinese restaurant I liked. Over dinner, the conversation flowed easily. Afterward, I asked if she wanted to see a movie, and she agreed again. We ended up watching Tootsie — of all movies! The whole night felt like one of the best dates I’d ever had. When I dropped her off, I asked if she wanted to see each other again, and she gave a sincere yes. I told her I would call.
That night marked a turning point — a rare moment where I felt seen, chosen, and genuinely hopeful. It reminded me what was possible when the invisible rules began to loosen, even just a little. In that moment, I dared to imagine a future where love might feel simple, where I might finally be allowed to just be myself.

Chapter 1: The Vanishing Child
There was a time when I was happy.
In elementary school, I was outgoing—probably too much. I had lots of friends. I loved learning. I was a good student. I raised my hand often. I was in band, orchestra, theater, and choir. I loved being on stage. I had a photographic memory. I could memorize entire pages after reading them once. I could follow directions without needing to look twice. I could read a map and remember every turn. I always knew where I was. I never got lost. I loved cars, too. I could tell you the make, model, and year of every car on the road, even at a glance. I didn’t just like them—I knew them.
I was alive in a way that felt effortless. Bright. Capable. Connected. And then I began to vanish.
It didn’t start with symptoms. It started with shame.
My parents were Holocaust survivors, but no one ever talked about it. My father would sometimes offer “life lessons” drawn from what he’d lived through, but never the stories. My mother said even less—her face would harden at the mention of it. If she spoke at all, it came out bitter. There were no pictures of grandparents or stories of cousins. We knew the word “survivor,” but we didn’t know the people behind it. My parents carried the past like a sealed vault—and the silence inside our house was louder than anything else.
I didn’t know my roots, and I didn’t understand my parents’ pain. I only knew that something was wrong, even when no one said a word.
There were pictures in the house—faded, black-and-white portraits of people I was told were my father’s parents and his two sisters. They had all perished in Auschwitz. My mother had pictures of her parents and sisters, too—her family who had survived by hiding in the forests and then emigrated to Israel. The photos were always there, but they didn’t speak to me. I had no connection to them, no real understanding of who they were. No stories. No warmth. Just images of people I was supposed to feel something for, but couldn’t.
Letters came constantly—from Israel to my mother, and from my mother back to her family. There were no phones then, or if there were, long-distance was far too expensive. Communication happened through blue-striped airmail envelopes—dozens of them, always arriving or being sent. They lined drawers and sat on countertops. I can still see their edges. That stream of letters was my mother’s quiet lifeline to her past.
My father didn’t write letters after we came to America—at least none that I ever saw. But after the war, he and his brother, the only two survivors from both sides of their family, wrote to his uncle in Syracuse. That uncle had emigrated to America in the 1880s and later brought over three of his sisters. One cousin from their mother’s side also survived, but otherwise the entire family—on both sides—had been lost. His father, my grandfather, had been born to his third wife, decades after his half-siblings who had emigrated to the U.S. He had been invited to join them, but declined. He was just starting a family of his own in Poland and felt too far removed from their generation to leave.
Those letters were filled with pain. My father wrote openly about his despair, about being jailed in postwar Europe simply for possessing American money, and how that fact was being used to deny him a visa to the United States. These letters were not just a plea for help—they were his only outlet. His only chance. His writing stopped only after his plea succeeded.
Once the visa was granted and he, my mother, and my brother were able to immigrate, there was no one left to write to. The rest of his world had been annihilated. After that, my father was silent.
The Jewish community didn’t help. The synagogue kids mocked my father, calling him a junkman because he worked with his hands. We were looked down on—my parents, my brother, and I. My mother was humiliated by members of the sisterhood, not for anything she did, but for what she was: a poor, uneducated, accented woman who reminded them of the past they wanted to leave behind. The American Jews we knew were focused on assimilation. Survivors like my parents threatened the clean image they wanted to present to the world.
The truth is, the women were worse than the men. They were gatekeepers, and we were kept out.
My bar mitzvah in Israel in July 1967 had been in the plans for years. It would be a reunion with my mother’s parents and two sisters, who had survived the Holocaust and gone to Israel. There were also cousins and other survivors from her village in Poland who had resettled there. On my father’s side, survivors from his village had made their way to Israel as well. They were all there—family and the extended community of survivors who knew each other, who lived through hell together, and who somehow built a new life in a new land. The trip was a long-planned reunion with all of them. It was my Bar Mitzvah, but it was more than that. It was a family gathering of people who knew where we came from and what we had lost.
The Six Day War almost disrupted our plans. We had to make contingency plans to have my bar mitzvah in Syracuse, but the war was over in six days.
My mother and I went for the entire summer. My father could only come for two weeks because of his business. My brother was unable to come because he was in a special college program that summer at the University of Hawaii. When I arrived in Israel a whole new world opened up for me. I suddenly was surrounded by a large family and even more family friends. And they were all very close, loving and supportive of each other. In Israel, Jews, even Holocaust survivors, thrived compared to the US. First, they were all Jews not fighting for acceptance. Two, Israel’s constant wars for survival created a culture that celebrated life and fun, because it was a hard fight to gain independence and the wars could end things at any time. Live for the moment. I had such a great time. I was surrounded with so much love and support, something I never felt before.
I had deep personal conversations with my aunts, uncles, and cousins—relationships I had never experienced at home. I saw how differently they lived, how they had moved on with life, while my mother remained stuck in the past. She always spoke bitterly about what had been lost and never talked about the future. And I began to realize how lonely I had been. Israel was the most fun I ever had in my life. It felt like I belonged. That I was part of something bigger. And I knew, even then, that this was something I might never feel again.
But my mother changed. She saw the life she gave up to join my father. And she was forever bitter about the Holocaust and believed fun was forbidden. Her younger sister, who was only 10 when the war ended, was a very outgoing fun person. This made my mother angry and she would start arguments with her all the time. They had a blowout and we could no longer stay with that sister. During the summer there, we rotated staying with my grandparents and her two sisters. Now it was just my grandparents and one sister. But I went over to visit the younger sister on my own all the time.
Soon it was the middle of August and time to go home. Much of the family came to the airport to say goodbye there. I was in tears on the drive to the airport. It was the first emotional cry I ever experienced. When I cried in the past it was the typical child crying. This time it was different. And when my mother and I boarded the airplane and took our seats, I started bawling and could not stop. It hurt so bad to say goodbye and leave them. I have not cried like that before or since then.
And when we got home, things started to immediately change for both my mother and me. She got worse and so did I. All those physical symptoms kicked in for me. My mother was far more depressed, far more bitter, and she took it all out on me.
I began to lose interest in everything. The change was quiet, but complete. I didn’t feel excited anymore. I stopped enjoying the things I once loved. I didn’t drop them all at once—but I began to drift. I no longer had hobbies. I no longer felt joy. I did things because I had to, not because I wanted to. I felt numb. As if pleasure was off-limits. As if happiness was something people like me weren’t supposed to feel.
I did not notice at the time, but I would constantly change the kids I was close friends with or hung out with, going back to junior high. It seemed as people got too close to me or I started feeling a bond, I would find other kids to be friends with. By the time I got to high school I had friends—but when they became close friends I moved on.
I learned to adapt to the changes I was going through, even the physical. I was sent to different doctors who did tests and all concluded there was nothing wrong with me. They called it "nerves."
What hit me hardest after returning from Israel was the emptiness. All that family and sense of love and support was now gone. I kept thinking I may never see my grandparents again. And I never did. My mother kept control of all communication through her letters. It never even occurred to me to write my own letters. So I had no contact with the family.
Survivors in Israel were like an extended family who got together and remained connected all the time. I found my father's letters later when researching my book. They were emotional, pained, and honest—unlike anything I’d ever seen from him in life.
For years, I could not embrace people or hug them. It was something that not only made me uncomfortable—it scared me. My parents never embraced in front of me. I can’t remember ever seeing them kiss. Most survivor marriages happened right after liberation when surviving men and women were left without families. Many had lost their spouses. There was a strong need to recreate a family, so survivors would marry after meeting—often quickly, with no time to build any kind of relationship or love. It was a sense of duty, no different than arranged marriages. Over time, true relationships developed. They learned to love each other in their own ways. Was it the love of “soul mates”? Most often, not. I used to always question whether my parents really loved each other. They each had their own worlds to focus on. My father focused on his business. My mother focused on the house and raising my brother and me.
...
Chapter 1: The Vanishing Child
I didn’t just disappear. I was erased—slowly, invisibly, and in plain sight.
There was a time when I was happy.
In elementary school, I was outgoing—probably too much. I had lots of friends. I loved learning. I was a good student. I raised my hand often. I was in band, orchestra, theater, and choir. I loved being on stage. I had a photographic memory. I could memorize entire pages after reading them once. I could follow directions without needing to look twice. I could read a map and remember every turn. I always knew where I was. I never got lost. I loved cars, too. I could tell you the make, model, and year of every car on the road, even at a glance. I didn’t just like them—I knew them.
I was alive in a way that felt effortless. Bright. Capable. Connected. And then I began to vanish.
It didn’t start with symptoms. It started with shame.
My parents were Holocaust survivors, but no one ever talked about it. My father would sometimes offer “life lessons” drawn from what he’d lived through, but never the stories. My mother said even less—her face would harden at the mention of it. If she spoke at all, it came out bitter. There were no pictures of grandparents or stories of cousins. We knew the word “survivor,” but we didn’t know the people behind it. My parents carried the past like a sealed vault—and the silence inside our house was louder than anything else.
I didn’t know my roots, and I didn’t understand my parents’ pain. I only knew that something was wrong, even when no one said a word.
There were pictures in the house—faded, black-and-white portraits of people I was told were my father’s parents and his two sisters. They had all perished in Auschwitz. My mother had pictures of her parents and sisters, too—her family who had survived by hiding in the forests and then emigrated to Israel. The photos were always there, but they didn’t speak to me. I had no connection to them, no real understanding of who they were. No stories. No warmth. Just images of people I was supposed to feel something for, but couldn’t.
Letters came constantly—from Israel to my mother, and from my mother back to her family. There were no phones then, or if there were, long-distance was far too expensive. Communication happened through blue-striped airmail envelopes—dozens of them, always arriving or being sent. They lined drawers and sat on countertops. I can still see their edges. That stream of letters was my mother’s quiet lifeline to her past.
My father didn’t write letters after we came to America—at least none that I ever saw. But after the war, he and his brother, the only two survivors from both sides of their family, wrote to his uncle in Syracuse. That uncle had emigrated to America in the 1880s and later brought over three of his sisters. One cousin from their mother’s side also survived, but otherwise the entire family—on both sides—had been lost. His father, my grandfather, had been born to his third wife, decades after his half-siblings who had emigrated to the U.S. He had been invited to join them, but declined. He was just starting a family of his own in Poland and felt too far removed from their generation to leave.
Those letters were filled with pain. My father wrote openly about his despair, about being jailed in postwar Europe simply for possessing American money, and how that fact was being used to deny him a visa to the United States. These letters were not just a plea for help—they were his only outlet. His only chance. His writing stopped only after his plea succeeded.
Once the visa was granted and he, my mother, and my brother were able to immigrate, there was no one left to write to. The rest of his world had been annihilated. After that, my father was silent. And that silence became the soundtrack of my childhood.
The Jewish community didn’t help. The synagogue kids mocked my father, calling him a junkman because he worked with his hands. We were looked down on—my parents, my brother, and I. My mother was humiliated by members of the sisterhood, not for anything she did, but for what she was: a poor, uneducated, accented woman who reminded them of the past they wanted to leave behind. The American Jews we knew were focused on assimilation. Survivors like my parents threatened the clean image they wanted to present to the world.
The truth is, the women were worse than the men. They were gatekeepers, and we were kept out.
My mother was a good mother in my early years. She was very nurturing and attentive. She even rode the bus on my first day of kindergarten and waited at the school to ride back with me on the bus. I remember watching soap operas together with her before I was old enough for school. But she was always closer to my brother than to me. He was part of their past—born in a Displaced Persons Camp while they waited for visas to come to America. He was 9 months old when they arrived in 1947. I was born in 1954. I was not part of that past.
As I grew older, my mother started viewing me as an American. She also was determined to control how I lived. I was always told what food I liked and didn’t like. She cooked Jewish food at home. I remember having dinner at a friend’s house when I was young and they served spaghetti and meatballs. I didn’t know what that was. I was hesitant to eat it. My friend’s mother explained what it was, and I tried it—and loved it. When I got home and told my mother, she didn’t know how to make it, but sometimes gave me Chef Boyardee as something special while everyone else ate traditional food.
She would take me downtown with her to shop one Saturday per month. We would take the bus and eat at Woolworth’s or McCrory’s lunch bars. I loved hamburgers and fries and always looked forward to those trips. When we went out for dinner, I was told I didn’t like most of the things on the menu and would always order steak like they did. It wasn’t until college that the world of food opened up to me. I learned I loved many things I had been told not to eat.
As my mother grew older, she became more bitter and complained more. Our relationship changed.
I did not notice it at the time, but I would constantly change the kids I was close friends with or hung out with going back to junior high. It seemed as people got too close to me or I started feeling a bond, I would find other kids to be friends with. By the time I got to high school, I had friends, but when they became close friends, I moved on.
I learned to adapt to the changes I was going through, even the physical. I was sent to different doctors who did tests and all concluded there was nothing wrong with me. They called it nerves.
My bar mitzvah in Israel in July 1967 had been in the plans for years. It would be a reunion with my mother’s parents and two sisters, who had survived the Holocaust and gone to Israel. There were also cousins and other survivors from her village in Poland who had resettled there. On my father’s side, survivors from his village had made their way to Israel as well. They were all there—family and the extended community of survivors who knew each other, who lived through hell together, and who somehow built a new life in a new land. The trip was a long-planned reunion with all of them. It was my Bar Mitzvah, but it was more than that. It was a family gathering of people who knew where we came from and what we had lost.
The Six Day War almost disrupted our plans. We had to make contingency plans to have my bar mitzvah in Syracuse, but the war was over in six days.
My mother and I went for the entire summer. My father could only come for two weeks because of his business. My brother was unable to come because he was in a special college program that summer at the University of Hawaii. When I arrived in Israel a whole new world opened up for me. I suddenly was surrounded by a large family and even more family friends. And they were all very close, loving and supportive of each other. In Israel, Jews, even Holocaust survivors, thrived compared to the US. First, they were all Jews not fighting for acceptance. Two, Israel’s constant wars for survival created a culture that celebrated life and fun, because it was a hard fight to gain independence and the wars could end things at any time. Live for the moment. I had such a great time. I was surrounded with so much love and support, something I never felt before.
I had lots of personal conversations with my aunts, uncles, and cousins in ways I never had at home. I saw firsthand how different my mother was from the rest of her family. They moved on with their lives while she remained stuck in the past. She always spoke bitterly about the past and never talked about the future. It hit me hard when we returned to Syracuse that all that family and sense of love and support was now gone. I kept thinking I may never see my grandparents again. And I never did. My mother kept control of all communications with her letters. It never even occurred to me to write my own letters. So I had no contact with the family.
My mother changed. She saw the life she gave up to join my father. And she was forever bitter about the Holocaust and believed fun was forbidden. She became upset that they were living the life she was denied as a child and in America. So she became even more angry and bitter. Her younger sister, who was only 10 when the war ended, was a very outgoing fun person. This made my mother angry and she would start arguments with her all the time. They had a blowout and we could no longer stay with that sister. During the summer there, we rotated staying with my grandparents and her two sisters. Now it was just my grandparents and one sister. But I went over to visit the younger sister on my own all the time.
Soon it was the middle of August and time to go home. Much of the family came to the airport to say goodbye there. I was in tears on the drive to the airport. It was the first emotional cry I ever experienced. When I cried in the past it was the typical child crying. This time it was different. And when my mother and I boarded the airplane and took our seats, I started bawling and could not stop. It hurt so bad to say goodbye and leave them. I have not cried like that before or since then.
And when we got home, things started to immediately change for both my mother and me. She got worse and so did I. All those physical symptoms kicked in for me. My mother was far more depressed, far more bitter, and she took it all out on me.
In recent years, the symptoms I carried for decades—physical and emotional—have returned with a vengeance. For a while, I managed. I adapted. I buried the pain deep enough to function. But now, it takes more effort just to get through the day. The smallest things feel like battles. The judgments I once heard as a child have returned in different voices. I live in a space where my words are often met with correction, where my choices are questioned, and where conversations feel more like orders. It’s familiar. Too familiar. It’s not about blame—it’s about the ache of recognition. It’s about realizing I’m still trying to escape the same shadows that haunted my childhood. The exhaustion I feel now isn’t just from age. It’s from carrying a lifetime of pain in silence.
And still, somewhere inside, the vanishing child survives—trying, again, to speak.

Author’s Note
This book is written as a testimony to survival and silence, to the pain that shaped me and the resilience that kept me going. I have chosen to write about my experience—truthfully and vulnerably—but I have also chosen not to name or accuse others. The people in my life have their own histories and wounds, and while some of their actions contributed to my pain, my goal is not to place blame. My goal is to understand myself and offer that understanding to others who carry unspoken trauma. This is my story, in my voice. If you see yourself in it, I hope it brings healing. If you don’t, I hope it brings understanding.


Chapter 2: Carrying the Shadows
I woke up every day of my life with symptoms I didn’t understand. Aches that had no diagnosis. Exhaustion that sleep never cured. Fear that hid behind a smile. I learned to hide it all—from my parents, from my friends, and eventually, even from myself. That was my way of coping: bury it, ignore it, and push forward.
I believe that part of me was inherited from my father. He was stubborn. Determined. He didn’t give up. He taught me that pain doesn’t get to win. And so, for most of my life, I appeared to be doing just fine. I earned degrees. Had a successful engineering career. I even became a business owner and later worked in nonprofits. From the outside, I looked like someone who had it all together.
But inside, I was exhausted. Carrying this weight every day takes everything out of you. I learned to compartmentalize my emotions. I became the person I needed to be at work, in social situations, and at home. I played the roles well. But I never really knew who I was. And the truth is, I still don’t.
Over the years, I found that when I didn’t have to do something, I didn’t want to. I needed rest—not just physical, but emotional. My mind became my refuge. Physical activity made me feel worse. Thinking, writing, problem-solving—those things made me feel alive again. That’s probably why I thrived as an engineer and why writing has become so important to me now.
For many years, my symptoms calmed. After my business experience, though, they began to worsen again. And more recently, they have become the worst they’ve ever been. I find myself back in that place of pain and confusion, and now with something heavier: suicidal thoughts. I don’t say that for shock value. I say it because it’s the truth. And yet, I still get up. I still push forward. I still do what needs to be done.
There was a time when I couldn’t hug people. Physical affection scared me. It wasn’t just discomfort—it was fear. My parents never showed affection to each other in front of me. I can’t remember ever seeing them kiss. Many survivor marriages were built out of survival itself. People who had lost everything found each other in the aftermath. They didn’t have time to build a relationship; they had to rebuild a life. It was more like a duty than a romance. Over time, they may have grown to love each other in their own way, but it wasn’t the love of soulmates. At least, that’s how it felt to me. My father lived in his world—his business. My mother lived in hers—the house and raising us.
My mother was a nurturing and attentive parent when I was young. She even rode the bus with me on my first day of kindergarten and waited to ride it home with me. We watched soap operas together before I started school. But as I grew older, she became increasingly unhappy. She gravitated more toward my brother, who had been born in a Displaced Persons camp and symbolized their survival. I was born in America. Over time, she saw me not as a survivor's child, but as an American child. And she tried to control that.
Food was one example. She told me what I liked and didn’t like, what I would and wouldn’t eat. Her cooking was traditional. The first time I had spaghetti and meatballs at a friend’s house, I didn’t even know what it was. I hesitated, but when I tasted it, I loved it. When I told my mother, she didn’t know how to make it, but bought me Chef Boyardee every so often, while the rest of the family ate her usual meals.
We had monthly shopping trips downtown. We took the bus, and she treated me to lunch at Woolworth's or McCrory's. I loved those hamburgers and fries. But even at restaurants, I was told I wouldn’t like things on the menu. I ordered steak like my parents. It wasn’t until college that I discovered how many foods I actually liked.
As she got older, my mother became more critical, more bitter. And our relationship suffered.
I never realized it at the time, but I had a pattern with friendships. Starting in junior high, whenever someone got close to me, I would back away and move on to new friends. By high school, the pattern was obvious in hindsight. I had friends, but never close ones for long. Intimacy scared me. Vulnerability scared me. People getting too close scared me. And I didn’t know why.
I also had unexplained physical symptoms. Pain. Fatigue. Digestive issues. I went to different doctors. They ran tests. Every time, they said nothing was wrong. It was just nerves. That became the diagnosis of my life.
So I adapted. That was my survival skill. If no one could help me, I would help myself. I would bury it and keep going.
Looking back, I understand that trauma doesn’t always shout. Sometimes it whispers until it becomes a scream. And now, at age 71, the scream is louder than ever.
And I still get up. And I still write. Because that vanishing child deserves a voice. And because silence is what almost erased me in the first place.


Chapter 3: Cracks in the Mask
By the time I entered high school, I had already become an expert at masking who I really was. On the surface, I looked like a model student. I had plenty of friends, got involved in clubs, ran for student council, played clarinet in the band, joined the debate team, and even acted in school plays. I kept myself busy, active, and well-liked. But none of it showed the real me. I made sure of that.
What no one saw—what I didn't even understand myself—was that I lived in constant fear. I had become a master at compartmentalizing my emotions, learning how to suppress the confusion, pain, and emptiness that lived inside me. I adapted to the expectations around me by becoming whatever others needed me to be. I didn’t know who I was beneath the performance.
What I did know, even then, was that I could never let people get too close. I couldn’t explain why, but the moment someone began to see through the surface, I pulled away. I did this over and over—starting all the way back in junior high. I’d form a friendship, begin to feel something like a bond, and then—without drama—I’d drift away and start spending time with someone else. I didn’t recognize it at the time as avoidance. It was just how I functioned.
During my junior year, the pattern became impossible to ignore. I once again started to form real connections—a few friends I began to trust, to let in, to feel safe with. But that same wall would rise again. Without realizing it, I found myself making excuses, avoiding them, changing lunch tables or clubs, and gradually disappearing from those relationships. I didn’t know what intimacy felt like, and it terrified me.
The symptoms were all still there: the constant pressure in my head, pain in my hair follicles, deep fatigue, the ever-present brain fog, and the slow, disconnected thinking that made processing hard. I was sent to different doctors who ran tests, but every one of them said the same thing—there was nothing wrong. They called it “nerves.” But it wasn’t just anxiety. Something inside me was broken, and no one could see it.
What made it even harder was the memory of the summer before. Israel. That was the most fun I ever had in my life. I felt a kind of love and belonging I had never known before. Conversations with aunts, uncles, cousins—they wanted to know me. They saw me. There was laughter, hugs, meals together. Real connection. In contrast, coming home felt like a return to coldness and isolation.
My mother changed after that summer too. I saw it in her eyes—she had given up a life of family and support to come to America and start over with my father. Her bitterness grew deeper. She held all the contact with her family through letters. It never occurred to me to write my own. I didn’t even think I was allowed. And so, the people who had made me feel whole were suddenly unreachable again. I never saw my grandparents again. The hole in my heart grew.
At school, I kept pretending everything was okay. I functioned. I succeeded. But it was exhausting. I woke up every day in pain—mental and physical. I pushed through it. I always pushed through it. That’s something I believe I got from my father—his perseverance, his refusal to give up, no matter how hard things got. But that kind of survival comes at a cost.
I learned to rely on my mind, because my body always betrayed me. I hated physical activity. It always made me feel worse. But using my mind gave me a sense of clarity and control. Maybe that’s why I became an engineer. Maybe that’s why I write now.
But even with all that drive, I was a boy falling apart on the inside. And no one knew. Not even me.

Clinical Insight
The narrative reveals hallmark features of developmental and intergenerational trauma. The subject's shifting friendships reflect an internal fear of emotional intimacy—commonly seen in survivors of attachment disruptions or environments where vulnerability is unsafe. His account of physical symptoms—head pressure, hair pain, mental fog, and fatigue—are classic somatic expressions of chronic stress and unresolved trauma.
The summer experience in Israel stands in stark contrast to his life in the U.S., marking a formative moment of belonging and connection. The severance of that connection and return to an emotionally distant home likely reinforced feelings of abandonment, loss, and helplessness.
Despite no formal diagnosis at the time, the subject was likely experiencing symptoms consistent with complex PTSD. The misdiagnosis of “nerves” reflects a lack of understanding by the medical system in recognizing trauma’s physical manifestations, particularly in second-generation Holocaust survivors.

Clinical Recommendation
This chapter underscores the subject’s adaptive functioning under trauma. His reliance on cognitive abilities and discipline allowed him to maintain outward success. However, the internal cost—emotional numbing, hypervigilance, physical discomfort, and dissociation—requires focused intervention.
Therapeutic interventions like Internal Family Systems (IFS), EMDR, and somatic therapy could help him access and process these hidden wounds. Group therapy with fellow second-generation survivors may also offer critical validation.
Continued writing and self-reflection remain powerful tools in the healing process, as they allow unspoken pain to be witnessed, organized, and understood.


Chapter 4: Breaking Point
College was supposed to be a new beginning. A chance to leave behind the pain, the silence, the confusion. A place to start over, figure out who I was, and finally be free from the weight of my past. I entered college with hope, ambition, and fear all tangled together. It didn’t take long before everything unraveled.
During my junior year, the cracks that had always been under the surface began to split open wide. The same symptoms I had lived with for years returned in full force—the headaches, the stabbing pain in my scalp, the mental fog, the slow processing. But something had shifted. It felt heavier, more relentless. And now, I was on my own. No one was there to mask it for me.
I kept trying to push through like I always had. I went to classes, studied, tried to function. But everything was harder. I couldn't concentrate. My mind moved in slow motion. I fell behind in my work. I isolated myself more and more. The emotional exhaustion became too much to carry.
One day, everything just collapsed. I couldn’t do it anymore. I reached a point I never thought I would—a true breakdown. I didn’t know what to call it back then. I just knew I was falling apart and couldn’t hold it together anymore.
I finally talked to someone. A school counselor. It was the first time I said anything about the pain, the confusion, the fear, the physical symptoms. He listened. He didn’t judge me. He helped me understand that what I was going through wasn’t just in my head. That my body and mind had been trying to carry trauma for years, and I had never given myself permission to feel it, let alone talk about it.
It was the beginning of a shift. Not a cure. Not a resolution. But a crack in the wall I had built around myself. For the first time, I allowed someone to see past the mask.

Clinical Insight
The subject's breakdown during junior year represents a tipping point in the cumulative impact of complex trauma. The pattern of physical and cognitive symptoms worsening under the increased pressure of independence is consistent with somatization and dissociative coping mechanisms commonly found in developmental trauma.
The isolation, slowed cognition, and academic decline align with what clinicians often see in individuals with unrecognized PTSD or complex PTSD, especially in second-generation Holocaust survivors. The subject’s instinct to withdraw and disconnect mirrors trauma responses of freeze and shutdown, used to manage overwhelming emotional pain.
Engaging with a counselor marked a pivotal moment in beginning to undo years of silence and repression. This first experience of being heard without judgment is often the catalyst for healing in trauma survivors.

Clinical Recommendation
The turning point in this chapter underscores the importance of early therapeutic intervention and trauma-informed care. Regular sessions with a trauma-informed therapist could have helped the subject build emotional regulation skills, reconnect to his body, and process the underlying wounds driving his symptoms.
If revisited today, modalities like Somatic Experiencing, EMDR, or parts work (IFS) could target these symptoms more directly and release the body-held trauma. Continued journaling, therapeutic dialogue, and structured trauma healing programs are also recommended to support integration and recovery.
Supportive environments that validate and hold space for complex trauma are critical. Healing begins when pain can be safely expressed and understood.


Chapter 5: Trying to Rebuild
After I hit that breaking point in college, something shifted. I didn’t suddenly get better. There was no overnight recovery. But I had cracked open a space for change. I had let someone in. And from that moment, a part of me knew I couldn’t go back to living entirely in silence.
I didn’t stay in therapy for long. Just a few sessions. But those sessions stayed with me. They made it clear that what I had experienced wasn’t just "nerves" or something in my imagination. My pain had a source. It had a history. And it made sense. That validation meant more than I could have explained back then. Even without continued support, it gave me the smallest sliver of footing.
What I did next was what I had always done: I pushed forward. I managed to graduate. I got a job. I focused on work. That became my anchor.
At Kodak, I found something I hadn’t expected—structure. Order. Measurable success. I was good at what I did, and that mattered. I had learned long ago how to hide the chaos inside me, how to pretend everything was fine, and now those skills worked to my advantage. In a workplace where performance mattered, I thrived. At least on the surface.
The symptoms never went away. Every morning I still woke up with the same pain in my head, the same fog, the same drain on my energy. I learned to hide it well. I kept moving forward. I kept producing. That relentless drive, that refusal to give in—I know now that was my father’s legacy. Not just survival, but the determination to never let pain stop you from doing what had to be done.
Looking back, I realize I compartmentalized every part of my life. I had my work self, my social self, my private self. None of them felt entirely real. I could be the friendly coworker, the problem-solver, the high achiever—but none of it touched the core of who I was. I didn’t even know who that was.
Then I met the woman who would become my wife. We met in 1983. I was almost 30. We talked for the first time on St. Patrick’s Day. We dated for a few months and got married that October. On the outside, it looked like a fairy tale. But inside, I was still holding everything in.
I had never shared my demons with her. Not really. We were both introverted. We didn’t talk much about feelings. That actually made things feel comfortable—or at least familiar. For a while, it seemed to work. But I wasn’t fully present. I had learned to live in fragments. And when you don’t know who you are, it’s hard to let someone truly love you.
Still, I functioned. I succeeded. I did what was expected. That had always been my way. But the weight never left. It was always there, just beneath the surface.
Clinical Insight
This chapter highlights the subject’s pattern of functional adaptation in the aftermath of trauma. His ability to build a professional life and marry shows strong resilience and coping mechanisms. However, his reliance on compartmentalization and emotional distancing reflects unresolved trauma and difficulty with vulnerability.
The early exposure to validation in therapy helped disrupt internalized shame but did not fully integrate healing due to the short duration of support. The endurance of somatic symptoms and emotional disconnection is common among survivors who never fully process their trauma histories.
Clinical Recommendation
The subject demonstrates strong executive functioning and capacity for emotional insight. These strengths make him a good candidate for intensive trauma therapy focused on integration rather than just coping.
Attachment-based therapy, trauma-informed couples work, or IFS (Internal Family Systems) could support the development of a fuller emotional self. Continuing to explore his story through writing, sharing, and community engagement also remains a valuable pathway for healing.
Healing at this stage is not about undoing the past, but about connecting the fragmented parts of self that have long remained hidden. Reclaiming one’s whole identity, even in later years, is a profound act of survival.


Chapter 6: Becoming a Parent
I became a father in 1986. It was the first time I ever felt the weight of true responsibility. Not the responsibility of work or survival, but of shaping another life. Holding my daughter in my arms, I felt a kind of awe that I didn’t know I was capable of. I wanted to protect her, to give her a better life, to give her the safety and love I had so often longed for myself. And yet, part of me was terrified. How could I be a father when I had never really figured out who I was?
Fatherhood brought out my best instincts—but also exposed my deepest wounds. I wanted to do everything right. I wanted to be present, supportive, steady. I did my best to provide a stable home, to model strength. But I still couldn’t connect emotionally the way I wanted to. I didn’t know how. I was warm. I was involved. But I still lived in compartments. I was always in my head.
As my children grew, I grew with them. But I still struggled in silence. I never wanted to burden them with my past. I never spoke of my pain. I thought I was protecting them. Maybe I was. But in hiding the truth, I also kept a part of myself hidden from them.
There were times I caught glimpses of something different. When we laughed together. When I watched them sleep. When I listened to their dreams. Those were the moments when I felt connected, when the fog would lift for just a second. But they were fleeting. I couldn’t hold onto them.
Looking back, I know I was a good father. I gave them what I could. I provided, I showed up, I stayed. But I also know now that the unspoken things—the silence, the hidden sadness—left their own mark. I lived as if I had buried the past. But it lived in me. It shaped the way I loved, the way I related, the way I withdrew.
I was always trying to fix everything on the outside because I couldn’t fix what was broken inside.

Clinical Insight
This chapter reflects the intergenerational transmission of trauma and how it subtly influences parenting. The subject shows strong protective instincts, a commitment to stability, and a conscious effort to be a better parent. However, the silence around his trauma history likely created emotional distance within his family.
Despite his best efforts to shield his children, his unresolved pain shaped his emotional availability and communication style. This is common among second-generation Holocaust survivors and others who carry inherited trauma. Emotional suppression can create barriers even when physical presence and dedication are unwavering.

Clinical Recommendation
At this stage of life, therapeutic exploration of the parental role could be transformative. Narrative therapy or intergenerational trauma-focused work could help the subject understand how silence and shame were passed down—and how they might be interrupted.
Reframing the parenting experience as part of the healing journey can shift the narrative from self-judgment to self-compassion. It is never too late to repair, reconnect, or redefine one’s legacy. Open dial
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inherited a legacy of trauma through the behavioral patterns of their parents and their parents’ silence about their trauma.

[bookmark: _Hlk205290453]My father had an uncle that came to syracuse ny in the late 1890s to escape the russian programs in poland. he later brought 3 sisters over. my father's father was married three times. this uncle and three aunts were with his first wife. she passed away from illness and he remarried a younger woman and had a daughter with her. she later passed away and he again remarried a younger woman. my fathrs father was their child. he was almost a generation younger than the aunts and uncles that originally came over. uncle sam wanted to bring him to the us but he was just starting his life and family, his wife had a large family she wanted to remain with so he chose to remain in poland. my father as a teenager wanted to leave poland because of the immense Jew hate and planned to do that when he was older. After liberation my father, his brother were the only survivors from their large family. They had the task to write their uncle themselves for the first time to let him know their fate and the fate of the rest of the family expressing the hope they could join what remained of the family in the US.
Later my father and mother met. Note add in pogrom in sokoly and how they met. They married and had my brother in a displaced persons camp. 
My mother obviously joined my father in the move to Syracuse ny along with my brother who was 9 months old. My mother, her  parents and two sisters and several cousins were the only survivors from her family. Her entire family went to what was then Palestine. So my mother was separated from her family. She had an uncle and a few relatives in the US. But it had to add to her trauma to have lived the horrors with her immediate family and then be separated from them
My brother was part of the past my parents came to America with. I was born in 1954 and was a 1st generation American.  So I was more protected from their past. My brother knew more about what happened than I did. But we were 8 years apart and never had the opportunity to develop a close relationship or talk about these things. 
My mother was a good loving mother in my early years. I remember her taking me downtown at least one Saturday a month to shop with her. She did not drive at that time (she later did get her driver’s license) so we would take the bus. My brother was already too old to want to do this.  These Satudays were special to me. Just the two of us. I loved hamburgers, fries and a coke and she always took me to Woolworths, McCrory’s, and other lunch bars of that time for my favorite treat.  She would get me fresh peanuts or popcorn from the street carts. And I would tag along as she shopped or just looked around. I always looked forward to those Saturdays.
Before I started school, I would sit and watch soap operas with my mother. I was too young to understand them, but it was time together. When I started kindergarten she did the strange thing of riding the bus with me, the only parent to do so. She was afraid of separation anxiety since back then there was no trial run on the school bus or advance visit to kindergarten. She remained outside the classroom and I remember her peeking in through the door window occasionally. 
At the same time my mother always had a stronger bond with my brother. I had a stronger bond with my father. My mother has high expectations for my brother, she wanted him to be a medical MD. She would hound him about it, long before his college years. He had immense pressure on him for school performance and grades. He was a straight A student all through school. In my mother’s mind he could do no wrong. She would call him brilliant.  When it came to college he decided (I think actually years before) that we would not become an MD. For the first time ever, I saw my mother furious with him.
My father worked very hard and was focused on his business. He had purchased a junk yard in 1953 and it was a constant struggle. While we were not poor, we were not well off. He was able to make ends meet. His original location was in the 15th ward of Syracuse. It was both the Jewish and black center of the city. Jewish and black businesses coexisted. Whites and blacks got along. It was safe to wander around, even as a young kid. Many times a black family living next to my father’s business would baby sit me when my mother had things to do. While we lived in another part of the city where the next generation of Jews from the 15th ward moved to, the 15th ward was more vibrant and exciting. All the Jewish bakeries, deli’s, butcheres, grocery stores, tailors, barbers, clothing stores and all the junk yards were in the 15th ward. My father would take my brother and me to the different delis all the time. Everyone knew each other, black and white. 
But like most other cities, urban renewal was in the works. Two new highways were being built, Routes 81 and 690. And they both merged and went through the 15th ward.  The project required literally the entire 15th ward to be torn down. When completed, there was either highway or empty lots. No evidence that the 15th ward ever existed remained. The mutual connection between whites and black was destroyed. Many of the businesses went out of business rather than relocate. The black community was hurt far worse than the Jews. While everyone was paid for their property, most of the people who lived in the 15th ward rented.  While the 15th Ward was an old neighborhood with older run down houses, it was a neighborhood that thrived. Jews moved and created a new Jewish area on the east side of the city. My father relocated his business to an industrial are that actually made the business more successful. Blacks had to move to slum areas and most of the black businesses never relocated, they closed. This was a double strike by the city and federal government. They were able to destroy a vibrant black community and Jewish community in one swoop. Antisemitsm and racism drove centering the project through the 15th ward. Highway construction in the 1950s and 1960s across American focused on destroying vibrant black neighborhood.  Today that is highly written about and documented.  Today, the City, State and Federal Government are focused on tearing down the highway and relocating it and bringing the 15th ward back.
After my father moved his business, I was old enough to spend more time there doing odd jobs. Most Saturday’s I would go to work with my father and help out where I could. I also went there many days during summer break. It was the most time I would spend with him. I got to see how hard he worked, how good a person he was, and also saw him out of his shell that was how he was at home. I loved going there. As I got older I became an extra helper with the truck drivers and their helper who made the rounds picking up waste paper, cardboard and metals from other businesses and office buildings. I was the third person crowded into the seat. All the drivers and helpers were black and were an important part of raising me. I never acted like the bosses son. They knew they could trust me, even with some of the stuff that went on that my father would get upset with if he knew. When I was out with them, I was one of them. Ultimately I became a back-up truck driver, forklift driver, and I was the only one my father would trust to run the business when he was away. When I was old enough to do that, he finally started taking vacations with my mother. Vacations were not something we did growing up other than short trips on weekends. 
At home my father was quiet and reserved. As close as we were, we still never talked about personal stuff. But he always talked to me about character, and doing the right thing. Treating all people with respect. And being a strong person, no matter what. 
When I was in high school looking at colleges, I still had no idea of what I wanted to do or be. We talked about the business and whether that should be something I might take over. That discussion gave more much more insight into his life and his own shell. He told me he had high aspirations for himself to go to college, get a professional job, and be a successful person. The war took that away from him. He had to drop out of high school, and never had the opportunity to go to college. His uncle who brought them here owned a clothing factory and gave my uncle and him manual labor jobs. They were treated like idiots. Instead of helping them get the education they missed out on, or teach them things that were more management focused even their own relatives viewed immigrants like them as forever unskilled. They forgot their own journey to America in the late 1800s when they had no skills. Both my uncle and father hated their jobs in the family business and got out to do their own thing. The junk business was their only option so both of them bought junk businesses that were for sale. My father told me point blank, he would never have been in this business unless he had to be. He wanted my brother and me to achieve what he couldn’t. Go to college and pursue what we wanted. The bottom line was even if I was interested in eventually taking over the business, he was not going to let that happen. I chose engineering and was very successful at that. My brother became a world renowned academic. 

My mother’s family lived in Israel, and they communicated nonstop by writing to each other. There were few phone then, and even when we got a phone, the cost of long distance was prohibitive. So I saw the constant flow back and forth or air mail envelopes containing letters back and forth. I would often over hear my mother telling my father about what was in those letters.  But it meant nothing to me. But then in 1965 one of my mother’s cousins came to visit for a whole summer and stayed with us. Then in 1966, my mother’s oldest sister came for the summer. So the family in Israel started to become real to me. 
I would turn 13 in July 1967. The plan always was that my bar mitzvah would be held in Israel. It would be a family reunion and a reunion for all the survivors from my parents hometowns in Poland who went to Israel after the war The six day war in June 1967 almost upended that trip. We made contingency plans to have my bar mitzvah in Syracuse if needed. But the was short and had no impact on our travels. 
The week after school ended, my mother and I flew to Israel to spend the whole summer there. My father could only break away for two weeks, so he came just ahead of my bar mitzvah in July. My brother was attending a exchange program at the University of Hawaii and that was extended to the summer in Taiwan. So he could not attend. 
The summer in Israel was one if not the happiest time of my life. Being there was so much different. At home, I felt alone, very few relatives and a very small family support network. In Israel, I had grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, friends of the family. In Israel survivors from the same towns and cities stayed connected. That extended the family feeling. The culture in Israel was also different. Because of the sacrifices made in the 1948 War of Independence, many holocaust survivors fought in that war, many died, and the never ending sniper and terrorist attacks, and constant threat of war, Israeli’s live for today. Families were very close, friendships were close, and they focused on enjoying and appreciating every moment of their life. Fun was the norm. So they worked hard to build and defend their country, but balanced that with living life to its fullest. Studies show that Holocaust survivors who went to Israel, had a much easier time integrating with society, and had fewer and much less severe emotional impact that lingered on.  
My bar mitzvah was one big happy party. But I did not know most of the people there, especially the friends from my parents hometowns. But everyone including my parents were happy and having a great time.  That made me feel great. 
I felt like a whole different person being with my family in Israel. At first my mother also seemed overjoyed to be there. But then she changed. She began to resent the lives their were  living. They joy and fun. Here younger sister was 10 when the war ended, so she did not remember much of the experience. She was like the opposite of my mother, warm, loving, fun. She enjoyed her life. My mother started resenting that. Her sister was living the life she was denied. So they started having arguments, and then had a total falling out where my mother refused to talk to her or see her. We were rotating where we stayed between my grandparents and each of my mother’s sisters. We were no longer rotating our stay with her younger sister. She did not pull me into it. I went to see my aunt, cousins and uncle whenever I wanted and my mother made no issue out of it. My aunt was also hurt by my mothers behavior,  I could tell. 
Sundenly it was mid August and time to go home. Deep down I did not want to leave. We said our goodbyes in tears. Something I rarely did other than child crying. Lots of hugging and embracing. My uncle drove us to the airport and it was a quiet ride. Then I suddenly broke out crying like I have never cried before. And I couldn’t stop. I have never cried like that before or since. Even when my parents passed away, I cried, but not like that. 
We were back in Syracuse and school started. But things were different. I was not feeling myself. I started feeling lonely. I started to feel sick. I was having stomach pains and burning, headaches, and was not thinking as clear as I used to. I went to different doctors who did examinations, and tests and could not find anything wrong with me. The called it nerves and told my parents and me that it will pass. 
My mother started to change dramatically. She became more angry at life in general, other people and started taking it out on me. I would come home from school and tell her about my day and she would get made at me. I started hearing that I had it too good, I did not know what real suffering is like, and that life is not about having fun or doing what you enjoy. Sometimes she would start reflecting very bitterly about the childhood she lost, and the life she lost and would never have. And somehow it was now all my fault. I was now perceived as just an American Jew to her, no longer her son. I would hear how much I disrespected her, upset her, and on and on. I could not figure out what I was doing wrong. And soon after school became the two of us arguing. And then my mother would say, “oh my god you’re giving me a heart attach” and she would clench her chest as she was having a heart attack. And when I shut up, she was fine. At first this scared the shit out of me. Then I realized after many repeating times it was not real. My way of coping with this was not coming home from school. I would stay for afterschool activities or go to friend’s houses. Some of my friend’s mothers became surrogate mothers to me. I would then come home for dinner when I knew my father would be home. 
There were time when she told my father that I yelled at her and was disrespectful. I never got to tell my side of the story. My father would get made and scold me, sometimes ground me. That made me even angrier at my mother. I felt like I hated her. And I believed she hated me. 
My emotional and phyisicalk decline continued. My near photographic memory was deteriorating. I could no longer look at things or read things and remember. My processing of things got messed up. My hearing was 100% fine, but if people just interrupted whatever I was doing to say something to me, I could not process it unless I had my full attention on what they were saying. I would then say what or could you repeat that, and focus on their words. Then I could process it. I still have to do that to this day. I became terrified of attention or being in the spotlight. While I used to love being on stage for music or theater, I was now terrified of it. I would shake and hear my heart pounding when I had to speak in from of the class, or when I knew people were watching me. Part of this may have been puberty but not all. My voice got much deeper and my speech got slower. I had to think ahead about what I was going to say before I said anything. I could no longer hold a tune or sing. Some kids would mock out my changed voice. The headaches became more prevalent as headaches almost all the time. Even my hair started to hurt. I stopped wearing hats because that made the pain worse. And my personality flipped. I became an extreme introvert and no longer the kid who loved attention and spoke too much. By the end of 8th grade I was a totally different person than I was in 7th grade, before we went to Israel. Doctors would not take anything I was telling them seriously. So I learned to cope with it. If the pain cannot be stopped I learned how to just ignore it and carry on. Like living next to a railroad track you don’t hear the noise anymore. I dropped out of band, orchestra and choir and got involved with the A/V club. I like working with projectors and equipment and it was a behind the scenes thing to do. It created no attention. I focused on overperforming and building my identity around roles I had to play, jobs I had to do, whatever I needed to do to succeed. And I was successful at doing that. But it sucked a lot of emotional and physical energy out of me. It was exhausting. I also found that physical activity made me feel worse, mental activity made me feel better. So I avoided athletics and focused on school. I decided to become an engineer. Because that challenged me mentally I was very successful as an engineer. 

Life goes by so fast, with both the good and the bad. The bad helps us appreciate the good, even if that time is short. I cherish those last two weeks spent with my mother. It was a gift to both of us. I also realized my mother was right about something else. The Holocaust denied her the life she should have lived, but not in the way I initially thought she was saying. She should have been able to live her life without severe depression. She at least got a few months of that.
I also learned that not sharing who we are and where we came from, no matter how horrible that might be, is far worse than the upsets associated with sharing it. My parents and all Holocaust survivors had good intentions in shielding us from those atrocities. Still, there was far more damage done by not sharing it. We already suffered from the pain and guilt without knowing why. Knowing their stories would have made us closer, happier, and supportive of one another. Our relationships would have been stronger and more fulﬁlled. My parents, especially my mother, would have gotten her needed help early on. She would have lived the life she should have lived.
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All of us in the next generation and beyond live with big voids in our lives. Most grew up with no grandparents, no aunts or uncles. We have no roots. No past. We carry emotional scars. But we cannot be silent like our parents. We must tell our parents’ stories, and we must tell our own. Telling these stories helps us heal. Telling these stories through every generation keeps them alive.

he book Children of the Holocaust: Conversations with Sons and Daughters of Survivors by Helen Epstein, published in 1979, made the then astounding claim that the severeT

trauma of the Holocaust and the psychiatric symptoms of survivors had been passed on to their children—a generation that was not even alive during the war. I read the book when it was published because I knew I was suffering from psychological and emotional issues related to my parents’ experiences. In reading that book, I realized I was not alone. Unfortunately, I read the book ten years after beginning my battle with depression.
Within six months of our return from Israel, my emotions and personality started changing. The change started with a constant feeling of stress. Then I started having stomach problems and headaches. The doctors performed tests and could ﬁnd nothing wrong. They said I was going through puberty and stress from school. I lost interest in the things I used to love to do. I had been outgoing, but I became a shy introvert. I became my biggest self- critic. I developed a sensitivity to criticism, rejection, or failure. Once, I tried to run away from home. In later years, I often thought about suicide. I never tried, but I thought about it.
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I also started having regular nightmares, consisting of different situations where people were chasing me, wanting to beat me, shoot me, or stab me. They are hard to describe, but they were like TV and movie episodes of people ﬂeeing the bad guys. I would then start screaming, and if I did not wake up and stop, my wife, Janet, would jab me in the side! I do not have nightmares that place me in the Holocaust. The nightmares have become much less common since completing years of therapy. The nightmares represent the emotions and a buried sense of fear I developed from my parents’ PTSD. It plays out in my world, not the Holocaust.
Over time, I morphed into a different person. I was not happy. I built up this thick armor. No one, including myself, would know what was going through my head. No one would see the anxiety and self-doubt I felt. Like an actor, I would play the part of a normal person, keeping complete control of all my insecurities. I pretended to be happy, but I was beating myself up mentally when I was alone. I would revisit my day, thinking about everything I should have said or done differently. Everything I did focused on exceeding the expectations of others, having other people say I did good! Nothing was about me. I also had this voice in my head reminding me to feel guilty whenever I had fun. I dealt with that voice by becoming an overachiever. Living a life focused on work minimized the time to have fun and feel guilty.
The emotional game of keeping everything inside and acting normal and happy worked until my junior year of college. The stress and energy of keeping my emotions inside then became too much. I was overwhelmed and mentally exhausted. I felt physically ill. My grades crashed for the ﬁrst time in my life. I was thinking about dropping out of school. What kept me in school at that time was the guilt of wasting my father’s hard-earned money if I dropped out. I would also be admitting failure, something I could never do.
My major was electrical engineering, and for an elective, I became interested in psychology, most probably to ﬁgure myself out, like so many others who take psychology. I took a psychology
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class that semester, and I spoke with the professor to see if he could guide me.
I scheduled a time to meet in his ofﬁce, and I shared what was going on and how I felt. He asked some questions, and we talked about things I had never talked about before.
He told me I needed professional help, and he also said that I knew that already. He was right. I did. He said he could help, but there was a conﬂict and ethical issue for him to counsel me because I was a student, and he was a professor.
He referred me to a colleague who was a psychiatrist and professor at the University of Rochester School of Psychiatry. I began seeing this psychiatrist weekly, and it helped. He helped me understand that I had embedded my mother into my head and allowed her to control me mentally and emotionally. I began to realize that the constant desire to please her drove my thinking and actions. When she was not around, I would beat myself up mentally in place of her. I had to live a life of suffering out of obligation, just like her. But we never got into the part of understanding why my mother behaved like this. The focus was getting her out of my head.
The therapy helped. I could again pretend to be normal and happy. I could now replace the padlock on my feelings and control them again. I still did not face all demons, deal with them, and fully recover. Against the advice of my psychiatrist, I decided I was “well enough” at that point and did not need any more counseling.
I graduated the following year and started my professional life as an engineer. I was successful and eventually landed the job I had always wanted at Eastman Kodak Company. Back then, everyone in Rochester, NY, wanted to work for Kodak. It was not easy to get in. I rose through the ranks successfully and enjoyed my work until later years when poor management ran the company into the ground.
I married my wife, Janet, in 1983. Our son, David, was born in 1987; our daughter, Sandi, in 1991. After my father sold his business and retired in 1980, my parents moved from Syracuse to
MIRACLES THROUGH HELL
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Florida and resettled there. While my parents would visit us and we visited them, my relationship with my mother was still the same. We did not like each other, and we never got along.
In September 1988, my father had a cerebral hemorrhage. He never recovered. While he was not in a coma, he could only move his eyes around. He could not communicate, and he could not move. He would sometimes attempt to move his lips, but he could not. We had no idea if he was aware of things. If he was, it had to be absolute hell for him. He spent three months in a treatment facility and then moved to a nursing home. My mother was with him every single day from early morning to evening. He passed away in October 1989, at the age of seventy. In his last ten years, he aged. The toll of the Holocaust and his demanding work in his business showed. It shortened his life. My father’s death hit me hard, but I would not let my emotions out. Looking back, I did not deal with mourning his loss. I blocked it.
After my father’s death, whenever my mother would visit us, or vice versa, we got into worse arguments. But now, it was me starting them. I kept my grief and emotions about my father’s death locked up. My release was being mean to her. At that point, I blamed her for all my problems, just like she blamed me for hers. I never tried to inﬂuence her relationship with David and Sandi. Ironically, things repeated themselves. My mother adored David and would shower him with affection, but she never became close to Sandi and seemed to shun her. It was like my
brother and me all over again in the next generation.
In the year 2000, I was heading for another emotional crash, but this time, I knew it. Kodak was in a tailspin. I reported to the worst manager I ever had in my career. The project I was working on was a management disaster from the start, destined to fail. Janet and I were having conﬂicts. She could never understand why I could never “open up,” and her questions started reminding me of the constant criticism from my mother. She started pushing my “hot buttons,” and I would react. That was not good for either of us. I was stressed out, exhausted, and I felt a meltdown coming. I knew enough from the last time that I could not let that happen
JERRY M. ELMAN
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and needed help. My primary care physician put me on anti- anxiety medication to provide immediate help. He also referred me to a new psychiatrist.
This time, I received both counseling and speciﬁc medication geared to the depression I suffered. The medication had a faster effect, but the counseling was effective over time. This time, we removed the padlock and peeled back all the armor. I started to understand what was inside my head, the triggers, and what I needed to change regarding my thinking and behaviors. It took a couple of years to make considerable progress. I also learned and understood why my mother behaved the way she did. For the ﬁrst time, I realized it was not me! She was ill. I came to peace with myself and her.
I was fortunate that while I had depression and my mother signiﬁcantly inﬂuenced my emotions and thinking, so did my father. Even with my insecurities and emotional problems, I have always been goal-oriented and forward-thinking like him. I am stubborn and determined, like him. I always had a destination I wanted to reach and never gave up. Another thing he taught me was to confront my fears. Doing that minimizes the pain. The example he gave was going into the chilly water. Many people hate the cold and go into the water slowly, suffering the pain of the frigid water with each move. Those who confront the chilly water jump in, and the pain is quickly over, replaced by feeling refreshed. Even with depression, I faced the non-emotional things that I feared. I always jumped into the water. I was terriﬁed of public speaking and knew that I had to overcome that to achieve my career goals. I had to jump in the water. So, I took Dale Carnegie and other public speaking classes. That part of my father’s inﬂuence helped me successfully get through life, even with the anchor of depression holding me down.
My father also gave me a solid ethical compass. He always did
what was right, no matter the consequences. He instilled that quality in me. As I look back at my life, I have never sold myself out and have always stood up for what is right, even when doing so has had negative consequences.
MIRACLES THROUGH HELL
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One thing I have learned about depression is that it rewires your brain. You can never get all the wiring back to what it was. Like other therapies and addiction, you manage things but never fully recover. You learn there is only one person who controls your feelings and behaviors, and that is you. But you must keep working on it. At best, you can minimize depression, or it lies dormant, as it can come back at any time. And when it does, you must deal with it, or it will overwhelm you again. There are still days when I feel depressed. There are days I still feel unhappy. But I catch it and snap out of it. I know I must jump into the chilly water and get rid of the fear and discomfort. I know I can manage it today.
As much as I try, there are two sensitivities I will never overcome. One is being micromanaged. The other is being with anyone who unjustly and constantly criticizes and ﬁnds fault with others, including me. No matter how hard I try not to let those sensitivities get to me, they always will. My brain is wired to push back and ﬁght whenever I hear or perceive someone treating me or others like my mother did. That is one scar that will never heal. My life would have been different had I understood my mental health earlier and received help earlier. I do not regret my life; I would not be who I am today without it. What I do regret is not spending more time with my family. Janet, David, and Sandi deserved more of my time and engagement. My overachiever
mindset made work and other things a higher priority too often.
I also made a foolish, impulsive business decision after volunteering to be laid off at Kodak in 2006. I bought a used car sales and repair business in 2007. I was always a car enthusiast. Being in the car business was a dream I had had for many years. That is an extremely high overhead business. Car sales declined nationwide, and I did not see the 2008 economic crash coming. To keep the doors open, I incurred a large amount of debt. I almost lost everything.
The stress I felt was overwhelming, but I did not feel broken. One day, I was sitting in my ofﬁce, ﬁguring out what bills I could afford to pay. My mother came back to mind. I thought about her comments that I did not know real suffering and enduring
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extreme hardship. At that moment, I realized she was right. I never really did until then. Even ﬁghting depression was not anywhere close to ﬁxing that business mess. I began to think of it as my battle as a partisan. It was my battle for survival. Instead of thinking about bankruptcy, I focused on the things in my control to turn the business around. The determination my father instilled in me kicked in.
I beat the near-impossible odds of turning that mess around. In 2018, I was able to sell the business. In the end, I came close to at least breaking even for the eleven years of effort I put into it. That was a win. That was my “miracle through hell”! Somehow, that unwise decision was meant to be. I did have it too good for most of my life. That experience tested me to my limits. I now understand suffering and genuine hardship in ways I never had before. My mother was no longer alive during this time, but I believe she would have been proud of me.


Chapter 1: The Vanishing Child
There was a time when I was happy.
In elementary school, I was outgoing—probably too much. I had lots of friends. I loved learning. I was a good student. I raised my hand often. I was in band, orchestra, theater, and choir. I loved being on stage. I had a photographic memory. I could memorize entire pages after reading them once. I could follow directions without needing to look twice. I could read a map and remember every turn. I always knew where I was. I never got lost. I loved cars, too. I could tell you the make, model, and year of every car on the road, even at a glance. I didn’t just like them—I knew them.
I was alive in a way that felt effortless. Bright. Capable. Connected. And then I began to vanish.
It didn’t start with symptoms. It started with shame.
My parents were Holocaust survivors, but no one ever talked about it. My father would sometimes offer “life lessons” drawn from what he’d lived through, but never the stories. My mother said even less—her face would harden at the mention of it. If she spoke at all, it came out bitter. There were no pictures of grandparents or stories of cousins. We knew the word “survivor,” but we didn’t know the people behind it. My parents carried the past like a sealed vault—and the silence inside our house was louder than anything else.
I didn’t know my roots, and I didn’t understand my parents’ pain. I only knew that something was wrong, even when no one said a word.
There were pictures in the house—faded, black-and-white portraits of people I was told were my father’s parents and his two sisters. They had all perished in Auschwitz. My mother had pictures of her parents and sisters, too—her family who had survived by hiding in the forests and then emigrated to Israel. The photos were always there, but they didn’t speak to me. I had no connection to them, no real understanding of who they were. No stories. No warmth. Just images of people I was supposed to feel something for, but couldn’t.
Letters came constantly—from Israel to my mother, and from my mother back to her family. There were no phones then, or if there were, long-distance was far too expensive. Communication happened through blue-striped airmail envelopes—dozens of them, always arriving or being sent. They lined drawers and sat on countertops. I can still see their edges. That stream of letters was my mother’s quiet lifeline to her past.
My father didn’t write letters after we came to America—at least none that I ever saw. But after the war, he and his brother, the only two survivors from both sides of their family, wrote to his uncle in Syracuse. That uncle had emigrated to America in the 1880s and later brought over three of his sisters. One cousin from their mother’s side also survived, but otherwise the entire family—on both sides—had been lost.
Those letters were filled with pain. My father wrote openly about his despair, about being jailed in postwar Europe simply for possessing American money, and how that fact was being used to deny him a visa to the United States. These letters were not just a plea for help—they were his only outlet. His only chance. His writing stopped only after his plea succeeded.
Once the visa was granted and he, my mother, and my brother were able to immigrate, there was no one left to write to. The rest of his world had been annihilated. After that, my father was silent.
The Jewish community didn’t help. The synagogue kids mocked my father, calling him a junkman because he worked with his hands. We were looked down on—my parents, my brother, and I. My mother was humiliated by members of the sisterhood, not for anything she did, but for what she was: a poor, uneducated, accented woman who reminded them of the past they wanted to leave behind. The American Jews we knew were focused on assimilation. Survivors like my parents threatened the clean image they wanted to present to the world.
The truth is, the women were worse than the men. They were gatekeepers, and we were kept out.
My bar mitzvah in Israel in July 1967 had been in the plans for years. It would be a reunion with my mother’s parents and two sisters, who had survived the Holocaust and gone to Israel. There were also cousins and other survivors from her village in Poland who had resettled there. On my father’s side, survivors from his village had made their way to Israel as well. They were all there—family and the extended community of survivors who knew each other, who lived through hell together, and who somehow built a new life in a new land. The trip was a long-planned reunion with all of them. It was my Bar Mitzvah, but it was more than that. It was a family gathering of people who knew where we came from and what we had lost.
The Six Day War almost disrupted our plans. We had to make contingency plans to have my bar mitzvah in Syracuse, but the war was over in six days.
My mother and I went for the entire summer. My father could only come for two weeks because of his business. My brother was unable to come because he was in a special college program that summer at the University of Hawaii. When I arrived in Israel a whole new world opened up for me. I suddenly was surrounded by a large family and even more family friends. And they were all very close, loving and supportive of each other. In Israel, Jews, even Holocaust survivors, thrived compared to the US. First, they were all Jews not fighting for acceptance. Two, Israel’s constant wars for survival created a culture that celebrated life and fun, because it was a hard fight to gain independence and the wars could end things at any time. Live for the moment. I had such a great time. I was surrounded with so much love and support, something I never felt before.
But my mother changed. She saw the life she gave up to join my father. And she was forever bitter about the Holocaust and believed fun was forbidden. She became upset that they were living the life she was denied as a child and in America. So she became even more angry and bitter. Her younger sister, who was only 10 when the war ended, was a very outgoing fun person. This made my mother angry and she would start arguments with her all the time. They had a blowout and we could no longer stay with that sister. During the summer there, we rotated staying with my grandparents and her two sisters. Now it was just my grandparents and one sister. But I went over to visit the younger sister on my own all the time.
Soon it was the middle of August and time to go home. Much of the family came to the airport to say goodbye there. I was in tears on the drive to the airport. It was the first emotional cry I ever experienced. When I cried in the past it was the typical child crying. This time it was different. And when my mother and I boarded the airplane and took our seats, I started bawling and could not stop. It hurt so bad to say goodbye and leave them. I have not cried like that before or since then.
And when we got home, things started to immediately change for both my mother and me. She got worse and so did I. All those physical symptoms kicked in for me. My mother was far more depressed, far more bitter, and she took it all out on me.
I began to lose interest in everything. The change was quiet, but complete. I didn’t feel excited anymore. I stopped enjoying the things I once loved. I didn’t drop them all at once—but I began to drift. I no longer had hobbies. I no longer felt joy. I did things because I had to, not because I wanted to. I felt numb. As if pleasure was off-limits. As if happiness was something people like me weren’t supposed to feel.
Fun became forbidden. I believed—without knowing why—that feeling good was dangerous. That pain was deserved, that hurt was normal. I couldn’t express emotions. I couldn’t cry, couldn’t talk, couldn’t let myself out. Instead, I locked myself in.
The symptoms started soon after. Headaches. Fogginess. A strange pain in my scalp—like even my hair hurt. My mind slowed. My memory dulled. I would read, and unless I was in complete silence and completely focused, I couldn’t retain anything. My photographic memory was gone. When people spoke to me, I couldn’t process what they were saying unless I was paying full attention. I’d say, “What?” a lot. Ask people to repeat. If I concentrated, I could follow—but it took real effort. The sharpness I had taken for granted had vanished.
And then came the nightmares. Recurring. Terrifying. Someone was always chasing me—like the bad guys on TV. I never saw their faces, but I always knew I had to run. I would wake up in a panic. It became a regular part of my nights.
My voice changed. It dropped lower. Slower. Heavier. I couldn’t carry a tune anymore. I could no longer sing. The stage, once my favorite place, became a source of panic. I developed a fear of public speaking that left me shaking. I’d forget what I was going to say. I avoided attention at all costs. The idea of people watching me made me freeze.
When junior high began, I dropped out of everything I had once loved. Music. Theater. Orchestra. Choir. Gone. The only thing I stayed involved with was the A/V club—because I still liked equipment, and it kept me behind the scenes, where no one could see me.
I still showed up. I still got good grades. But I was no longer present. I wasn’t alive the way I used to be. I had begun to vanish—and no one seemed to notice.
That’s what trauma does when no one speaks of it. It silences you, even from yourself.
I've woken up every day of my life with these symptoms and learned to hide them and ignore them and continue plowing forward. I believe that is a gift from my father—stubbornness, perseverance, never give up and never let pain overcome you. So I have lived what seems like a normal, successful life, but it's exhausting every day to overcome all this mental and physical baggage. So when I don't have to do something, my preference is to do nothing, especially in my later years. Physical activity has always made me feel worse. Using my mind has always made me feel better. I guess that was why I was a successful engineer and now focus on writing.
The symptoms eased for many years. After the most difficult stages of adolescence and into adulthood, they weren’t gone—but they were manageable. I found structure in work, purpose in advocacy, success in my career. But they never truly left.
Then I had the business experience that broke me—mentally, emotionally, physically. After that, the symptoms returned stronger than ever. In the past few years, they’ve gotten worse. My wife—quiet, reserved, emotionally inaccessible—has become more like my mother. Perhaps worse. She has been critical, judgmental, and increasingly difficult. I find myself trapped again in the very atmosphere that shaped my earliest suffering.
And now, the symptoms are the worst they’ve ever been. I feel exhausted. Wasted. Suicidal thoughts creep in more than I want to admit. Yet I still keep going. I still do what I have to do. I show up. I press on. I survive.

Clinical Assessment:
Jerry's experience reflects classic signs of childhood-onset complex trauma. The abrupt psychological and physical changes following his return from Israel—emotional numbing, cognitive impairment, sleep disturbances, social withdrawal, somatic symptoms, and loss of previously strong skills—are consistent with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), especially when rooted in developmental trauma. As a second-generation Holocaust survivor, Jerry inherited the emotional wounds of his parents' unspeakable suffering. The sudden loss of a sense of belonging and safety, combined with deep familial silence and unspoken grief, disrupted his identity formation. The internalized belief that happiness was dangerous, paired with his mother's depression and emotional disconnection, compounded these effects.
This constellation of symptoms—dissociation, self-blame, and loss of interest in pleasurable activities—mirrors what clinicians recognize today as complex PTSD, particularly in cases where trauma is transmitted across generations. Jerry’s childhood joy and connection were replaced by fear, isolation, and chronic stress responses. His account offers powerful insight into how trauma doesn't just scar individuals—it echoes through families and across time.

That Jerry adapted, excelled, and achieved success despite such early psychological injury is a testament to his resilience. Clinically, this type of functional adaptation despite inner distress is known as "high-functioning trauma response." It often masks the underlying exhaustion, chronic emotional strain, and difficulty in sustaining well-being over time. Jerry's ability to function intellectually while suppressing physical and emotional discomfort may have helped him build a career—but it also created a lifetime of hidden suffering. His coping mechanisms—mental focus, discipline, withdrawal—were survival tools forged in silence. But as the emotional environment around him mirrors the pain of the past, even those tools are strained, revealing just how deep the damage goes.
ChatGPT said:
Prognosis:
Jerry’s prognosis is mixed—but not without hope.
The chronic nature of his symptoms, combined with their intensification over time, especially under repeated emotional stressors, suggests that without targeted intervention, his distress will likely continue and may worsen. The late emergence of suicidal thoughts and deep exhaustion, despite a lifetime of perseverance, indicates that his coping strategies—though remarkably effective in sustaining external function—are no longer enough to protect his internal well-being.
However, prognosis is not determined solely by pathology. Jerry has demonstrated extraordinary resilience, insight, and adaptability. His ability to articulate his experience, pursue meaning through writing, and maintain functional roles in life points toward strong protective factors. These include:
· High cognitive function and self-awareness
· Persistence and responsibility
· A deep sense of purpose
· Capacity for reflection and communication
If Jerry engages in trauma-informed psychotherapy—particularly approaches like EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing), Internal Family Systems (IFS), or somatic therapies designed for complex PTSD—he may begin to safely process the layers of trauma that have remained unspoken and unresolved. These approaches can reduce physical symptoms, release the guilt associated with pleasure, and gradually replace dissociation with healthy emotional expression.
Furthermore, creating and sharing his story, as he is doing now, is itself a therapeutic act. Writing allows Jerry to reclaim his voice, make meaning from suffering, and break the silence that shaped him.
With the right support, Jerry’s prognosis includes the possibility of relief from daily pain, reduction of symptoms, and the emergence of new emotional space—where healing, connection, and even joy are possible. Not because the past can be erased, but because its grip on the present can be loosened.
Let me know if you’d like this added to the end of Chapter One, or used in a separate epilogue, introduction, or clinical appendix.

The nightmares changed after writing Miracles through hell. I now have dreams that go back to my past. All the dreams have me in situations I cannot solve. Arriving at college and not knowing my dorm room and no once able to let me know or give me a key. Having to start classes yet having no class schedule and again I could not get one anywhere. So the chasing me nightmares when away, now I got trapped in situations I lived through with no escape. In college, I carried the images of how hard my father worked and the fear of letting him down. I also carried the constant critisims from my mother. While she had high expectations for my brother, she had low expectations for me. I was never good enough and she always let me know it. I was an average student, and that was being a failure. She did not care what I chose to do because whatever it was I would not be good at it. She had zero interest in my college hunt and selection. That was all done with my father. At high school graduation I was the recipient of the Student Council Leadership Award and they called me up to the podium to receive it. I was so proud of that accomplishment. One the drive home my mother said she was surprised that I was the award recipient and added, wasn't there someone better they could have given it to. She again popped my proud achievement, my feeling good about myself. She popped almost every one of those ballons. There were times I was reconizied for something at school and would not tell her. rework this and the right order
my father had an uncle that came to syracuse ny in the late 1890s to escape the russian programs in poland. he later brought 3 sisters over. my father's father was married three times. this uncle and three aunts were with his first wife. she passed away from illness and he remarried a younger woman and had a daughter with her. she later passed away and he again remarried a younger woman. my fathrs father was their child. he was almost a generation younger than the aunts and uncles that originally came over. uncle sam wanted to bring him to the us but he was just starting his life and family, his wife had a large family she wanted to remain with so he chose to remain in poland. my father as a teenager wanted to leave poland because of the immense Jew hate and planned to do that when he was older. After liberation my father, his brother were the only survivors from their large family. They had the task to write their uncle themselves for the first time to let him know their fate and the fate of the rest of the family expressing the hope they could join what remained of the family in the US. Later my father and mother met. Note add in pogrom in sokoly and how they met. They married and had my brother in a displaced persons camp. My mother obviously joined my father in the move to Syracuse ny along with my brother who was 9 months old. My mother, her parents and two sisters and several cousins were the only survivors from her family. Her entire family went to what was then Palestine. So my mother was separated from her family. She had an uncle and a few relatives in the US. But it had to add to her trauma to have lived the horrors with her immediate family and then be separated from them My brother was part of the past my parents came to America with. I was born in 1954 and was a 1st generation American. So I was more protected from their past. My brother knew more about what happened than I did. But we were 8 years apart and never had the opportunity to develop a close relationship or talk about these things. My mother was a good loving mother in my early years. I remember her taking me downtown at least one Saturday a month to shop with her. She did not drive at that time (she later did get her driver’s license) so we would take the bus. My brother was already too old to want to do this. These Satudays were special to me. Just the two of us. I loved hamburgers, fries and a coke and she always took me to Woolworths, McCrory’s, and other lunch bars of that time for my favorite treat. She would get me fresh peanuts or popcorn from the street carts. And I would tag along as she shopped or just looked around. I always looked forward to those Saturdays. Before I started school, I would sit and watch soap operas with my mother. I was too young to understand them, but it was time together. When I started kindergarten she did the strange thing of riding the bus with me, the only parent to do so. She was afraid of separation anxiety since back then there was no trial run on the school bus or advance visit to kindergarten. She remained outside the classroom and I remember her peeking in through the door window occasionally. At the same time my mother always had a stronger bond with my brother. I had a stronger bond with my father. My mother has high expectations for my brother, she wanted him to be a medical MD. She would hound him about it, long before his college years. He had immense pressure on him for school performance and grades. He was a straight A student all through school. In my mother’s mind he could do no wrong. She would call him brilliant. When it came to college he decided (I think actually years before) that we would not become an MD. For the first time ever, I saw my mother furious with him. My father worked very hard and was focused on his business. He had purchased a junk yard in 1953 and it was a constant struggle. While we were not poor, we were not well off. He was able to make ends meet. His original location was in the 15th ward of Syracuse. It was both the Jewish and black center of the city. Jewish and black businesses coexisted. Whites and blacks got along. It was safe to wander around, even as a young kid. Many times a black family living next to my father’s business would baby sit me when my mother had things to do. While we lived in another part of the city where the next generation of Jews from the 15th ward moved to, the 15th ward was more vibrant and exciting. All the Jewish bakeries, deli’s, butcheres, grocery stores, tailors, barbers, clothing stores and all the junk yards were in the 15th ward. My father would take my brother and me to the different delis all the time. Everyone knew each other, black and white. But like most other cities, urban renewal was in the works. Two new highways were being built, Routes 81 and 690. And they both merged and went through the 15th ward. The project required literally the entire 15th ward to be torn down. When completed, there was either highway or empty lots. No evidence that the 15th ward ever existed remained. The mutual connection between whites and black was destroyed. Many of the businesses went out of business rather than relocate. The black community was hurt far worse than the Jews. While everyone was paid for their property, most of the people who lived in the 15th ward rented. While the 15th Ward was an old neighborhood with older run down houses, it was a neighborhood that thrived. Jews moved and created a new Jewish area on the east side of the city. My father relocated his business to an industrial are that actually made the business more successful. Blacks had to move to slum areas and most of the black businesses never relocated, they closed. This was a double strike by the city and federal government. They were able to destroy a vibrant black community and Jewish community in one swoop. Antisemitsm and racism drove centering the project through the 15th ward. Highway construction in the 1950s and 1960s across American focused on destroying vibrant black neighborhood. Today that is highly written about and documented. Today, the City, State and Federal Government are focused on tearing down the highway and relocating it and bringing the 15th ward back. After my father moved his business, I was old enough to spend more time there doing odd jobs. Most Saturday’s I would go to work with my father and help out where I could. I also went there many days during summer break. It was the most time I would spend with him. I got to see how hard he worked, how good a person he was, and also saw him out of his shell that was how he was at home. I loved going there. As I got older I became an extra helper with the truck drivers and their helper who made the rounds picking up waste paper, cardboard and metals from other businesses and office buildings. I was the third person crowded into the seat. All the drivers and helpers were black and were an important part of raising me. I never acted like the bosses son. They knew they could trust me, even with some of the stuff that went on that my father would get upset with if he knew. When I was out with them, I was one of them. Ultimately I became a back-up truck driver, forklift driver, and I was the only one my father would trust to run the business when he was away. When I was old enough to do that, he finally started taking vacations with my mother. Vacations were not something we did growing up other than short trips on weekends. At home my father was quiet and reserved. As close as we were, we still never talked about personal stuff. But he always talked to me about character, and doing the right thing. Treating all people with respect. And being a strong person, no matter what. When I was in high school looking at colleges, I still had no idea of what I wanted to do or be. We talked about the business and whether that should be something I might take over. That discussion gave more much more insight into his life and his own shell. He told me he had high aspirations for himself to go to college, get a professional job, and be a successful person. The war took that away from him. He had to drop out of high school, and never had the opportunity to go to college. His uncle who brought them here owned a clothing factory and gave my uncle and him manual labor jobs. They were treated like idiots. Instead of helping them get the education they missed out on, or teach them things that were more management focused even their own relatives viewed immigrants like them as forever unskilled. They forgot their own journey to America in the late 1800s when they had no skills. Both my uncle and father hated their jobs in the family business and got out to do their own thing. The junk business was their only option so both of them bought junk businesses that were for sale. My father told me point blank, he would never have been in this business unless he had to be. He wanted my brother and me to achieve what he couldn’t. Go to college and pursue what we wanted. The bottom line was even if I was interested in eventually taking over the business, he was not going to let that happen. I chose engineering and was very successful at that. My brother became a world renowned academic. My mother’s family lived in Israel, and they communicated nonstop by writing to each other. There were few phone then, and even when we got a phone, the cost of long distance was prohibitive. So I saw the constant flow back and forth or air mail envelopes containing letters back and forth. I would often over hear my mother telling my father about what was in those letters. But it meant nothing to me. But then in 1965 one of my mother’s cousins came to visit for a whole summer and stayed with us. Then in 1966, my mother’s oldest sister came for the summer. So the family in Israel started to become real to me. I would turn 13 in July 1967. The plan always was that my bar mitzvah would be held in Israel. It would be a family reunion and a reunion for all the survivors from my parents hometowns in Poland who went to Israel after the war The six day war in June 1967 almost upended that trip. We made contingency plans to have my bar mitzvah in Syracuse if needed. But the was short and had no impact on our travels. The week after school ended, my mother and I flew to Israel to spend the whole summer there. My father could only break away for two weeks, so he came just ahead of my bar mitzvah in July. My brother was attending a exchange program at the University of Hawaii and that was extended to the summer in Taiwan. So he could not attend. The summer in Israel was one if not the happiest time of my life. Being there was so much different. At home, I felt alone, very few relatives and a very small family support network. In Israel, I had grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, friends of the family. In Israel survivors from the same towns and cities stayed connected. That extended the family feeling. The culture in Israel was also different. Because of the sacrifices made in the 1948 War of Independence, many holocaust survivors fought in that war, many died, and the never ending sniper and terrorist attacks, and constant threat of war, Israeli’s live for today. Families were very close, friendships were close, and they focused on enjoying and appreciating every moment of their life. Fun was the norm. So they worked hard to build and defend their country, but balanced that with living life to its fullest. Studies show that Holocaust survivors who went to Israel, had a much easier time integrating with society, and had fewer and much less severe emotional impact that lingered on. My bar mitzvah was one big happy party. But I did not know most of the people there, especially the friends from my parents hometowns. But everyone including my parents were happy and having a great time. That made me feel great. I felt like a whole different person being with my family in Israel. At first my mother also seemed overjoyed to be there. But then she changed. She began to resent the lives their were living. They joy and fun. Here younger sister was 10 when the war ended, so she did not remember much of the experience. She was like the opposite of my mother, warm, loving, fun. She enjoyed her life. My mother started resenting that. Her sister was living the life she was denied. So they started having arguments, and then had a total falling out where my mother refused to talk to her or see her. We were rotating where we stayed between my grandparents and each of my mother’s sisters. We were no longer rotating our stay with her younger sister. She did not pull me into it. I went to see my aunt, cousins and uncle whenever I wanted and my mother made no issue out of it. My aunt was also hurt by my mothers behavior, I could tell. Sundenly it was mid August and time to go home. Deep down I did not want to leave. We said our goodbyes in tears. Something I rarely did other than child crying. Lots of hugging and embracing. My uncle drove us to the airport and it was a quiet ride. Then I suddenly broke out crying like I have never cried before. And I couldn’t stop. I have never cried like that before or since. Even when my parents passed away, I cried, but not like that. We were back in Syracuse and school started. But things were different. I was not feeling myself. I started feeling lonely. I started to feel sick. I was having stomach pains and burning, headaches, and was not thinking as clear as I used to. I went to different doctors who did examinations, and tests and could not find anything wrong with me. The called it nerves and told my parents and me that it will pass. My mother started to change dramatically. She became more angry at life in general, other people and started taking it out on me. I would come home from school and tell her about my day and she would get made at me. I started hearing that I had it too good, I did not know what real suffering is like, and that life is not about having fun or doing what you enjoy. Sometimes she would start reflecting very bitterly about the childhood she lost, and the life she lost and would never have. And somehow it was now all my fault. I was now perceived as just an American Jew to her, no longer her son. I would hear how much I disrespected her, upset her, and on and on. I could not figure out what I was doing wrong. And soon after school became the two of us arguing. And then my mother would say, “oh my god you’re giving me a heart attach” and she would clench her chest as she was having a heart attack. And when I shut up, she was fine. At first this scared the shit out of me. Then I realized after many repeating times it was not real. My way of coping with this was not coming home from school. I would stay for afterschool activities or go to friend’s houses. Some of my friend’s mothers became surrogate mothers to me. I would then come home for dinner when I knew my father would be home. There were time when she told my father that I yelled at her and was disrespectful. I never got to tell my side of the story. My father would get made and scold me, sometimes ground me. That made me even angrier at my mother. I felt like I hated her. And I believed she hated me. My emotional and phyisicalk decline continued. My near photographic memory was deteriorating. I could no longer look at things or read things and remember. My processing of things got messed up. My hearing was 100% fine, but if people just interrupted whatever I was doing to say something to me, I could not process it unless I had my full attention on what they were saying. I would then say what or could you repeat that, and focus on their words. Then I could process it. I still have to do that to this day. I became terrified of attention or being in the spotlight. While I used to love being on stage for music or theater, I was now terrified of it. I would shake and hear my heart pounding when I had to speak in from of the class, or when I knew people were watching me. Part of this may have been puberty but not all. My voice got much deeper and my speech got slower. I had to think ahead about what I was going to say before I said anything. I could no longer hold a tune or sing. Some kids would mock out my changed voice. The headaches became more prevalent as headaches almost all the time. Even my hair started to hurt. I stopped wearing hats because that made the pain worse. And my personality flipped. I became an extreme introvert and no longer the kid who loved attention and spoke too much. By the end of 8th grade I was a totally different person than I was in 7th grade, before we went to Israel. Doctors would not take anything I was telling them seriously. So I learned to cope with it. If the pain cannot be stopped I learned how to just ignore it and carry on. Like living next to a railroad track you don’t hear the noise anymore. I dropped out of band, orchestra and choir and got involved with the A/V club. I like working with projectors and equipment and it was a behind the scenes thing to do. It created no attention. I focused on overperforming and building my identity around roles I had to play, jobs I had to do, whatever I needed to do to succeed. And I was successful at doing that. But it sucked a lot of emotional and physical energy out of me. It was exhausting. I also found that physical activity made me feel worse, mental activity made me feel better. So I avoided athletics and focused on school. I decided to become an engineer. Because that challenged me mentally I was very successful as an engineer. 

The Mask of Achievement
Achievement became my currency—my way of buying moments of self-worth. It wasn’t about trophies or public recognition. It was about silencing the inner voice that told me I didn’t matter.
After Kodak and my automotive business, I took on roles that allowed me to step into the community spotlight—but always through the lens of service. I didn’t want the focus on me as a person; I wanted it on the cause, on the people I was helping.
From 1997 to 2006, I served on the board of Temple Sinai—three years as Vice President of Finance and four as President. Those four years as president were some of the happiest of my life. I felt purpose, connection, and the fragile glow of belonging I had been chasing since childhood.
But even in joy, I wore the mask. The careful words. The constant checking: Was I pleasing enough? Was I useful enough? Was I safe from rejection?
In 2016, I returned to Temple Sinai as Executive Director—what I thought was my dream role, the final piece of belonging. The first year and a half were filled with meaning. But everything changed when a new board president arrived. The environment turned toxic, poisoned by power struggles and manipulation. Instead of the open, collective culture this leader claimed to support, she believed in ultramicromanagement and autocracy. She manipulated people and set them up to argue with each other—telling different people different things to create conflict. There were two things she and I had strong disagreements over. One was bypassing the board on many issues, including financial matters. The second was defending a custodian who stole from the temple, verbally threatened people (including me), spat in the water glass he provided for the cantor because he did not like her, and—worst of all—physically assaulted me inside the temple, telling me point blank, "I can do anything I want to anybody because the president will always support me." This person was also violent and abusive to his wife, and was accused of abusing neighbor dogs where he lived. None of this mattered to the president and the clergy and a few other officers. I still cannot understand how they stood by this one individual and not with someone they knew for over 26 years, was on the board, was a past president and now Executive Director. The real answer was his flattering personality. He sucked up to and flattered who he viewed as the important people. At first I thought it was sincere. But then I saw the game and when I called him out on it, he started making false accusations about me or misrepresenting or twisting things I said. In the beginning I really liked this person. He did work hard in the beginning and had financial struggles. He would share his struggles with me and I would give him personal money out of my pocket to help him out. Then things changed when I saw the real him. There was also one other incident that the president blew way out of proportion to hurt me. I signed a document for the office manager in her absence, but ended up not using it and waiting until she returned. She saw the version I signed and complained to the president. I was called in and chewed out. I pointed out that the document was never used. But paper was put in my file that I put the temple at great legal risk. The irony of this, is people signed for each other all the time, on letters, announcements, etc. It was common for people to sign for the president on documents. I many times had office staff sign for me. There was never an issue until this. And the real irony is the office manager did sign the document while she made the complaint. I think the president put her up to filing the complaint.
I was reprimanded for being biased against a Black employee according to her. And yet it was me who had hired all the very first Black employees at the temple. Other custodians were also complaining about this man, but my hands were tied. After I left, three other people quit. Still, the temple board saw nothing, heard nothing, and didn’t want to know anything. What I witnessed answered a question that had haunted me: How do terrible things happen in religious institutions—like children being abused in churches—and instead of protecting the victims, leadership protects the perpetrators?
During the summer of 2018, the pressure at the temple was increasing. The president was giving me more to do knowing I was already overloaded and working endless hours. I was building an addition on my house and that also added pressure. There were several times I had to cancel vacation days because I was told to write grants for the Education Director who was always given the summer off. In the past he would be asked to work and paid for it. This was deliberate to further put stress and pressure on me. And as this continued, my triggers came back. I began to view this president like my mother. I pushed back and stood up for myself. And that pissed her off even more. I fell back into deep depression.
I asked for a meeting with her and a vice president telling them I was exhausted, stressed out, and near my breaking point. I was told that if I could not handle my job, I should leave. No empathy. In fact, she was thrilled that what she was doing was working. She had told me in the past that she worked in her father's business and never fired an employee because they almost always collected unemployment even when fired. Her approach was to make life so miserable that they would quit. And she was proud of how it almost always worked. So I knew that’s what she was doing to me.
My emotional state was a mess, and I am sure others at the temple saw that. My therapist had me coming more often because he was worried about me. In August of 2018, he told me I had to quit and get out. Otherwise, I was at risk of another breakdown. I was having suicidal thoughts again. But I was stubborn and believed I could work it out. Or ride it out until the president's term ended in July 2019. But it just got worse. People on the staff were told to bypass me and work directly with her and the VP of Administration, who was totally owned by the president.
When I returned from a vacation at the end of October, I was demoted, without any board discussion or approval. My contract said I worked for the board and reported to the president. I approached the Rabbi to talk and he walked away from me. The next day I was told by the VP of Administration that temple leadership and the clergy lost confidence in me. The next day, a Friday, he came in again to chew me out about a situation. So I had it. I submitted my resignation effective the end of the year.
But they could not just accept that without doing more. Over the weekend the president criticized me about some things, ignoring the fact she accepted my resignation. Monday morning, the Vice President of Administration was there first thing to chew me out again. I reached my breaking point. I said "fuck you" and walked out of the building. I was done. And that pissed them off even more. They ordered all board members, even friends, not to contact me or talk with me, saying that would be interfering with a personnel matter. Friends I would contact no longer returned calls or emails. I was told by one person working in the office that all kinds of dirt was being generated on me. It was just like the politics in Washington today.
What they don't know—and probably will never care about—is that the Monday evening after I walked out was the closest I ever came to taking my own life. It makes me wonder how many others they did that to and if they were the cause of people who did take their lives within the temple community. We will never know.
What happened at Temple Sinai emotionally crashed me. I fell from the highest emotional high to the lowest emotional low. The joy drained out of me. The old feelings of worthlessness came roaring back, stronger than ever. I felt bitter, betrayed by people I had opened my armor to—people I believed were friends. To protect themselves, they focused on attacking my reputation. They made up false rumors and gossip. The board president involved was very influential in the Jewish community and on other boards. She made sure I was blacklisted and unwelcome in those organizations.
Even after writing my book, I was shunned by the Holocaust remembrance group I had asked to participate in. People with no direct connection to the Holocaust were welcomed, yet I was told I did not clear the “screening process.” When I submitted my book to the local Jewish Book Festival, it was quickly rejected. Only later, when a committee member happened to read it, I was asked why I hadn’t submitted it. I had. But the outside influence kept the book from even reaching the committee.
That experience only reinforced what I already knew: one person with bad intentions can poison not just one, but many organizations. And in her case, her influence wasn’t rooted in talent or meaningful accomplishments—it was driven by donations.
Chapter 3: Hidden Among the Survivors 
Growing up, my family never had holiday gatherings with extended relatives. We were surrounded by fellow Holocaust survivors and a few cousins in Syracuse, but not by grandparents, aunts, uncles, or first cousins who played the kind of role I saw in other families. 
My father and his brother had a falling out around the time I was born. Both of our families lived in Syracuse, yet we never got together. My brother and I asked why, but we were told simply to accept it. I think my brother knew more than he let on, but he never shared the details. All we knew was that we didn’t talk to them. That was that. 
Gatherings were instead held with other survivors and the cousins descended from the uncle and three aunts who had helped bring my parents to Syracuse after the war. These events were cordial, but lacked emotional connection. There were no shared family traditions, no passed-down stories. We had no deep roots in these moments. Still, they were windows into my parents’ lives and past. The adults often shared stories—some that I could understand, others that felt foreign and distant. Their experiences were full of unimaginable hardship, survival, and strength, but as a child, it was difficult to grasp the full meaning. 
There’s a difference between being with family friends and being with blood relatives. I felt that absence. I saw what other kids had—cousins who were like siblings, grandparents who doted on them, shared memories that spanned generations. I envied that. 
In seventh grade, one of my cousins and I ended up in the same homeroom at junior high school. Our last names were the same, so we were seated next to each other in alphabetical order. We didn’t speak. We barely acknowledged each other. Our teacher once asked me if we were related, and I said yes, we were cousins. She looked puzzled and asked why we never talked. I told her, "It’s a family thing. We don’t get together." 
Looking back, I think that seventh grade was when I really began to change. My mood darkened. I became more introverted, more withdrawn. If we had gone to elementary school together, I probably would have reached out to her. But by seventh grade, I was already learning to do what my parents did—keep my distance, avoid questions, follow the silent rules of family estrangement. 
My parents knew we were in the same class. I told them. I told them we didn’t talk. They said nothing. 
From what I’ve come to understand, the feud may have been fueled by my mother. She resented that my uncle had married an American Jew. She believed that survivors should marry other survivors, people who understood that depth of pain. American Jews, in her view, looked down on survivors. She’d lived it—felt humiliated by the sisterhood at synagogue, dismissed by the women whose accents were absent and whose lives had not been shattered. In her mind, survivors needed each other. 
There were other situations too—male survivors she had known who married American Jewish women. She couldn’t accept it. I think every one of those marriages felt like betrayal to her. Like further evidence that survivors didn’t belong, even among their own. 
These quiet feuds became part of the air I breathed. I didn’t know better. I didn’t know anything else. 
  
Chapter 4: Living Inside a Shell 
By the time I reached high school, I had become an expert at hiding in plain sight. 
From the outside, I still functioned. I went to school. I got good grades. I stayed out of trouble. But inside, I was unraveling. The emotional withdrawal that began in seventh grade had only deepened. I wasn’t just quiet anymore—I was unreachable. 
Each morning was a battle. Waking up meant facing another day of feeling like I didn’t belong in my own life. The symptoms—fog, fatigue, a dull ache in my scalp, the pressure behind my eyes—were all still there. I didn’t know what they were. I didn’t even think to call them symptoms. It just felt like my normal. A broken normal. 
Getting out of bed took everything I had. Not because I was lazy or tired, but because the weight of each day was crushing. The emotional and physical pain pressed down on me the moment I opened my eyes. I didn’t want to see anyone. I didn’t want to talk. I didn’t want to feel. 
But I did it anyway. 
Somehow, I always managed to force myself through the routine. Shower. Dress. Eat. Go. Smile if necessary. Respond when required. Perform, but don’t engage. It was survival mode—an internal autopilot that carried me through the day while the real me stayed hidden underneath. A shell. 
I started compartmentalizing my life. School was one compartment. Home was another. Social life, if you could call it that, was another box altogether. I had friends, but none of them truly knew me. I had teachers who liked me, but they didn’t see what was happening beneath the surface. Even my family—my parents, my brother—didn’t ask questions. Or maybe they didn’t want to know the answers. 
In high school, I was selected to receive the Student Council Leadership Award. I still remember being called up to the podium at graduation to accept it. I was proud—really proud. It was one of the few moments where I felt like I had earned recognition for something meaningful. But on the drive home, my mother popped that balloon. She said she was surprised I had received the award and added, "Wasn't there someone better they could have given it to?" Her words cut straight through me, erasing my pride and replacing it with shame. That wasn’t the first time she dismissed my achievements, and it wouldn’t be the last. Eventually, I stopped telling her when I was recognized for something. 
During my last two years of high school, all I could think about was college and getting out of that house. I thought once I was out of the house I would be fine. And I was wrong. I carried those wounds with me into college. I tried to leave everything behind and start fresh, but the baggage came with me. I carried the image of my father’s relentless work ethic and the fear of letting him down. He believed in me, but I felt like I could never fully earn that belief. My mother’s voice followed me too—an internalized soundtrack of criticism and low expectations. She didn’t care what I studied or what I wanted to be. In her eyes, whatever it was, I wouldn’t be good at it. 
She had zero interest in my college plans. The entire college selection process was something I did with my father. She was absent—not just physically, but emotionally. She never asked what I wanted or where I applied. I doubt she even remembered the names of the schools I considered. 
The isolation deepened. I smiled when I had to. I joked with friends. I showed up to class. But more and more, I felt like I was disappearing. 
And after writing Miracles Through Hell in 2022, the way I dreamed about all of this changed. For years, my nightmares had involved being chased—always running, never knowing who was behind me. But once I wrote the book and processed some of the buried pain, the nightmares transformed. Now I dreamed of being trapped. 
In those dreams, I’d arrive at college but not know my dorm room. I had no key, and no one could help me. Or I needed to start class but didn’t have a schedule. I’d go from office to office, asking for help, but no one could give me answers. They weren’t terrifying in the traditional sense—but they left me with the same helplessness, the same anxiety. Because these weren’t just dreams. They were my life, rewritten at night, over and over again. 
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During my last two years of high school, all I could think about was college and getting out of that house. I thought once I was out of the house I would be fine. And I was wrong. 
Still, there were moments of joy in high school. I had friends and fun. A bunch of us would go to a railroad bridge that became a kind of competitive mural—each high school painting its colors and name on the metal beams. I was usually the driver. We’d climb up, hang over the edge, and mark our territory with bold 'Nottingham' lettering. I was involved in a lot of school pranks, too. I hated phys ed class and worked out an agreement with the director to skip it entirely—as long as I continued announcing football and basketball games. That became one of my roles. I was the president of the AV club, with free reign of the school, even keys to all the classrooms. I was responsible for the announcement and classroom intercom system in the office. I would often have someone call me out of a class I wanted to skip so it appeared legit. 
Senior year, I had access to my father’s car—dropping him off at work and picking him up at day’s end. Having the car gave me freedom. A few of us would regularly skip first-period social studies and go to a donut shop instead. We'd always bring one back for the teacher, and he let it slide because we all had good grades. There was a part of me that could break out of the shell, live in the moment, have fun. But eventually I’d go back in. 
So even with laughter and rebellion, I was already preparing to leave. I carried those wounds with me into college. I tried to leave everything behind and start fresh, but the baggage came with me. I carried the image of my father’s relentless work ethic and the fear of letting him down. He believed in me, but I felt like I could never fully earn that belief. My mother’s voice followed me too—an internalized soundtrack of criticism and low expectations. She didn’t care what I studied or what I wanted to be. In her eyes, whatever it was, I wouldn’t be good at it. 
She had zero interest in my college plans. The entire college selection process was something I did with my father. She was absent—not just physically, but emotionally. She never asked what I wanted or where I applied. I doubt she even remembered the names of the schools I considered. 
The isolation deepened. I smiled when I had to. I joked with friends. I showed up to class. But more and more, I felt like I was disappearing. 
And after writing Miracles Through Hell in 2022, the way I dreamed about all of this changed. For years, my nightmares had involved being chased—always running, never knowing who was behind me. But once I wrote the book and processed some of the buried pain, the nightmares transformed. Now I dreamed of being trapped. 
In those dreams, I’d arrive at college but not know my dorm room. I had no key, and no one could help me. Or I needed to start class but didn’t have a schedule. I’d go from office to office, asking for help, but no one could give me answers. They weren’t terrifying in the traditional sense—but they left me with the same helplessness, the same anxiety. Because these weren’t just dreams. They were my life, rewritten at night, over and over again. 
The children of Holocaust survivors are known as “second generation survivors.” Most survivors lived by a “code of silence.” This silence was meant to shield their children from the horrors of their survival, but it did the opposite. Their silence kept us always wondering about their past. The family members lost—our roots. We could see their emotional pain as much as they tried to hide it. We could not understand it. We suffered from our own scars, even nightmares. We did not understand why. We would always hear the slogan “Never forget” when the Holocaust was mentioned in the synagogue or public remembrance. But we always asked ourselves, “Never forget what?” 
In the 1970s, the emotional and psychological struggles of children of Holocaust survivors had been formally discovered. While not born during the Holocaust, the second generation 
In college I was starting a new life on my own. I had finally achieved get out of the house. I was nervous but not scared when my parents dropped me off.  They did not stay long because my father had to get back to work. 
I met people who would become very close friends on my floor in the dorms. My roommate lived in the subburbs of Syracuse and we became close. There were others that I regularly hung out with. We were all in pretty much the same engineering classes, and we lived in the dorms together. Weekends we would do the typical college stuff. Drinking age was 18 and we would hit the bars Friday and Saturday nights. We did the typical crazy stuff that college students did back then. I was enjoying myself socially but classes were much different.
My mother’s voice was in my head that I would not do well and I was terrified of flunking out. Engineering is one of the toughest corriculums. You had to work hard or you would not do well. I became obessessed with my fear of flunking out. And that drove thoughts of how hard my father worked and still worked to provide for the family and help put me through college. I could not bear the thought of wasting his hard earned money and flunking out. So I worked extra hard, like never before.  Since the change in me took place around 13 with all the symptoms, another symptom was that I could not concentrate in terms of reading or doing homework with noise around. I had to be in a quiet environment. And this became even worse when I started college because the dorms were pretty noisy. My roommate had the same issue. Most my friends from the dorms would have dinner at the dining hall together every night. And then my roommate and I would grab our text books and notebooks and head for the library. There were tons of private study nooks throughout the library and we would each grab one and do our homework and reading. In Engineering it was not unusual to get two even three hours of homework for each hour of class. Most of it was high powered math. We took all the most advanced math classes there are in our curriculum. A single assignment could take pages of math to solve. So I hunkered down during the week and focused on classes and homework. On weekends I went out with friends in the evenings, but Saturday and Sunday daytime was dedicated to homework. And when the first quarter ended (we were on a quarter system then) I got a 4.0. Never before in my life did I get straight A’s. I learned by that point in my life to avoid sharing as much as I could with my mothers. She would call me every Sunday morning to check in, like she had always done with my brother. We would chat and then she would give my father the phone. We would chat for a few minutes and that was that. I never told my mother about my grades because I knew my grade report was also sent to them. I did not want another “high school student council award balloon bust.”  So the Sunday after the grades went out, she immediately mentions my 4.0. There was no congratulations, she said she was very surprised. My father congratulated me and told me how proud he was. So the conversations were pretty much what I expected and I just went on as usual after that. Second quarter I got another 4.0. Third quarter another 4.0. But it took a lot of hard work to accomplish that. I had the summer off, and went home and worked for my father all summer along with hanging out with high school friends. As I previously said, I always loved working with my father in  the business. 
September came and back to school. Same routine. First quarter a 4.0. Second quarter a 3.8. Third quarter a 4.0. But there was a problem. As we were getting more into actual electric engineering courses, versus theory and math, I realized it was work I did not enjoy. I was good at math, but the design work of circuits and circuit board did not interest me at all. The world was almost completed with the transition from tubes to transistors. And now a device called a microprosseor was the new thing in electrical engineering. The brain of the personal computer. Computer engineering was part of the curriculum and the computer system took up rooms. I liked programming but I hated punching cards and typing into teletype machines. So most of our circuits classes were now involving work with microprocessors. Apple and Microsoft did no exist yet, but other companies like Commador and ??? fill in did exist and basic video games were also being introduced. As the year went on I struggled. While I was getting good grades I was feeling more and more that this design work was not what I wanted to do with my life. So I started thinking about switching majors, switching schools, even taking a year off. But then I thought about my father, his hard work and wasting his money and just kept going
At the end of the 2nd year we all had to start a mandatory co-op program in our field. This was the summer of 1974. The energy crisis was underway and job hunting was tough. The school helped. They had agreements with hundreds of companies. They also brought a lot of those companies on campus for presentations and then signups for on campus interviews. I had a number of interviews but no offers. I was not alone, others were also struggling getting offers. Then there was session posted with the Veterans Adminstration Hospital in Canandaigua NY, near Rochester) for two co-op positions. At first I thought why is a hospital hiring engineers? And I almost decided to ignore it. But then I thought, I need to get a co-op job, I need to interview everywhere I can. So I went to their session and learned that they were looking for engineers to be hospital plant engineers. It involved facilities engineering not product design where you design circuit boards. I signed up for an interview and got an offer. And I accepted the offer. That job changed my life. The very first summer was the only quarter both of the o-ops worked together. After that we would altenate quarters. When we showed up the first day we got a tour of the engineering offices and then told we would not have an office until the next quarter we worked. For this summer we would be rotated through the different skilled trades. Electical, Plumbing an Piping, Carpentry, Mechanical, even the boiler house and the sewage treatment plant. It was very humbling. We did manual labor which engineers never did. We were tough in school to be on a pedestal like doctors. Here, their goal was to break us in the old way. In each trades rotation we were given projects to work on that were set up to deliberately stump us and humble us. And in each situation we saw the engineers who designed the projects we were working on made it most difficult to build, install or maintain. We even got stumped opening light fixtures to clean them. The engineer picked light fixtures that required two ladders and two people to remove the covers. And as the summer went on, we were told we were doing all this so that when we were working in the engineering offices we would focus not only on the design but also on the people who had to install things and maintain things. The norm there was to engage the trades supervisors for input on all projects and final review of the designs. It turned out the projects we worked were designed by engineers at VA headquarters. About half the projects were designed in house and half in Washington. We had to spend some of the hottest days in the summer inside a boiler cleaning the tubes out. We had to do repairs at the sewage treatment plant. By the end of the summer we understood how buildings and facilities worked.  
So this opened to door to facilities and applications engineering where you are not desgning a product. You are figuring out how to apply different products to solve a need or problem. So in this field I would have nothing to do with designing the circuit board inside a computer. I would be using computers and electronic hardware to solve building and facility needs. I loved that work. 
When I went back to school the next quarter the focus was still and always would be straight electrical and electronic engineering. There was no facilities or applications engineering programs at the time. At the time that was engineering technologists. So I knew I would have to complete the RIT curriculum as much as I did not like it, and at graduation focus on getting an applications engineering job. One thing that never came to mind was being a software engineer which was a new field just emerging. Most of my friends in school went that direction and were in high demand because computers were taking over everything in product design. Today everything is run by computer boards and those require programming. 
In my third year of school our RA in the dorms left midyear for a job out of the area. This meant he would no longer be living in the dorms. So they were trying to find a quick replacement, potentially someone already living on the floor, I gave it no thought. But several people on the floor came into my room and told me I had to apply. I told them they were crazy. But they kept telling me I was the perfect choice and would get the job if I applied. I was flattered and decided to go for it, figuring I would never be chosen. But I was. And I really liked being an RA as I got into it. I completed that year with a 3.8 GPA.
My rotations into the co-op job went well. I really enjoyed the work. I was designing building construction and renovation projects. Intercom system projects. Fire Alarm system projects. I worked on a backup power project. And many others. 
Forth year started out of a 5 year program. We went 5 years because of the co-op program. After the 2nd year we received associates degrees. And I started struggling emotionally. I had many of the hardest courses of the entire curriculum that year. And in the hardest of all, electomechanical fields with is all high powered math, we had a brilliant professor who came from NASA. But he was also from Taiwan and could not speak fluent English. He would be at the blackboard writing these high powered math formalus like Einstein probably did in his time, and we could not understand hardly anything he said. We were all going through the same thing. Other students who took that class before us, told us the goal was to get a C. And with the curve that was achievable. Plus the professor gave partial credit for incomplete work. Almost no one could finish and exam in the alotted time. But there were the genius’s that did get A’s and B’s and they influenced the curve. I had two other classes that were the same situation. Hard classes with professors who did not speak English well. That year I also had electives on the curriculum and I chose industrial psychology. I had taken a different psychology class the year before. I have kind of a split personality. I can think like an engineer, but I also was interested in liberal arts classes. I believe I chose psychology as a minor, to try to figure myself out. One of my engineering professors that is schizophrenic. The fear of potentially flunking any courses had me totally stressed out. Plus things had been building up over the years since I started college. My grades dropped to a 3.2 the first quarter and I had a 3.6 the third quarter after co-op. All my triggers was impacting me, the pains, fogginess, couldn’t concentrate on my school work, and I was terrified to even speak in classes. I had to give a presentation in industrial psychology and was terrified. Instead of notes, I wrote it word for word on paper. Then I read it word for work reading and not looking up at all. It was the worst presentation I had every made. I later did terrible on an exam, I couldn’t remember anything. The professor could see something wasn’t right as asked to meet with me. He told me he could sense I was stressed out and having issues. I opened up to him about what was going on. He referred me to a psychiatrist at the Univeristy of Rochester Medical Center who I started seeing for about 3 years. It helped get me back to where I normally was. I made it through that year, decided I wanted to get out of the dorms for my senior year and stepped down as RA the end of the 4th year. I moved into an apartment with my first ever roommate and another friend. I did ok in school that year, I think at got a 3.6 and maybe a 3.8, I can’t really remember. I know I ended up with a 3.6 overall. 
1977 was another difficult year to find a job for after graduation. Inflation was spiking, we were in a recession. The VA made me a permanent position offer at the Canandaigua Hospital and I gladly accepted it. It kept me in Rochester where all my closest friends also got jobs. I did decide that I wanted my own apartment and found one for myself.   
after walking out f the temple a started a temporary job working for a close friend who owned two auto dealerships. While I was stuggling at the temple he told me that whenever I made the decision to get out, he would like me to take on a job with him. The job involved expanding his commercial truck sales. I kept telling him I was staying at the temple for the time being, a very stupid decision. When I walked out of the temple and got home I called him to tell him what happened. He offered me the job on three month basis. He said he was worried that hiring me might impact our friendship. While I had sold used cars for a time when I owned my car business, I never dealt with commercial trucks. So we agreed to make it a trial for 3 months and mutual decide if it was working out. I started a week later.

I started and discovered he already has a team that sold truck to state and local governments and several large corporations through the bidding process. My job was to better establish them with small businesses selling pickup trucks, vans and small box trucks. So I stated pounding the streets call calling and visiting tons of small to medium size businesses. It very tough because most of them did not buy their trucks, they leased them through leasing companies. After the three months we mutually concluded this was not working out. I was not selling many trucks and I also did not like the cold calls and sales focus of the job. So I left. I decided it was time to start phasing into retirement, I was 64. I took a part time job with Lowes in the electircal department. Retail sales is one of the most awful fields to work in. The training is terrible, and they really treat employees like crap behind the scenes. And the pay is terrible. And everything that is sold is pretty much made in China, most of it junk. Big box retail has no caring or empathy for their employees. The pay is terrible. People who had been there for years were maxed out at $16 to $17 per hour. For young people it was not enough to raise faimilies Most had 2nd and third jobs. Many were working full time and even overtime and were still eligible for public assistance. Then there were those like me, near retirement or retired doing part time work. The money was not that important to us. It was to make a little have have something to do. They also played with employee's heads with work schedules. The hours changed every day. One day you could be on the opening shift at 6 AM, the next could be the midday shift, then next could be the evening shift when you closed and were there until 10 or 11 PM dpending on closing hours and the day of the week. The worst was closing and then opening. Might as well kept a cot there to sleep. And the schedules were dictated to you. If you could not work your assigned shifts you had to find people to switch hours with you. If you couldn't you had to work. If you could not work your assigned shift and could not find someone to cover for you you had to work. Otherwise you were fired. It did not matter if it was a family issue, a death in the family, a planned vacation, children's school activities, nothing. The other way they played with employees on the schdule was you did get two days off per week. Only most of the time they were not consecutive days. Often both days were split during the week. Or you would only get one weekend day off. It worked out that every 6 or 8 weeks you got both Saurday and Sunday off. Family life was totally disrupted. Keeping track of your schedule when it changed everyday was really hard. I messed up once thinking I had the midday shift when I actually had the opening shift. I was written up. Customer service was also terrible. Floor employees had to also stock the shelved with product while also taking care of customers. Especially on the opening shift. You were given a computer report on what products needed restocking and your were timed on how fast you did it. Opening shift has to complete the restocking by 10 AM no matter how large the list. Not getting that done on time because you were busy with customers was not an acceptable excuse. So the focus was ignoring customers and stocking. I used to chuckle when the store intercom was calling for customer service in virtually every department of the store. Then they would ask for customers to fill out the customer satisfaction surveys at checkout. They circle the online link to do that on the receipt. And they were suprised at the bad ratings. Back in the day people could make decent livings in retail. Not anymore. I think people are exploited.
I decided to leave and gave my two weeks notice. But a couple of days later I was called by another local car dealer who needed a service manager. His current service manager was leaving for another job and he needed someone to start right away to overlap before he left. I interview and got the job. I started the next day, telling Lowes I was done. I had never worked in the dealer world but knew how most dealers operated and the games they played. During the interview I asked how they operated and they assured me it was ethical and on the up and up. Of course it wasn't. I tried to take care of customers and found out that was not acceptable. I developed a great relationship with the GM factory rep who helped me take care of customer warranty issues much easier than the owners did. I laughed again at how obsessed dealers are with customer service surveys. Its a big deal to them with the factory and money withheld by the factory. So they provide terrible customer service then try to arm twist the customer into a good review at checkout and get pissed when they get the bad reviews. The whole dealer world pretty much operated this way. A few months into the job, I found out the person I replaced hated his new job at another dealer and wanted to come back. The owners told me my job was safe, while they really like him and wanted him back they would not do that to me. But a few months later I decided this dealer game was not for me. So I told the owners I would like to leave, they brought my predessor back and everyone was happy. Except less than a year later that person left again. That the dealership world! After that I decided to wind down and become a part time handyman. From my experience as a facilities engineer going back to the VA, I did all my home projects, electrical, plumbing, carpentry, drywall and more. So working part time doing that seemed attractive. At first I loved it. Every project, like at home, never worked out as planned. But I was proud of how I used my knowledge and engineering skills to figure out every unknown problem. But after about a year, the work was taking a toll on my body, and it was no longer fun and challenging to solve all these surprise problems. So I phased out of the handyman thing about 6 months later and formally retired.
After retirement I started thinking about doing the research I wanted to do for years on my parents' stories. I had put it off because I was working an focused on many other things. I talked about it but still never started. Then some close friends told me it's time to stop talking about it and do it. So I did. I started pulling things together that my parents had left and started the formal research effort. It would have been impossible to do without the internet. I could access archives worldwide from home. And every piece of information I found opened the door to more information. I got so into it, I worked non-stop. Many days from the time I woke up to the time I went to bed - late.
he temple president told me during one of our discussions in the summer of 2018 that I was only hired by the temple because I would accept the job at lower salary and benfits than the other candidates. It was true that I wanted the job and did not negotiate the offer. And I was not offered nor did I ask for benefits since I already had health insurance and was not concerned about retirement since I already was in pretty good shape. But I also knew what she said was not true. I had a very good relationship with the previous president. She hired me and told me it was because I knew the temple, they knew me and I already had demonstrated my capability when I was temple president. The previous president and I worked very closely together. We could talk with each other openly. When we did disagree we did so with mutual respect. We trusted each other which meant a lot. I had no issues with the rest of the temple staff and clergy.
But suddenly with a new president who was incompetent both in terms of management skills, people skills and communication skills the problem was me. I was harshly told that my past role on the board and as president meant nothing. I was just an employee of the temple and there to take orders. Funny how it was exactly like how Donald Trump runs things. Beat people up, make false accusations, create chaos and get rid of people who can call you out or you view as a threat. I laugh today as all the people involved are upset and angry at Republicans and Trump, yet they behaved and covered things up just like in Congress. I had remained absolutely quiet after I left the temple. I said nothing. I still felt the membership of the temple were friends. I made no accusations. Some people called me to ask what happened and I only said there were disagreements between temple leadership and me and it was best that I leave. It was a true statement without all the details. But then I started hearing the rumors about me. The Temple president, like what Trump would do, leaked untrue claims and accusations about misconduct on my part. She told people that there were legal issues and that they should not have any communications with me. I would go to public events with my wife and people who I thought were friends would walk away from us. I went to a shiva (grieving with the family of someone who passed away) and a board member looked like they were coming up to me to say hello while I was in line to talk with the widow and family. Instead that person deliberately bumped into me and kept walking. So at this point I was as hurt and angry as anyone could possibly be. I wrote several letters to the board. The first was to call out the president's actions and behaviors that drove my walking out. I asked to meet with the board. There was no response. But I heard the president was outraged and seeking vengence. So she leaked things, mostly not true outside of the temple to people in the Jewish Federaration which she was a board member of. Next thing I know people at the Federation are shunning me. The CEO of the Federation who I worked with when Executive director would not return messages on different issues totally unrelated to temple Sinai. I spoke with a couple of people I was close with in the Federation office staff. Office staff always know what is going on on everything. They both said they would try to found out. Both got back to me seperately talking to me very formally. They both said whatever was going on was coming from the top and there was nothing anyone could do. They also told me they could get in trouble just talking to me. So this pissed me off even more. This time I decided to call out the president on things she did that violated the temple by-laws, and New York State non-profit laws. They were true accusations. The president ordered money be moved around without board approval to cover a previous year budget deficit. At the time I told her that the board had to approve that. She told me she did not care about the board and bypassed me and told the bookkeeper to move the money. There was also tax related issues specific to the Rabbi that had to be approved by the board every year. She would not take it up. So I wrote a letter to the entire board spelling all this out also highlighting all of us including myself when I was Executive Director had legal fiduciary responsibilities and could be in legal jeopardy with this stuff. I pushed it even hard stating that I was prepared to report all this to the state Attorney General as a whistleblower. I received a reply letter from a temple member who was an attorney. The temple president had him volunteer to represent the temple drafting a response to me. He did own up to the items that required board approval and said those were now approved by the board. But he also ended the letter telling me to lower the temperature and made some uncalled for sarcastic comments.
At that point I was getting over things and moved on. I was getting on with the new things I was doing and not thinking about the temple at all. If was now February 2019 and the Yarhzeits of my wife

wife's father and mother was coming up. I thought it would be a good gesture of reconciliation to go to the temple for Friday night services the weekend of their yarhzeit. The tradition is that the rabbi read off the list of names whose yarzhzeits are being recognized that weekend. Temple members automatically have loved ones who passed on the list, it's in the data base. Non-members are welcome to call or email the temple to have names added to the list which they will then attend services for. My wife an I were no longer members so I called the temple office and spoke with the office manager who I worked with asking to add the names and that we planned to attend services. I also told her we were doing that to try to start some reconciliation. With the phone conversation, I thought it was all now done as it should be. Later in the day the office manager called me back and told me the president and both Rabbis decided that the names will not be added to the yahrazeit list and that we were not welcome to attend services. She added that the president made it clear to tell me we would be asked to leave if we did attend. Now imagine if this happened to you even if you are not Jewish and don't totally understand it. I took it as not only contunuing to vendetta against me, but spitting on the memory of my wife's parents. I was beyond hurt and angry. I wrote a letter to the board asking how such an outragious thing could happen. I was so made I also said I wanted all the Yarzeit plaques for my wifes parents and my parents taken down and returned to us. I said Temple Sinai was dead to us and will never see us again. What I was hoping for was that board members would see how outragious things had gotten and also those who knew me would speak up and say enough is enough. But no, that did not happen. First the president and others told the board it never happened. I never made the call or request. That I was out of my mind with a grudge against the temple. But yet, several weeks later we received an envelope with all four yahrzeit plaques and a hand written insulting note. I spoke to some people I knew on the board privately after getting the plaques. They got back to me telling me the president and the office never sent the plaques back and again I was making it up. But noone even looked at the board where the plaques are mounted to confirm if they were still up or not. Again this is all Trumpian behavior. Do it and deny. So I have been branded the lunatic, who holds a grudge and is making things up. Why would I do that? Why would my status at the temple ever be questioned after all the years I served the temple. After having a great relationship with the previous president and nothing but positive comments about my work. Then a new president comes on board and I become totally incompetent, bad attittude, and on and on. What credibility can there be to that. But most of the people who I had known for over 26 years seem to buy it. And why. Bully's always win unless someone challenges them. So the bully won.

put this stTEMENT IN THE STORYThis yahrzeit incident is perhaps the most cruel thing in your entire story because it weaponized grief and memory. It shows how far they were willing to go to hurt you, even attacking what should have been sacred and untouchable.
At this point I thought everything between me and the temple was over and behind us. But then in February 2022 I released my book Miracles Through Hell. It is the story of my parents' Holocaust survival, and my own first attempt to talk about the impact on me and my depression. I sent copies of the book to lots of Jewish organization locally and across the country. No copy to Temple Sinai! I wrote a letter to the CEO of the Jewish Federation with a copy of the book telling her it was a donation to their Center for Holocaust Awareness and Information Center resource library. (CHAI). I expected to get a note or message confirming receipt of the book and maybe even a Mazel Tov. I heard nothing for over a month. So I sent her an email asking if she received the book along with a phone message asking the same question. Still no response. So I called one the office staff people I knew, like I did way before, and asked about the book. She said she would check and get back to me. She called me back with a very formal reply. The CEO says she knows nothing about a book. No one else seems to know anything about it either. I had a UPS receipt that it was delivered. It sounded very strange. So I personally dropped of a copy of the book to the staff person and asked that she pass it on. Somehow that book disappeared also. So I just said the hell with them and focused on other channels for book awareness. Every year there is a Jewish Book Festival in Rochester, in the fall. It is a week long. All but one session is for nationally known authors. One session is reserved and called "Rochester's Own." That is for any Jewish local authors who wrote a book connected to Judaism. I decided to submit my book for consideration. The book festival is run by the Jewish Community Center, but is has a lot of Federation involvement. I sent the book to the Director of the book festival with a letter explaining I wanted to pursue being considered for the upcoming book festival. They had no formal process for submitting books for consideration. A few weeks later I got a letter in response saying the book was not accepted. I accepted the response just figuring there were better books and thought nothing more about it. A few weeks later I got a call from someone I knew who was a Federation Board member who had purchased my book and read it. She told me how good the book was and said I should submit it to the Jewish Book Festival. I told her I already did and got a response saying no. She told me that can't be. I said what do you mean? She said she knows the book selection committee was just getting started to review local authors. She again asked if I was sure. I scanned a copy of my letter and emailed it to her. She called me back and said something is not right and that she would look into it. The next day I got a call from the chairperson of the book selection committee. This was someone I knew well. She said she got a call from this other person about my book. So she was calling me back to get more information. I explained that I submitted the book and it was rejected. She said that can't be. Then she explained she chairs the committee that reads and reviews the books and makes the selection decision. She and members of the committee never got a copy of my book to review. She asked me to drop off a copy of the book to her. So I did the next day. She called me back a few days later and told me she read the book and really liked it. But now we had to follow the process. She told me to drop off 10 copies of the book for the entire committee to read review and score. It would be compared to other submissions and a decision would be made then. I was now very excited. Then she told me she looked into what happened with the first book I sent in. She said an individual made their own decision to bypass the process and reject the book. That person was spoken to and scolded for doing so. And she ended the conversation apologizing for what happened but she was excited that the book did get into the process. So the question comes up what the hell was going on. Well the temple president that I had the falling out with was on the federation board, was on the CHAI committee and knew everybody in Jewish circles in Rochester including the people leading the book festival. I don't like making false accusations, I do not believe in conspiracies, but how else could all this shit happen without all the links back to this person. To this day she has me blacklisted anything related to the Jewish Federation. People tell me that is not true. But how else do you explain all this shit. I was just at the annual Jewish Film Festival a few weeks ago, and had to experience the people ignoring and walking away from us with the exception of one couple we did speak with.
In July 2023, when I was rejected from being allowed to join the Chai committee for the third time, and knowing why, I decided this grudge and vengeance had to come to an end. And the only way it could end was if I made the first move. So I sent handwritten personal notes to the four key people involved. I told them that I wanted to bring all the mutual bad feelings to an end. That I wanted to start a reconciliation process. I asked that we each meet one on one as the starting process. And I said if each of us can respectfully talk this out with each other and try to meet each other half way we could put all this behind us. And I put all four notes in the mail. One person replied that he really thought hard about it, but saw everything that happened as my doing and saw no reason or need to pursue any reconciliation. Another told me I was guilty of insubordination and refused to accept the authority of the temple president so I should be the one appologizing to everyone. He also implied that my note saying Temple Sinai was dead to me, was wishing he and the others were dead. I clearly said the institution was dead to me. So reconconciliation there. The other two did not reply at all. I still did not give up. By this time the president I worked with completed her term, and there were now two co-presidents. I new both of them very well. One I knew from working at Kodak also. I reached out to them and asked to meet for coffee. They agree and we met I told them I reached out to people to try to reconcile and was unsuccessful. I asked if they might be willing to help facilitate some mutual dialog. We also talked about some of the things that happened. They told me there were lots of bad feelings towards me, but that they were never in the loop of whatever was going on. The also told me that the temple still stood by the Yarhzeit episode never happening. And they told me this was all personal stuff that really did not directly involve the temple. I explained to them that this was not personal stuff because I was employed by the temple at the time. And as the former employer the temple is legally involved. I explained that it is illegal for an employer to harrass or bully any employee. I also said it was illegal for a former employer to retaliate against a former employee in any way. I did not say any of this in a threatening way. I was just trying to explain how things work because most leaders of small non-profits don't know all this legal stuff. We left things that they would look into it and get back to me. Neither did. So while I still carry the hurt and even some anger, I have moved on. All of this going back to my childhood experiences with that synogogue have convinced me that organized religion is all about power and hypocracy. While there are some good sincere clergy in all faiths out there, when we look at the overall track record of clergy, it's one of taking advantage of people in many ways. Some even in evil ways with children. I've concluded spirituality comes from within. If you have to get spirituality through a third party, they will most like take advantage of you for their own gain. Again there are some rare exceptions. 
As I try to confront things and find my real self, the symptoms are fighting back. They’re doing everything they can to stop me. Especially the physical symptoms. The headaches. The hair pain. The fog. The feeling like something is physically attacking me from the inside. It’s never been this bad. It’s as if the trauma is screaming, desperate not to be exposed. My body is resisting the truth even as my mind tries to bring it forward.
Some days, I wonder if I’ll make it through. I don’t say that lightly. The pressure is real. The pain is real. But so is the small voice that refuses to disappear. The one that says: Don’t stop. Keep going.
I It wasn’t just any desk. It was his place—his command center, his shield, his sanctuary. And now it’s mine.
Growing up, I always saw my father at his desk. It wasn’t particularly grand, but it had a presence. It was where he sorted mail, read the newspaper, balanced his accounts, paid bills, and quietly processed the world. He didn’t say much, but his mind was always working. That desk was a portal into his thoughts, even if unspoken.
I didn’t understand it then, but I do now. That was his place to disappear, to breathe, to feel in control of something in a life that had often been out of control. And when he was there, it was hard to interrupt him. It was like walking into someone else’s private world—one that kept them sane.
Now, after all these years, I’ve inherited more than just the physical desk. I’ve inherited the instinct. I sit at mine in much the same way. I don’t know how or when it became so important to me, but over time, it became the only space where I feel fully myself—or at least less exposed.
This desk holds more than just pens, files, and screens. It holds the echoes of my thoughts, my research, my writing, and my silence. Especially my silence.
I’m not comfortable in the rest of the house. I move through it, but I don’t feel at home. My wife decorates and arranges. I nod and accept. But I retreat to this desk—the place where no one expects anything of me. It’s where I don’t have to perform, explain, or pretend. And lately, that’s been a lifeline.
I think my father felt the same. Maybe he didn’t know how to express it either. Maybe silence was all he had too. Maybe that desk was his therapy.
And now it’s mine.


Chapter 21: The Road Ahead
I never thought I’d write this far. Not just in terms of chapters, but in truth. I had no idea how much I’d buried, how much I needed to say. And even now, after everything I’ve uncovered, I know I’m not done.
The road ahead isn’t smooth. It still holds potholes and sharp turns. There are days I fall back into the fog—days where exhaustion creeps in, where my mind short-circuits, where my body aches with old fear. But now, I recognize the signs. I don’t blame myself for them.
That’s new.
But the truth is—I’m still a mess.
As I try to confront things and find my real self, the symptoms are fighting back. They’re doing everything they can to stop me. Especially the physical symptoms. The headaches. The hair pain. The fog. The feeling like something is physically attacking me from the inside. It’s never been this bad. It’s as if the trauma is screaming, desperate not to be exposed. My body is resisting the truth even as my mind tries to bring it forward.
Some days, I wonder if I’ll make it through. I don’t say that lightly. The pressure is real. The pain is real. But so is the small voice that refuses to disappear. The one that says: Don’t stop. Keep going.
I’ve also realized I can’t do this alone anymore. I’ve lived my whole life without anyone I could truly confide in. My wife has never understood. She’s changed too. She sees me as different, as someone who doesn’t function like “normal” people. She calls me out for tuning out, assuming it’s deliberate. When I try to explain, I get judgment and a list of corrections. She believes this is all a matter of choice—as if I could just decide to be different and everything would be fixed. If it were that easy, I would’ve done it decades ago.
Lately, she’s begun to feel more and more like my mother. Judging me. Correcting me. Trying to control things. And to some degree, I understand. She’s angry with how I’ve behaved all these years. She doesn’t understand that it’s not about choices. It’s about pain. When she sees me doing the same things again and again, she gets frustrated and mad—and eventually, we both get angry with each other.
But when I try to talk about my emotions—my depression, even suicide—it isn’t real to her. It always circles back to what I should do differently. If I exercised, had more friends, took walks, opened up more—then it would all go away. That’s what she believes. And when I try to explain or defend myself, she gets even more upset. So I stay silent.
She is no different than most people who have no experience with depression and trauma. The behaviors make no sense. The nightmares make no sense. And what makes "normal" people feel better is assumed to be the same solution for us. What they don't understand is that walking may feel good while I walk, but it makes no difference afterward. Physical exertion when you're already tired and drained all the time—when you're using all your energy just to do the things you have to do—isn't an incentive. It's more draining.
Imagine going running when you have the flu. It's not going to help with the flu, and it'll only make you feel worse by draining the energy you need to get through it. That's what this feels like. This is why I don't accept or trust that anyone who hasn't experienced depression or trauma will truly understand. Their advice, while well-intentioned, is often way off base. If you have a traumatic brain injury from an accident, war, or something else, people understand. Depression and trauma are damage to the way our brains are wired. We need to rewire the brain to change anything. That's what real healing takes.
Silence keeps the peace. Not really—but it allows us to tolerate each other.
Since retirement, there are far fewer things I have to do. So when I don’t have to do anything, I spend time at my desk and computer. Often writing. Often reading things online. Researching things. My desk is my safe place. I don’t feel comfortable anywhere else in the house. It’s also the best place for me to remain silent.
That need for silence, for space, for retreat—I know where I got that from. My father. He was the same. He never asked questions. He never pushed. But I watched him withdraw into his own spaces. He kept his pain inside. He suffered quietly. And now, I see how much I’ve done the same. I’ve inherited not just his desk, but his emotional survival strategy.
I know I can’t keep walking this same path. I’ve been juggling two choices—one of them terrifying. Ending it to end the pain crosses my mind often. More than often. In the past six months, I’ve thought about it seriously, even made plans. Twice, I came close. But deep down, I don’t want to end my life. I want to end the pain so I can finally live a life that’s mine.
That realization keeps pulling me back. But so does fear. Fear of opening the door to trauma-informed therapy. Fear of discovering what else is hiding. So I retreat back into survival. And the pain grows worse.
This circle—this loop—has worn me down. But I’ve made a decision. I can’t keep choosing inaction. I’ve taken the first step. I made the phone calls. I set the appointment. I will begin trauma-informed therapy. It’s terrifying. But necessary.
What’s also new is how I move forward. I don’t charge ahead like I used to, trying to prove I’m okay. I go slowly. Intentionally. With care. I rest when I need to. I listen to my body. I hold space for the parts of me that are still scared.
I used to think healing meant returning to who I was. Now I know it means becoming who I was always meant to be.
There’s still grief. There’s still loneliness. There’s still a longing for connection that feels effortless and safe. But I no longer think I’m broken because I want those things. I think I’m human.
I don’t know what the next chapters will hold. But for the first time, I’m not afraid to find out. I know where I’ve been. I know what I’ve survived. And I know who I am—because I finally stopped running from my own story.
The road ahead is mine to walk.
And I’m trying to walk it—even if every step still hurts.
Legacy of Silence And this isn’t just personal—it’s documented. Studies show that second-generation Holocaust survivors are at significantly higher risk for anxiety, depression, and PTSD. In one U.S. study of adult children of Holocaust survivors, 18% reported generalized anxiety, 14% reported major depression, and 7.4% met the criteria for PTSD—nearly twice the national average. Others report higher rates of depressive episodes, sleep disorders, and emotional numbness. Scientists have found possible signs of inherited trauma on a biological level—especially changes in stress-related genes like FKBP5 and NR3C1—suggesting that trauma may alter how stress is processed across generations, though the precise mechanisms remain under study. We are not imagining this. We are carrying it, in our cells and in our silence. My mother had classic PTSD—but no one used that word then. What we saw instead were her triggers: the sudden shifts, the cold silence, the sharp outbursts that seemed to come from nowhere. Holidays were hard. Crowds made her anxious. She couldn’t sit still. And if we were too happy, too loud, too free—something in her would snap. She had lived like prey for years. Hiding in barns. Listening to dogs bark. Praying the wrong knock wouldn’t come. That trauma never left her body. And it seeped into our home like gas—colorless, odorless, deadly. I grew up on edge. Not because she didn’t love me—but because love was tangled up with fear. Joy felt dangerous. Relaxing felt selfish. Her unspoken pain became the background noise of my life. I didn’t know it had a name. But now I do. And I carry it still. Her behavior didn’t just affect our immediate family. It alienated the few relatives we had left. Family tensions escalated on both sides of the family, and relationships splintered. What little extended family remained became distant or inaccessible. That further isolated me, making it nearly impossible to build or maintain meaningful relationships with them. That early experience of isolation didn’t just impact my social life—it became the blueprint for how I experienced relationships and emotional closeness later on. When your foundation is fractured by silence and disconnection, it’s hard to trust that true connection is possible. That legacy became a lens through which all future relationships and emotional closeness were viewed—with caution, fear, and a sense of inevitability that I would always be misunderstood or alone. My parents' silence didn’t protect me. It magnified the mystery of who I was. I didn’t have much of a living extended family. Most of them had been murdered in the Holocaust. Many lived in Israel. I had no cousins I saw regularly. I didn’t grow up surrounded by extended family gatherings or people who shared my history. For the many who perished, I didn’t know most of their names. I didn’t know their stories. There were no heirlooms, no traditions, no family photographs—just fragments. Just silence. Just the unease that lived in our home and in my bones. Becoming Myself—and the Cost of It I didn’t realize I was carrying inherited trauma until much later in life. For most of my adulthood, I just thought I was broken. Too sensitive. Awkward. Quiet. I avoided social situations and never felt like I fit in. I didn’t have the language to name what I was feeling. I didn’t know why I was always overwhelmed by numbness I couldn’t explain. More than anything, I didn’t feel like I belonged—anywhere. Not at school, not in my family, not even in my own skin. Looking back, I used to wonder if I was on the spectrum. I struggled socially. I often felt disconnected. But now I know—I wasn’t autistic. I was numb. I wasn’t disinterested—I was guarded. I had no hobbies. I hated structure. I wore my identity like a costume. I became who I needed to be in each moment. I didn’t live—I functioned. I performed. My biggest compensation was the constant drive to overachieve. It wasn’t fueled by ambition, but by an insatiable hunger to please others—not myself. And it was exhausting. But becoming myself also took a toll. After restarting therapy in 2000—a turning point that helped me begin shedding the mask—I began speaking up with my true thoughts and opinions. That therapy helped me reconnect with parts of myself I had long buried, especially the quiet strength I had seen in my father. I began to realize that the part of him I had admired—the steady, grounded presence—was also inside me, just hidden beneath layers of fear and self-doubt. That realization helped me shift how I showed up in the world. I did less to please others. And that got me in trouble—at work and in other places. I was no longer the pleaser. I pushed back. I disagreed. And people didn’t like that. It hurt the remainder of my career. And it too was exhausting. I started to take risks—some that I shouldn’t have. In 2007, I bought a business after parting ways with Kodak, a company collapsing under its own failure. At the time, I told myself it was the pursuit of a dream. Maybe it was. Or maybe it was just a desperate attempt to prove I wasn’t broken. But just a year later, the 2008 economic crash hit, and everything unraveled. Still, I saw it through. For 11 years, I worked relentlessly just to survive. I repaid the debt. I held the line. In the end, “winning” meant selling the business and breaking even after more than a decade of backbreaking effort. But emotionally, the experience erased years of healing. This time, the failure felt like it was entirely mine. And I turned on myself. The voice that used to be my mother’s—sharp, critical, unrelenting—was now my own. I’m still working my way out of this emotional downfall. The truth is, no one has been able to help. And maybe they can’t. It’s on me now—to make peace with my life, my failures, and the choices I can’t take back. No one else can do that work. I have to find my own way forward. And I am determined to do so.  Living With the Shadow Suicide is one of the most misunderstood experiences in human existence. It terrifies people, so they avoid talking about it—until it's too late. And then, almost every time, they say the same thing: "I didn't see it coming." But those of us who live with depression know the truth—it's always there. Suicide is not a thought that arrives suddenly. It’s a quiet presence that never leaves. A shadow that follows us through every room, every season, every moment of pretending we're okay. It’s not about wanting to die. It’s about not knowing how to live with the weight you’re carrying. It’s like being in physical pain so unbearable you would do anything to make it stop. The only difference is that the pain isn’t visible—and so no one believes it’s real. Everyone has a different threshold. A redline. And when it’s crossed, the collapse can be silent. Because depression doesn’t always look like despair. It looks like someone smiling, going to work, keeping up appearances. It looks like functionality. And that’s why people miss the signs. Not because they don’t care—but because they’ve never been there. It’s no different than unbearable physical pain—so overwhelming that death feels like the only escape.  Each person has a different threshold for pain, and when that threshold is passed, the world can go dark very quickly. From the outside, this might look irrational to someone who hasn’t lived with depression. But if you’ve ever been there, you know it makes a painful kind of sense. When Help Hurts What often makes it worse is the well-meaning help from others—friends, family, even professionals—who try to fix things without understanding them. I’m not writing this to blame anyone. I’m writing to explain what it’s really like—so that help can actually feel like help. And what makes it even worse is when those closest to you start to tell you that you’re the problem—because you’re not doing what they think is the solution. Their words may come from love, but they often feel like scolding or judgment. They act like the answer is simple. They think we’re lazy. That we don’t care about ourselves. They bring up things we said or did in the past, during our lowest moments, as if they were proof of our character. But they never ask what’s going on in our minds. They never ask how we’re feeling. They never ask if we’re okay. Over time, you begin to pull away—not out of resentment, but because the pressure to 'feel better' becomes too much. For me, this is complicated. Some of those people were deeply close. And while I won’t name them here, their responses often made the pain worse, not better. They believed they were helping, but instead made me feel judged, misunderstood, or even blamed. They wanted me to get better in a way that made sense to them. But depression doesn’t follow someone else’s roadmap. What they thought was support felt like disapproval. And because I cared about them, the hurt ran deeper. I stayed silent to protect them—but I also stayed silent to protect myself. I’ve protected people I care about by staying silent—but silence never heals. This is my truth, not an accusation. The things people say, even those closest to you, can deepen the wound instead of healing it. "Go outside." "Get some exercise." "Try yoga." "Don’t think so much." "Stay busy." "Be more positive." Is that the advice you would give someone with a serious physical injury in deep pain?  Of course not. You would know the pain needs immediate treatment. There would be empathy. And there would be listening to what you had to say.  They mean well, but it doesn’t feel that way. It feels like pressure. Like you’re failing again—this time at being 'better.' The more they try to help, the more alone you feel. Because their help isn’t connection—it’s correction. It feels like judgement and rejection. Like failure. Like loneliness doubling down. Judgment and criticism only fuel the feeling of worthlessness. And those offering advice often don’t realize that, at its lowest points, depression makes even the simplest acts—getting up, showering, eating, responding—feel huge. We are doing everything we can just to get through each day. Existing becomes effort. Surviving becomes an act of endurance. Suicide isn’t weakness. It’s not attention-seeking. It’s the last language of someone who doesn’t know how else to be heard. People expect pain to be dramatic. Often it’s not. It looks like stillness. Like productivity. Like someone smiling, going to work, functioning—while dying inside. People don’t understand that. They see stillness and say: go for a walk, take up a hobby. Try smiling. Focus on the positives. But these aren’t solutions—they’re translations of someone else’s comfort zone. And you can’t fix what you don’t understand. So here’s what I know now: healing isn’t just about the past. It’s about now. It’s about being honest, not just with the world—but with ourselves. And here’s the reality we’re facing today: suicide is at record levels. And people act surprised. Even the so-called experts claim they don’t know why. But anyone who lives with depression knows why. It’s about pain—and the unbearable weight it brings. When that pain becomes greater than life itself, it can feel like there’s only one way out. Society has become cruel. Empathy is seen as weakness. Cruelty is rewarded as strength. People get demonized for the most insignificant reasons. Social media has become an emotional battlefield—amplifying cruelty, shaming vulnerability, and normalizing judgment. Children, teenagers, adults, veterans—no one is immune. The suicide statistics don’t lie. But still, no one wants to accept the answer. Because accepting it means acknowledging we mar be part of the cause. If you’re a second-generation Holocaust survivor carrying the weight of silence, trauma, or depression—reach out. You’re not alone. If you don’t know where to begin, start with this: tell someone. Find one person you trust. Or connect with me. I’ve created a space on my website for others like us to find each other. Because healing shouldn’t be a solo act. And if our leaders and institutions won’t build that space, we will. Because we’ve carried the silence long enough—and we deserve to be heard. We don’t need perfect words. We just need someone who listens. who begins to understand. and through that understanding help us climb out of our cave. If you’re carrying the silence too, know this—you don’t have to carry it alone forever. Lets connect and walk through this journey to together. integrate all this in notes for a book
The Mask of Achievement
Achievement became my currency—my way of buying moments of self-worth. It wasn’t about trophies or public recognition. It was about silencing the inner voice that told me I didn’t matter.
After Kodak and my automotive business, I took on roles that allowed me to step into the community spotlight—but always through the lens of service. I didn’t want the focus on me as a person; I wanted it on the cause, on the people I was helping.
From 1997 to 2006, I served on the board of Temple Sinai—three years as Vice President of Finance and four as President. Those four years as president were some of the happiest of my life. I felt purpose, connection, and the fragile glow of belonging I had been chasing since childhood.
But even in joy, I wore the mask. The careful words. The constant checking: Was I pleasing enough? Was I useful enough? Was I safe from rejection?
In 2016, I returned to Temple Sinai as Executive Director—what I thought was my dream role, the final piece of belonging. The first year and a half were filled with meaning. But everything changed when a new board president arrived. The environment turned toxic, poisoned by power struggles and manipulation. Instead of the open, collective culture this leader claimed to support, she believed in ultramicromanagement and autocracy. She manipulated people and set them up to argue with each other—telling different people different things to create conflict. There were two things she and I had strong disagreements over. One was bypassing the board on many issues, including financial matters. The second was defending a custodian who stole from the temple, verbally threatened people (including me), spat in the water glass he provided for the cantor because he did not like her, and—worst of all—physically assaulted me inside the temple, telling me point blank, "I can do anything I want to anybody because the president will always support me." This person was also violent and abusive to his wife, and was accused of abusing neighbor dogs where he lived. None of this mattered to the president and the clergy and a few other officers. I still cannot understand how they stood by this one individual and not with someone they knew for over 26 years, was on the board, was a past president and now Executive Director. The real answer was his flattering personality. He sucked up to and flattered who he viewed as the important people. At first I thought it was sincere. But then I saw the game and when I called him out on it, he started making false accusations about me or misrepresenting or twisting things I said. In the beginning I really liked this person. He did work hard in the beginning and had financial struggles. He would share his struggles with me and I would give him personal money out of my pocket to help him out. Then things changed when I saw the real him. There was also one other incident that the president blew way out of proportion to hurt me. I signed a document for the office manager in her absence, but ended up not using it and waiting until she returned. She saw the version I signed and complained to the president. I was called in and chewed out. I pointed out that the document was never used. But paper was put in my file that I put the temple at great legal risk. The irony of this, is people signed for each other all the time, on letters, announcements, etc. It was common for people to sign for the president on documents. I many times had office staff sign for me. There was never an issue until this. And the real irony is the office manager did sign the document while she made the complaint. I think the president put her up to filing the complaint.
I was reprimanded for being biased against a Black employee according to her. And yet it was me who had hired all the very first Black employees at the temple. Other custodians were also complaining about this man, but my hands were tied. After I left, three other people quit. Still, the temple board saw nothing, heard nothing, and didn’t want to know anything. What I witnessed answered a question that had haunted me: How do terrible things happen in religious institutions—like children being abused in churches—and instead of protecting the victims, leadership protects the perpetrators?
During the summer of 2018, the pressure at the temple was increasing. The president was giving me more to do knowing I was already overloaded and working endless hours. I was building an addition on my house and that also added pressure. There were several times I had to cancel vacation days because I was told to write grants for the Education Director who was always given the summer off. In the past he would be asked to work and paid for it. This was deliberate to further put stress and pressure on me. And as this continued, my triggers came back. I began to view this president like my mother. I pushed back and stood up for myself. And that pissed her off even more. I fell back into deep depression.
I asked for a meeting with her and a vice president telling them I was exhausted, stressed out, and near my breaking point. I was told that if I could not handle my job, I should leave. No empathy. In fact, she was thrilled that what she was doing was working. She had told me in the past that she worked in her father's business and never fired an employee because they almost always collected unemployment even when fired. Her approach was to make life so miserable that they would quit. And she was proud of how it almost always worked. So I knew that’s what she was doing to me.
My emotional state was a mess, and I am sure others at the temple saw that. My therapist had me coming more often because he was worried about me. In August of 2018, he told me I had to quit and get out. Otherwise, I was at risk of another breakdown. I was having suicidal thoughts again. But I was stubborn and believed I could work it out. Or ride it out until the president's term ended in July 2019. But it just got worse. People on the staff were told to bypass me and work directly with her and the VP of Administration, who was totally owned by the president.
When I returned from a vacation at the end of October, I was demoted, without any board discussion or approval. My contract said I worked for the board and reported to the president. I approached the Rabbi to talk and he walked away from me. The next day I was told by the VP of Administration that temple leadership and the clergy lost confidence in me. The next day, a Friday, he came in again to chew me out about a situation. So I had it. I submitted my resignation effective the end of the year.
But they could not just accept that without doing more. Over the weekend the president criticized me about some things, ignoring the fact she accepted my resignation. Monday morning, the Vice President of Administration was there first thing to chew me out again. I reached my breaking point. I said "fuck you" and walked out of the building. I was done. And that pissed them off even more. They ordered all board members, even friends, not to contact me or talk with me, saying that would be interfering with a personnel matter. Friends I would contact no longer returned calls or emails. I was told by one person working in the office that all kinds of dirt was being generated on me. It was just like the politics in Washington today.
What they don't know—and probably will never care about—is that the Monday evening after I walked out was the closest I ever came to taking my own life. It makes me wonder how many others they did that to and if they were the cause of people who did take their lives within the temple community. We will never know.
What happened at Temple Sinai emotionally crashed me. I fell from the highest emotional high to the lowest emotional low. The joy drained out of me. The old feelings of worthlessness came roaring back, stronger than ever. I felt bitter, betrayed by people I had opened my armor to—people I believed were friends. To protect themselves, they focused on attacking my reputation. They made up false rumors and gossip. The board president involved was very influential in the Jewish community and on other boards. She made sure I was blacklisted and unwelcome in those organizations.
Even after writing my book, I was shunned by the Holocaust remembrance group I had asked to participate in. People with no direct connection to the Holocaust were welcomed, yet I was told I did not clear the “screening process.” When I submitted my book to the local Jewish Book Festival, it was quickly rejected. Only later, when a committee member happened to read it, I was asked why I hadn’t submitted it. I had. But the outside influence kept the book from even reaching the committee.
That experience only reinforced what I already knew: one person with bad intentions can poison not just one, but many organizations. And in her case, her influence wasn’t rooted in talent or meaningful accomplishments—it was driven by donations.
The culture in Israel was also different. Because of the sacrifices made in the 1948 War of Independence, many holocaust survivors fought in that war, many died, and the never ending sniper and terrorist attacks, and constant threat of war, Israeli’s live for today. Families were very close, friendships were close, and they focused on enjoying and appreciating every moment of their life. Fun was the norm. So they worked hard to build and defend their country, but balanced that with living life to its fullest. Studies show that Holocaust survivors who went to Israel, had a much easier time integrating with society, and had fewer and much less severe emotional impact that lingered on. My bar mitzvah was one big happy party. But I did not know most of the people there, especially the friends from my parents hometowns. But everyone including my parents were happy and having a great time. That made me feel great. I felt like a whole different person being with my family in Israel.
My mother started to change dramatically. She became more angry at life in general, other people and started taking it out on me. I would come home from school and tell her about my day and she would get made at me. I started hearing that I had it too good, I did not know what real suffering is like, and that life is not about having fun or doing what you enjoy. Sometimes she would start reflecting very bitterly about the childhood she lost, and the life she lost and would never have. And somehow it was now all my fault. I was now perceived as just an American Jew to her, no longer her son. I would hear how much I disrespected her, upset her, and on and on. I could not figure out what I was doing wrong. And soon after school became the two of us arguing. And then my mother would say, “oh my god you’re giving me a heart attach” and she would clench her chest as she was having a heart attack. And when I shut up, she was fine. At first this scared the shit out of me. Then I realized after many repeating times it was not real. My way of coping with this was not coming home from school. I would stay for afterschool activities or go to friend’s houses. Some of my friend’s mothers became surrogate mothers to me. I would then come home for dinner when I knew my father would be home. There were time when she told my father that I yelled at her and was disrespectful. I never got to tell my side of the story. My father would get made and scold me, sometimes ground me. That made me even angrier at my mother. I felt like I hated her. And I believed she hated me. My emotional and phyisicalk decline continued. My near photographic memory was deteriorating. I could no longer look at things or read things and remember. My processing of things got messed up. My hearing was 100% fine, but if people just interrupted whatever I was doing to say something to me, I could not process it unless I had my full attention on what they were saying. I would then say what or could you repeat that, and focus on their words. Then I could process it. I still have to do that to this day. I became terrified of attention or being in the spotlight. While I used to love being on stage for music or theater, I was now terrified of it. I would shake and hear my heart pounding when I had to speak in from of the class, or when I knew people were watching me. Part of this may have been puberty but not all. My voice got much deeper and my speech got slower. I had to think ahead about what I was going to say before I said anything. I could no longer hold a tune or sing. Some kids would mock out my changed voice. The headaches became more prevalent as headaches almost all the time. Even my hair started to hurt. I stopped wearing hats because that made the pain worse. And my personality flipped. I became an extreme introvert and no longer the kid who loved attention and spoke too much. By the end of 8th grade I was a totally different person than I was in 7th grade, before we went to Israel. Doctors would not take anything I was telling them seriously. So I learned to cope with it. If the pain cannot be stopped I learned how to just ignore it and carry on. Like living next to a railroad track you don’t hear the noise anymore. I dropped out of band, orchestra and choir and got involved with the A/V club. I like working with projectors and equipment and it was a behind the scenes thing to do. It created no attention. I focused on overperforming and building my identity around roles I had to play, jobs I had to do, whatever I needed to do to succeed. And I was successful at doing that. But it sucked a lot of emotional and physical energy out of me. It was exhausting. I also found that physical activity made me feel worse, mental activity made me feel better. So I avoided athletics and focused on school. I decided to become an engineer. Because that challenged me mentally I was very successful as an engineer.
I have understood trauma informed therapy for many years. I was on the board and board president of a local non-profit that focused on domestic violence and abuse. It was a realtively new, stuggling organization that developed a whole new approach to healing victims of domestic violance and abuse. The traditional models focused on getting the victim to leave the home, with children to a temporary safe place and then start a new life. Since most programs were funded with state, federal, and local govenment funds, there was no innovation. Like everything else in the government domain, bandaids are the focus, not cures. Root causes of problems are ignored.
And as a result domestic violence and abuse was a repeating cycle. Those who grew up in abusive households were most likely to connect with abusive partners. And most who are living abusive lives focus on survival and not getting out. And those who do get out, are moved to a safe place, restart their lives, end up getting back into an abusive relationship. It can be an endless cycle. This organization was founded by a survior of domestic violence and abuse. She grew up with it, she married an abusive partner. She got our. And she studied and researched domestic violence and abuse and the repetive cycle. She can to realize that the only way to break the cycle was therapy focuses on helping victims understand they dynamics of abusive releationships and the repeat cycle. The goal became developed a therapy process that helped victims understand and internalize the feelings and triggers that created their attraction for abusive partners. And with that understanding came the tools to break the cycle. Self-esteem, a focus on the trauma and how to change thoughts and behaviors broke the cycle. She worked with experts on this model and it was successful for her. She broke the cycle for herself in a deliberate way. She then went on to convince a church to found an organization based on this model. The University of Rochester and Rochester Institute of Technology were brought in to collect data and validate the therapy model. They found it was successful for over 80 percent of the participants. It was viewed as voo doo therapy by the so called experts and the primary organizations involved in domestics violence and abuse. But papers were written, the data circulated in national circles and the approach started getting embraced. Ultimately the organization merged into a much larger organization. So I understood trauma informed therapy which is what this really was, but at the time the term did not exist. And I even came to know that people like me, people with any kind of trauma needed this kind of therapy. But even knowing that, I refused to pursue it. I had no clue what cycle I was trying to break. It's obvious with domestic violence and abuse, war related PTSD, and other trauma. But it's not obvious with inherited trauma which is the most deniable trauma.
Add that for years I could not embrace people or hug them. It was something that make me not only uncomfortable but scared me. My parents never embraced in any way in front of me. I can't remember ever seeing them kiss. Most survivor marriages happened right after liberation when surviving men and women were left without families. Many had lost their spouses. So there was a strong need to recreate a family so survivors would marry after meeting. There was no time to build any kind of relationship or love. It was a sense of duty. No different than arranged marrages. Over time the true relationship developed. They learned to love each other in their own ways. Was it the love of "soul mates." Most often not. I used to always question whether my parents really loved each other. My parents each had their own worlds to focus on. My father focused on his business. My mother the house and raising my brother and me. 
I was sent to different doctors who did tests and all concluded there was nothing wrong with me. they called it nerves. 5. Israel was the most fun I ever had in my life. And I felt loved and surrounded by a family I did not have at home. I had lots of personal conversations with my aunts, uncles and cousins in ways I never never had at home. I I saw first hand how different my mother was from the rest of her family. They moved on with their lives while she remained stuck in the past. I realized she always spoke bitterly about the past, and never talked about the future. It hit me hard when we returned to Syracuse that all that family and sense of love and support was now gone. I kept thinking I may never see my grandparents again. And I never did. My mother kept control of all communications with her letters. It never even occured to me to write my own letters. So I had no contact with the family. 6. survivors in israel were like and extended family who got together and remained connected all the time. I found my fathers letters latter when researching my book.
And here’s something else: don’t be the person who’s always focused on being right—on proving others wrong, on needing to win instead of connect. Especially when it comes to depression, don’t assume your approach is the fix. It’s not as simple as telling someone to be more active, take on a hobby, exercise, or just “do something.” And don’t scold someone for “checking out”—you’ll only make them feel worse, and retreat even deeper. Depression is not a debate. It’s not a contest of opinions, or a war over personal theories about laziness or willpower. It’s not about not wanting to be okay. It’s a human condition. It lives in the space where empathy should be—but too often isn’t. People understand severe physical pain and how difficult it is to tolerate it. There are situations where people have been injured and they physical pain is so severe, they want their life to end to stop the pain. Most people get that. What they don't get is depression and emotional pain is just as bad. Only its not visible. Each individual has a threshold, a red line, where the pain inside is so severe that ending ones life is the only way out. It happens quickly, without warning, without drama. Everyone who suffers from depression thinks about suicide all the time. Some will develop a plan, just in case. Some will hit the threshold, the red line and make an attempt but not follow through. And some cross that red line so painfully, they have to end it fast. To the people who say that is selfish, think about it. We put animals down when they suffer. Yet we don't understand that humans suffering severe physical or mental pain are suffering also.
Studies show that second-generation Holocaust survivors are at significantly higher risk for anxiety, depression, and PTSD. Some studies show nearly double the national average. And researchers have even found changes in stress-regulation genes like FKBP5 and NR3C1, suggesting trauma can leave a biological imprint—passed silently from one generation to the next. My mother had classic PTSD—but no one used that word then. What we saw instead were her triggers: the sudden shifts, the cold silence, the sharp outbursts. Holidays were hard. Crowds made her anxious. If we were too happy or too loud, something in her would snap. She had lived like prey for years. And that trauma never left her body. It seeped into our home like gas—colorless, odorless, deadly. Love was tangled up with fear. Joy felt dangerous. Relaxing felt selfish. Her unspoken pain became the background noise of my life. It wasn’t just our home. Her behavior pushed away what little family we had left. Relationships splintered. The isolation deepened. It didn’t just affect my childhood—it shaped how I experienced closeness, relationships, trust. It became my blueprint. I didn’t know the names of the people we lost. I didn’t know their stories. There were no heirlooms, no rituals, no photographs—just fragments. Just silence.
obviously thought it was acceptable too.
My mother developed a bitterness toward American Jews, seeing their treatment not as acceptance—but as quiet segregation of survivors. They treated her as different—and damaged. She had no higher education. She had an accent. She represented a generation of Jews that didn’t fit the narrative of upwardly mobile American Jewish success. Survivors had to create their own Jewish communities among themselves. They became known as the "Greena"—Yiddish for "new," just starting out.
I viewed fellow Jews as cruel. I found non-Jews far more accepting. All of my friends were non-Jews. I was accepted and welcomed at my friends’ Christmas dinners—but not with Jewish kids for Jewish holidays. It was a strange kind of exile—feeling more at home at a Christmas dinner than at a Passover seder.
And while the Jewish community often said Never Forget, many survivors were viewed more as obstacles to assimilation than people in need of support. Holocaust survivors were seen as reminders of a past that many American Jews were trying to distance themselves from. Second-generation survivors like me were caught in the middle—different, and treated differently, without understanding why. We grew up absorbing pain we didn’t yet have words for, sensing that we didn’t quite belong even among our own.
The Jewish community wanted the stories of Holocaust survivors—as proof, as defense, as a way to fight antisemitism. But they often didn’t want the survivors themselves, or the emotional aftermath we carried. Those stories were collected late, often only after they became culturally acceptable, even trendy. It made the community feel better. But did it help the survivors? Did it help their children? I’m not so sure.
It isn’t something you cure. It’s something you learn to understand. You figure out what triggers it, and you figure out how to manage it. But you can’t do it alone. You have to shed the people who create the triggers and refuse to understand your reality. You have to surround yourself with people who do understand—and who help rebuild your sense of worth and confidence. That list of people will be small. Especially in today’s world. But until the toxic people are out of your life, the toxins will remain in you. Healing begins when the people around you actually ask, and actually care, whether you’re okay. And let’s be honest: everyone who suffers from depression thinks about suicide. Don’t believe anyone who says that’s not the case. The degree, the frequency, and whether someone ever attempts it may vary—but the thought is always there. People sometimes ask me, “How could you—you, the child of Holocaust survivors—even think about suicide?” And the answer is simple: it’s because I’m their child. I carry not only their strength—but also their pain. Unprocessed. Inherited. Internalized. A story that was never told still finds its way into your bloodstream. And the silence, the loss, the pressure to “carry on”—it builds. Until escape becomes a temptation. Even now—after all the writing, all the therapy, all the soul-searching—there are days when I wake up with that same weight pressing down. It’s not dramatic. It doesn’t scream. It just is. Like gravity. Some days I can handle it. I push through. I laugh. I work. I connect. And some days I can’t. I go quiet. I shut down. And I’ve learned that’s okay. That’s not weakness. That’s what depression does. Especially the kind passed down through generations like an unspoken inheritance. We live with this myth that healing is a finish line. That you go through something, work on it, and eventually arrive at “healed.” But healing is not a destination. It’s circular. It loops. It revisits. It drags old wounds back into the light just when you think they’re gone. There are no final chapters. Only a continuing journey toward understanding. And today—right now—we are failing that journey as a society. We are seeing record levels of suicide. And the headlines keep asking: Why? Experts throw around theories. They act baffled. But people who live with depression already know the answer. Suicide isn’t mysterious. Everyone with depression carries suicidal thoughts in the back of their mind. The trigger is simple: they reach a point where they feel they have no other choice. When people say they “didn’t see it coming,” what they’re really saying is: they didn’t realize that all people with depression have suicidal thoughts—and that each person has a threshold of pain beyond which they might act. If we want to prevent suicide, we must begin with that understanding. We must stop pretending suicidal thoughts are rare, and start talking about them as part of the human experience for those who suffer. Suicide must be discussed openly—not avoided like the elephant in the room. What’s changed in recent years isn’t the human condition. It’s the cruelty we tolerate. Cruelty and hate are everywhere. Empathy is seen as weakness. Social media turns it all into theater—amplifying cruelty to unbearable levels. People are bullied. Humiliated. Ambushed. Veterans come home with wounds both visible and invisible. Young people are judged before they’re even formed. Adults feel discarded in a society that values profit over people. Behind all of this are people suffering in silence. And here’s something else: don’t be the person who’s always focused on yourself—on being right, on proving others wrong, on needing to win instead of connect. Depression is not a debate. It’s not a contest of opinions or a war over who sees the world “correctly.” It’s a human condition. It lives in the space where empathy should be—but often isn’t. If someone points to the blue sky, don’t be the one who says, “Yeah, but what about that one cloud.” If someone says something is green, don’t waste your breath insisting it’s teal. That stuff doesn’t matter. It never did. So ask yourself—why is it so important to you to be right, to correct, to dominate? That’s not care. That’s control. And people in pain don’t need your corrections. They need your compassion. So no—we do know the major cause of suicide.We just don’t want to face it.And until we do, people like me—and maybe people like you—will keep carrying the shadows alone.
Don’t expect them to explain everything. Just be patient and consistent. Don’t assume because they look fine that they are fine. Smiles are masks. If you care about someone with depression, show up. Stay soft. Ask again. And remember—what feels small to you might be life-saving to them.
Even the Jewish community rarely does. A few years ago, I suggested starting a 2nd Gen support group to a local Jewish community leader. Their response was dismissive. They said, “Most 2nd Gen survivors already know each other. They talk about this stuff informally. Maybe a 3rd Gen group would be more relevant.” I didn’t grow up in Rochester. I don’t know the others. And even if I did—talking about trauma “on the side” isn’t the same as healing. It was also suggested that we were too old to start something like this now. Ironically, that was the same attitude people had about survivors when trauma first became a topic of study. The culture in Rochester goes back in time as one that believes if you were not born here, no matter how many years you lived here, you are not a true Rochesterian. It’s no different in the Jewish community. There are very few 2nd Gen support groups in the U.S., and as survivors have mostly passed away, the Holocaust is viewed as “no longer relevant.” But depression doesn’t age out. Trauma doesn’t disappear. If anything, it becomes heavier with time. I believe the best therapy would be something like AA—gatherings of second-generation survivors, coming together regularly to speak openly, share demons, and recognize we are not alone. Only someone who is depressed can truly understand and relate to another person who is. And when there is a shared root, like inherited trauma, that understanding runs even deeper. Today, America is a brutal place to be vulnerable. We live in a polarized, hateful culture where empathy is viewed as weakness and hatred as strength. Differences are demonized. People are reduced to tribes. Everyone else is the enemy. Social media isn’t a space for connection—it’s a battlefield for destruction. And people suffering from depression and PTSD are caught in the middle of this chaos, further isolated, further wounded. It’s easy to dismiss depression from the outside. People say, “Just get up and do something,” or “Think positive,” as if we haven’t thought that a thousand times already. As if we wouldn’t love to wake up one day feeling light again—like we did before the weight settled in. Even worse are the criticisms from those closest to us: “You’re always checking out.” “You’re not paying attention.” “You’ve lost your common sense.” “Why are you always on your phone?” None of that helps. It only deepens the shame. It drives sufferers closer to their threshold of pain. Because depression has a red line—a trigger point—when the internal pain finally exceeds the will to continue. And in that moment, the person believes there is only one way to end it. That moment is not dramatic. It’s quiet. But it’s deadly. With depression and especially PTSD, anyone who says suicide was never seen coming is only acknowledging what they did not know. The reality is: people suffering from depression think about suicide constantly. They just don’t talk about it. Smiles are masks. When someone with depression shuts down, isolates, or goes silent—they are at their lowest. That is not the time to judge. That is the time to connect. If you really care, stop trying to fix. Stop criticizing. Stop making us feel more worthless than we already do. And most of all, stop assuming your version of logic applies to a mind twisted by darkness. Nothing will change until you find a way to connect—until they feel safe enough to let you in. If You Know Someone Living with Depression: What to Do—and What Not to Do ✅ What to do: Ask how they’re really doing emotionally. Not the typical hello how are you greeting. And mean it. Listen without fixing. Let them talk. Be present. Sometimes the most powerful thing you can say is: “I’m here.” Validate their pain. You don’t have to understand it. Just acknowledge it’s real. Check in more than once. One text isn’t enough. It’s the follow-up that counts. Respect their space, but don’t disappear. Let them lead the pace. Learn about depression. Don’t rely on myths. Educate yourself. Offer small gestures. A meal, a walk, a phone call. Little things matter more than grand ones. 🚫 What not to do: Don’t say “Just snap out of it” or “Stay positive.” It’s not a mindset issue. Don’t give unsolicited advice or compare struggles. This isn’t about you. Don’t minimize it. Depression isn’t “just sadness” or “a bad day.” Don’t disappear because you feel helpless. Your silence reinforces theirs. Don’t expect them to explain everything. Just be patient and consistent. Don’t assume because they look fine that they are fine. Smiles are masks. If you care about someone with depression, show up. Stay soft. Ask again. And remember—what feels small to you might be life-saving to them. This is my story. But it’s not just mine. It’s the story of so many of us who carry pain that never had a voice. Maybe it’s time we gave it one.
When Those Closest to You Just Don’t Get It
One of the hardest parts of depression isn’t the sadness itself—it’s the reaction of the people closest to you. Family. Friends. Partners. The ones who are supposed to know you best.
Most don’t understand it. Not really. They love you—but they don’t know how to handle your silence. They don’t know what to do when your face is blank or your energy is gone. They interpret your pain through their own lens—and that lens often gets it wrong.
Some try to fix you. “Why don’t you just go for a walk?” “You need to get out more.” “You have so much to be thankful for.” Their suggestions might be well-meaning, but they land like bricks. Because they make it sound like you’re choosing to feel this way. As if it’s a switch you can flip off.
Others grow frustrated. They say things like:
· “You’re always so distant.”
· “You’re never fully present.”
· “You don’t even seem to care anymore.”
· “You used to be fun.”
Or worse—they mock it. They label you “too sensitive,” “negative,” or “checked out.” They act like you’re a burden, like your sadness is something they have to tiptoe around. And eventually, some just pull away. They go quiet. They stop asking how you are. They stop including you.
And then, you feel even more broken. More isolated. More ashamed.
Even the people who stay often get it wrong. They want you to “bounce back.” To be the version of yourself they’re more comfortable with. But healing isn’t linear. Depression doesn’t work on their timeline.
And here’s the most painful part: sometimes, the people you love the most are the ones who reinforce the very silence that made you sick to begin with. Not because they don’t care—but because they’re afraid. Or impatient. Or too uncomfortable with emotions they don’t understand.
What people close to you often don’t realize is that we are already trying. Every day. Just getting out of bed is trying. Showing up is trying. Not giving up is trying. But when they dismiss, criticize, or withdraw, it makes the trying feel pointless.

Depression: A Shadow You Learn to Carry
Depression is not something you cure. It’s something you manage. It has highs and lows. It doesn’t knock—it settles. It becomes the air you breathe. And if you’re a child of trauma, especially inherited trauma, it gets more confusing. You carry pain that isn’t even yours—but it lives inside you anyway.
People like to define depression by clinical standards. Two weeks of low mood, they say. But that definition is absurd. Depression isn’t a time-limited visitor. It’s an invisible fog that settles into everything—your thoughts, your self-worth, your relationships. It’s waking up tired. It’s shrinking into yourself. It’s the dull ache of meaninglessness.
And let’s be honest: everyone who lives with depression thinks about suicide. Don’t believe anyone who says otherwise. The degree, the frequency, the danger—it varies. But the thought is there. Suicide isn’t mysterious. It’s the moment the pain outweighs the will to keep going. That moment is quiet. Not dramatic. But it is deadly.
Sometimes people ask me, “How could you—even you, the child of Holocaust survivors—think about suicide?” And the answer is simple: because I am their child. I carry not only their strength, but also their pain. Their fear. Their silence. Their survival, yes—but also their scars. It’s not weakness. It’s inheritance.

A Society That Fails to See
We live in a culture that rewards cruelty and punishes empathy. We shout at each other instead of listening. We dismiss each other’s pain. And we wonder why so many people feel invisible. Depression is not about being weak—it’s about being overwhelmed in a world that no longer makes space for vulnerability.
I once suggested starting a second-generation survivor support group to a Jewish community leader. I was told it wasn’t needed. That we all already knew each other. That it was “too late” for something like that. I didn’t grow up in Rochester. I didn’t know anyone. But even if I did, healing doesn’t happen “on the side.” Healing takes space. Support. Community. That attitude mirrored what survivors heard years ago: it’s over, move on, it’s not relevant anymore.
But trauma doesn’t age out. And depression doesn’t expire. If anything, it gets heavier over time. What we need is something like AA—a safe, shared space to speak, to feel seen, to say, “Me too.” Because only someone who’s walked through depression understands how dark it really gets. And when that depression is inherited—when it has roots in genocide, in silence, in grief—the need for connection becomes even more urgent.

If You Know Someone Living with Depression:
What to Do—and What Not to Do
✅ What to do:
· Ask how they’re really doing. And mean it. Then listen.
· Be present. Sometimes just saying “I’m here” is enough.
· Validate their pain. You don’t have to understand it—just acknowledge it.
· Check in again. One text isn’t enough. The follow-up is what counts.
· Respect their space, but don’t vanish. Let them set the pace.
· Learn about depression. Don't rely on myths or platitudes.
· Offer small gestures. A meal. A walk. A quiet visit. It matters.
🚫 What not to do:
· Don’t say “Just think positive” or “Snap out of it.”
· Don’t compare struggles or offer unasked-for advice.
· Don’t minimize it. This isn’t “just sadness.”
· Don’t disappear because you feel helpless. That silence reinforces theirs.
· Don’t expect them to explain everything. Be patient.
· Don’t assume a smile means they’re okay. Smiles are often masks.
If you care about someone with depression, show up. Stay soft. Ask again. And again. What feels small to you might be life-saving to them.
And the silence ends when we decide to speak. This article is how I begin—breaking the silence I’ve carried my whole life.
If you're struggling with depression, please know you're not alone. Talk to someone. Find a therapist you trust. Join a support group if you can.
And if you’re a second-generation Holocaust survivor—especially one who feels unseen or unheard—let's find each other. Let's create the safe spaces our communities have not. We can support each other, even if our leaders and institutions won't. We carry enough already. We shouldn’t have to carry it alone.
And for some of us, especially those who grew up in emotionally unpredictable homes, it’s not uncommon to find ourselves in adult relationships that feel eerily similar. Even if they’re not “abusive” by definition, they can still feel familiar in the worst ways—detached, critical, controlling, or filled with silence. When you live with depression, especially inherited trauma, you don’t always believe you deserve better. And sometimes, you don’t even recognize what’s happening until it’s too late. That’s not weakness. It’s a scar. And like all scars, it traces back to a wound that never healed right.
The science supports what we feel. Multiple studies have shown that adult children of Holocaust survivors are at significantly higher risk for PTSD, anxiety, and depression—despite not having lived through the war themselves. One landmark study found 15% of them met criteria for PTSD compared to 2% in the control group en.wikipedia.org. Meta-analyses show that having two survivor parents further increases vulnerability, particularly when maternal PTSD is a factor pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov+1tandfonline.com+1. Another survey reported 18% experienced generalized anxiety, and nearly 14% suffered major depression—far above baseline population rates psychiatryonline.org+3research.va.gov+3apa.org+3. Biological research even points to epigenetic and stress-hormone variations passed from generation to generation
And this isn’t just personal—it’s documented. Studies show that second-generation Holocaust survivors are at significantly higher risk for anxiety, depression, and PTSD. One major study found that 15% of 2G individuals met the clinical criteria for PTSD—compared to just 2% in the general population. Others report higher rates of depressive episodes, sleep disorders, and emotional numbness. Scientists have even found signs of inherited trauma on a biological level—changes in stress hormones and gene expression passed from parent to child. We are not imagining this. We are carrying it, in our cells and in our silence.
In 2007, I bought a business after parting ways with Kodak, a company collapsing under its own failure. At the time, it felt like the pursuit of a dream—I’d always loved cars, and I convinced myself this was my chance. But just a year later, the 2008 crash hit, and everything unraveled. Still, I saw it through. For 11 years, I worked relentlessly just to survive. I repaid the debt. I held the line. In the end, “winning” meant selling the business and breaking even after more than a decade of backbreaking effort. But emotionally, the experience erased years of healing. This time, the failure felt like it was entirely mine. And I turned on myself. The voice that used to be my mother’s—sharp, critical, unrelenting—was now my own.
Sometimes I wonder if I ever really allowed myself to grieve—grieve the childhood I didn’t have, the joy I couldn’t feel, the man I might’ve been without all the weight. I’ve spent so much of my life running from pain or burying it beneath productivity, success, and busyness. But pain finds its way back. It always does.
Physical exertion is something I avoid. My body and mind seem to reject it—something I can’t fully explain. Sitting still has always felt safer. Familiar. As if motion might stir up something I’m not ready to face. I’ve often been told to “get out more,” “do something fun,” “stay active.” But for someone living with depression, those suggestions feel like bandaids on a broken limb. When your energy is spent surviving the day, those things aren’t cures. They’re reminders of what you can’t reach—at least not yet.
And here’s the truth I’ve only recently been willing to face: writing, even as it’s helped me process and heal, has sometimes become a hiding place. A way to express without engaging. To feel without acting. To confront the pain without moving through it. So now, I’m trying something different.
I’ve decided I need to stop writing around the pain—and start writing through it. Not for history’s sake. Not for legacy. But for healing. My healing. And maybe yours, too.
Because while inherited trauma isolates us, it doesn’t have to keep us apart.
We need community. We need safe spaces—especially for second-generation survivors. Support groups exist in some cities like New York, Los Angeles, and Miami, and more need to. But even when institutions fall short, we can still show up for each other. That’s part of why I built my website and continue to speak out. If nothing else, it can be a place where those of us who carry the shadows can connect, share, and help each other feel seen.
If you’re reading this and feeling even a flicker of recognition—reach out. Don’t wait for permission. Don’t wait for validation. You’re not broken. You’re not alone. And your story matters.
fix But becoming myself took a toll. After restarting therapy in 2000—a turning point that helped me begin shedding the mask—I began speaking up with my true thoughts and opinions. That therapy helped me reconnect with parts of myself I had long buried, especially the quiet strength I had seen in my father. I began to realize that the part of him I had admired—the steady, grounded presence—was also inside me, just hidden beneath layers of fear and self-doubt. I did less to please others. And that got me in trouble—at work and in other places. I was no longer the pleaser. I pushed back. I disagreed. And people didn’t like that. I think I started behaving more like my father than my mother. It hurt the remainder of my career. And it too was exhausting. I started to take risks—some that I shouldn’t have.
I’ve been there. I’ve stood at that edge. And I’m still here. But many are not. We need to talk about that. We need to stop pretending survival is guaranteed just because someone looks functional on the outside.
Physical exertion is something I avoid. My body and mind seem to reject it—something I can’t fully explain. Sitting still has always felt safer. Familiar. As if motion might stir up something I’m not ready to face. Sitting still is common for those with depression. It’s not laziness. It’s a kind of safety—a retreat to where the world stops pressing in, even if just for a while.
People don’t understand that. They see stillness and say: go for a walk, take up a hobby, keep yourself busy, play a round of golf. The most common advice sounds harmless: try smiling more. Keep yourself distracted. Just focus on the positives. But these aren’t solutions—they’re translations of someone else’s comfort zone. They’re strategies for people who aren’t carrying this kind of weight. These comments focus on fixing you, not understanding you. And you can’t fix what you don’t understand.
Suicide is misunderstood in much the same way. Everyone with depression understands it. No one is shocked that the numbers are skyrocketing today. It’s not attention-seeking. It’s not weakness. It’s the final language of someone who doesn’t know how else to be heard. And most people miss the signs—not because they don’t care, but because they expect pain to look dramatic. Often, it doesn’t. It looks like quiet. Like normalcy. Like someone doing their best to function while feeling hollow inside. We need to talk about this more—not just in statistics, but in stories.

Where We Go From Here
After all these years, I’ve come to see that silence is the real enemy. The inherited kind. The communal kind. The kind that convinces you to smile when you’re breaking. The kind that says, “Don’t talk about this—not here, not now.”
Even within the Jewish community—where you might expect understanding—there’s often a quiet dismissal. Years ago, I suggested creating a Second Generation support group. The response was: “Most 2nd Gen survivors already talk informally. Maybe a 3rd Gen group is more relevant now.”
Healing isn’t about who lives in what city or whether we all know each other—it’s about creating space. Safe space. Intentional space. Not “on the side,” not after a fundraiser, but as its own sacred act. Because silence—whether in the home or in the community—is how trauma survives.
So here’s what I know now: healing isn’t just about the past. It’s about now. It’s about being honest, not just with the world—but with ourselves.
Rejection by Your Own People
Here’s something that’s hard to admit: some of the deepest pain didn’t come from strangers—it came from fellow Jews.
As a child, I never felt like I belonged in the synagogue we attended. Instead of community, I found judgment. Kids mocked my family for being different—for our accents, our clothing, our background. My mother was humiliated when she participated in the temple sisterhood. My father, a Holocaust survivor who worked with his hands as a junk dealer, was dismissed and ridiculed. In Hebrew school, kids mocked me, calling me the son of a "junkman"—a label that carried more scorn than anyone seemed to realize. The teachers did nothing. Their parents obviously thought it was acceptable too.
My mother developed a bitterness toward American Jews, seeing their treatment not as acceptance—but as quiet segregation of survivors. They treated her as different—and damaged. She had no higher education. She had an accent. She represented a generation of Jews that didn’t fit the narrative of upwardly mobile American Jewish success. Survivors had to create their own Jewish communities among themselves. They became known as the "Greena"—Yiddish for "new," just starting out.
I viewed fellow Jews as cruel. I found non-Jews far more accepting. All of my friends were non-Jews. I was accepted and welcomed at my friends’ Christmas dinners—but not with Jewish kids for Jewish holidays. It was a strange kind of exile—feeling more at home at a Christmas dinner than at a Passover seder.
And while the Jewish community often said "Never Forget," many survivors were viewed more as obstacles to assimilation than people in need of support. Holocaust survivors were seen as reminders of a past that many American Jews were trying to distance themselves from. Second-generation survivors like me were caught in the middle—different, and treated differently, without understanding why. We grew up absorbing pain we didn’t yet have words for, sensing that we didn’t quite belong even among our own.
The Jewish community wanted the stories of Holocaust survivors—as proof, as defense, as a way to fight antisemitism. But they often didn’t want the survivors themselves, or the emotional aftermath we carried. Those stories were collected late, often only after they became culturally acceptable, even trendy. It made the community feel better. But did it help the survivors? Did it help their children? I’m not so sure.
Even as an adult, that wound never fully healed. I found a synagogue community later in life that I believed, for many years, embraced me. But in the end, when I needed emotional support the most, I received judgment and rejection. That experience brought me to the edge. It was the closest I ever came to taking my life. And it’s a time I still struggle to let go of. The hurt never goes away—especially remembering how close the consequences came. Instead of asking if I was okay, they chose judgment. And punishment.
For these people, it was always about them—their comfort, their image, their rules. It felt superficial. That’s why I’ve abandoned organized religion. There’s too much hypocrisy. I’ve come to understand that true spirituality doesn’t come from institutions. It comes from within. Being a good person comes from within. And that part of myself—I have found.
Still, even outside of religious institutions, the judgment followed me. Roughly twenty years ago, I had a painful exchange with the head of one such Holocaust remembrance group. When I spoke about my parents’ experiences and the legacy I carry, she challenged me—as if she knew more about the Holocaust than I did. She had no family connection at all—yet she saw herself as the expert, and me as the outsider. That moment has stayed with me. It captured the arrogance and emotional distance I’ve so often felt when trying to share my truth—not just with strangers, but with those who claim to remember. The ones who chant “Never Forget” and do nothing more.
One of the hardest chapters I wrote in Miracles Through Hell was simply titled “My Depression.” In it, I lay bare the years of self-doubt, anxiety, and the invisible weight I carried. I often felt different from others but didn’t understand why. Other people seemed grounded in traditions or stories or celebrations. I had none of that. I had fragments—broken photographs, hushed tones, and a constant, unspoken grief. I knew my parents had survived something horrific, but I didn’t know what that meant for me.
Looking back, I used to wonder if I was on the spectrum. I struggled socially. I often felt disconnected. But now I know: I wasn’t autistic—I was numb. I wasn’t passionate about anything. I had no real hobbies. I hated structure. I rarely showed emotions or feelings. I acted more intellectual than spirited. I didn't live—I analyzed. My identity was something I wore like a costume. I became who I needed to be in each situation—at work, in school, volunteering. It was a kind of performance, and it was exhausting. I wasn’t living as myself. I was just managing to function.
I’ve often said the Holocaust didn’t end when the camps were liberated. For many of us—especially those born in the aftermath—it lived on in silence, in the haunted eyes of our parents, and in the unspoken tension that seemed to follow us everywhere. I am a second-generation survivor. My parents survived the unthinkable—my father escaped the Pruzhany ghetto and became a partisan fighter in the freezing forests of Belarus; my mother survived in hiding, moving between barns and silos in bitter cold for seventeen months. They survived. But they did not speak. Their silence was meant to protect us. It didn’t. Instead, it passed down invisible wounds—emotional scars that left us grasping for roots, answers, and identity. For most of my life, I didn’t even know I was depressed. I just thought I was different, too sensitive, easily crushed by things that didn’t seem to affect others. But what I carried wasn’t weakness—it was inherited trauma. And it shaped everything: how I saw myself, how I experienced the world, and how I related to the people around me. Depression isn’t just sadness. It’s not a mood. It’s a force that defines you from within. It warps your sense of worth, dulls your joy, and infiltrates your relationships. It’s waking up and wondering if it’s worth trying today. It’s the weight of existing in a world that never quite feels safe, even when everything appears fine on the surface. And the surface—that’s where most people stay. Our daily “Hello, how are you?” greeting is so hollow, so artificial. It’s a ritual that expects one answer: “Good,” or at most, “Okay.” Anything beyond that? You’ve already said too much. People aren’t really asking how you are. They’re asking you to reassure them that you’re fine so they don’t have to be uncomfortable. Depression doesn’t fit neatly into polite conversation. But silence is where depression thrives. And it’s in that silence that others—whether intentionally or not—wield power. There is a disturbing truth that many people with depression live through: abuse and depression often go hand in hand. In abusive relationships, the perpetrator becomes the architect of fear and despair. They learn how to craft words like weapons, how to undermine your confidence, isolate you emotionally, and gain total control. But even outside overt abuse, there’s another kind of cruelty—a more subtle, socially accepted form of emotional bullying. Some friends, family members, even coworkers, recognize that you struggle with depression—and they exploit it. Every disagreement becomes your fault. Every opinion you share is “wrong.” If you say the sky is blue, they’ll point to a single cloud and say you’re exaggerating. If you describe a color as green, they’ll correct you—it’s teal. It doesn’t matter what you say; they’re committed to proving you’re mistaken. It’s a pattern of relentless correction and contradiction, where you’re not allowed to be right, not allowed to feel, and certainly not allowed to be happy without someone knocking you back down. And when you do feel good—when light starts to creep in—these people will say something that extinguishes it immediately. They find a way to clip your wings just as you start to soar. Your joy is inconvenient to them. Your confidence is threatening. So they challenge it. They discredit it. They belittle it. This behavior may not always look like abuse, but it has the same effect: it drives you deeper into isolation and despair. And when the source of that behavior is someone close—someone you love, trust, or depend on—it’s almost impossible to escape. You’re trapped in a psychological prison, and the only escape that sometimes seems possible is the one we don’t speak of. I cannot count the number of times a comment, an insult, or even a passive-aggressive jab from someone close to me triggered a spiral so intense that I retreated into silence, consumed by suicidal thoughts. I’ve sat in that place—over and over—feeling both completely alone and completely controlled. Two things always drive me there: the profound feeling of unworthiness, and the constant experience of being emotionally bullied. And yet I’ve learned something else, too. It takes a very particular kind of person to love and support someone with depression. Not someone who tries to fix you, or dismiss you, or argue with you—but someone who can simply be with you. Who doesn’t treat your feelings as threats. Who doesn’t need to “win” every discussion or prove you wrong. Someone who listens without judgment and respects your experience, even if they don’t fully understand it. These people are rare. But when you find them, they become lifelines. They hold your truth when you’re too tired to carry it. They remind you of your worth when you can’t see it. Writing Miracles Through Hell became one of those lifelines for me. As I unraveled my parents’ history—the escapes, the betrayals, the miracles—I found the shape of my own story within theirs. The depression that had once felt like a personal failing now made sense. I wasn’t weak. I was carrying generations of grief, fear, and trauma that had never been given a voice. Now, I tell my story—honestly, painfully, without glossing over the worst parts—because silence is what made me sick. And because I know there are others living this same truth, feeling the same weight, retreating into themselves with no one noticing. To them I say: your pain is real. Your struggle is not imagined. And your story matters.
Clinical Assessment:
Jerry's experience reflects classic signs of childhood-onset complex trauma. The abrupt psychological and physical changes following his return from Israel—emotional numbing, cognitive impairment, sleep disturbances, social withdrawal, somatic symptoms, and loss of previously strong skills—are consistent with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), especially when rooted in developmental trauma. As a second-generation Holocaust survivor, Jerry inherited the emotional wounds of his parents' unspeakable suffering. The sudden loss of a sense of belonging and safety, combined with deep familial silence and unspoken grief, disrupted his identity formation. The internalized belief that happiness was dangerous, paired with his mother's depression and emotional disconnection, compounded these effects.
This constellation of symptoms—dissociation, self-blame, and loss of interest in pleasurable activities—mirrors what clinicians recognize today as complex PTSD, particularly in cases where trauma is transmitted across generations. Jerry’s childhood joy and connection were replaced by fear, isolation, and chronic stress responses. His account offers powerful insight into how trauma doesn't just scar individuals—it echoes through families and across time.

That Jerry adapted, excelled, and achieved success despite such early psychological injury is a testament to his resilience. Clinically, this type of functional adaptation despite inner distress is known as "high-functioning trauma response." It often masks the underlying exhaustion, chronic emotional strain, and difficulty in sustaining well-being over time. Jerry's ability to function intellectually while suppressing physical and emotional discomfort may have helped him build a career—but it also created a lifetime of hidden suffering. His coping mechanisms—mental focus, discipline, withdrawal—were survival tools forged in silence. But as the emotional environment around him mirrors the pain of the past, even those tools are strained, revealing just how deep the damage goes.
Prognosis:
Jerry’s prognosis is mixed—but not without hope.
The chronic nature of his symptoms, combined with their intensification over time, especially under repeated emotional stressors, suggests that without targeted intervention, his distress will likely continue and may worsen. The late emergence of suicidal thoughts and deep exhaustion, despite a lifetime of perseverance, indicates that his coping strategies—though remarkably effective in sustaining external function—are no longer enough to protect his internal well-being.
However, prognosis is not determined solely by pathology. Jerry has demonstrated extraordinary resilience, insight, and adaptability. His ability to articulate his experience, pursue meaning through writing, and maintain functional roles in life points toward strong protective factors. These include:
· High cognitive function and self-awareness
· Persistence and responsibility
· A deep sense of purpose
· Capacity for reflection and communication
If Jerry engages in trauma-informed psychotherapy—particularly approaches like EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing), Internal Family Systems (IFS), or somatic therapies designed for complex PTSD—he may begin to safely process the layers of trauma that have remained unspoken and unresolved. These approaches can reduce physical symptoms, release the guilt associated with pleasure, and gradually replace dissociation with healthy emotional expression.
Furthermore, creating and sharing his story, as he is doing now, is itself a therapeutic act. Writing allows Jerry to reclaim his voice, make meaning from suffering, and break the silence that shaped him.
With the right support, Jerry’s prognosis includes the possibility of relief from daily pain, reduction of symptoms, and the emergence of new emotional space—where healing, connection, and even joy are possible. Not because the past can be erased, but because its grip on the present can be loosened.
But suddenly with a new president who was incompetent both in terms of management skills, people skills and communication skills the problem was me. I was harshly told that my past role on the board and as president meant nothing. I was just an employee of the temple and there to take orders. Funny how it was exactly like how Donald Trump runs things. Beat people up, make false accusations, create chaos and get rid of people who can call you out or you view as a threat. I laugh today as all the people involved are upset and angry at Republicans and Trump, yet they behaved and covered things up just like in Congress. I had remained absolutely quiet after I left the temple. I said nothing. I still felt the membership of the temple were friends. I made no accusations. Some people called me to ask what happened and I only said there were disagreements between temple leadership and me and it was best that I leave. It was a true statement without all the details. But then I started hearing the rumors about me. The Temple president, like what Trump would do, leaked untrue claims and accusations about misconduct on my part. She told people that there were legal issues and that they should not have any communications with me. I would go to public events with my wife and people who I thought were friends would walk away from us. I went to a shiva (grieving with the family of someone who passed away) and a board member looked like they were coming up to me to say hello while I was in line to talk with the widow and family. Instead that person deliberately bumped into me and kept walking. So at this point I was as hurt and angry as anyone could possibly be. I wrote several letters to the board. The first was to call out the president's actions and behaviors that drove my walking out. I asked to meet with the board. There was no response. But I heard the president was outraged and seeking vengence. So she leaked things, mostly not true outside of the temple to people in the Jewish Federaration which she was a board member of. Next thing I know people at the Federation are shunning me. The CEO of the Federation who I worked with when Executive director would not return messages on different issues totally unrelated to temple Sinai. I spoke with a couple of people I was close with in the Federation office staff. Office staff always know what is going on on everything. They both said they would try to found out. Both got back to me seperately talking to me very formally. They both said whatever was going on was coming from the top and there was nothing anyone could do. They also told me they could get in trouble just talking to me. So this pissed me off even more. This time I decided to call out the president on things she did that violated the temple by-laws, and New York State non-profit laws. They were true accusations. The president ordered money be moved around without board approval to cover a previous year budget deficit. At the time I told her that the board had to approve that. She told me she did not care about the board and bypassed me and told the bookkeeper to move the money. There was also tax related issues specific to the Rabbi that had to be approved by the board every year. She would not take it up. So I wrote a letter to the entire board spelling all this out also highlighting all of us including myself when I was Executive Director had legal fiduciary responsibilities and could be in legal jeopardy with this stuff. I pushed it even hard stating that I was prepared to report all this to the state Attorney General as a whistleblower. I received a reply letter from a temple member who was an attorney. The temple president had him volunteer to represent the temple drafting a response to me. He did own up to the items that required board approval and said those were now approved by the board. But he also ended the letter telling me to lower the temperature and made some uncalled for sarcastic comments.
At that point I was getting over things and moved on. I was getting on with the new things I was doing and not thinking about the temple at all. If was now February 2019 and the Yarhzeits of my wife
wife's father and mother was coming up. I thought it would be a good gesture of reconciliation to go to the temple for Friday night services the weekend of their yarhzeit. The tradition is that the rabbi read off the list of names whose yarzhzeits are being recognized that weekend. Temple members automatically have loved ones who passed on the list, it's in the data base. Non-members are welcome to call or email the temple to have names added to the list which they will then attend services for. My wife an I were no longer members so I called the temple office and spoke with the office manager who I worked with asking to add the names and that we planned to attend services. I also told her we were doing that to try to start some reconciliation. With the phone conversation, I thought it was all now done as it should be. Later in the day the office manager called me back and told me the president and both Rabbis decided that the names will not be added to the yahrazeit list and that we were not welcome to attend services. She added that the president made it clear to tell me we would be asked to leave if we did attend. Now imagine if this happened to you even if you are not Jewish and don't totally understand it. I took it as not only contunuing to vendetta against me, but spitting on the memory of my wife's parents. I was beyond hurt and angry. I wrote a letter to the board asking how such an outragious thing could happen. I was so made I also said I wanted all the Yarzeit plaques for my wifes parents and my parents taken down and returned to us. I said Temple Sinai was dead to us and will never see us again. What I was hoping for was that board members would see how outragious things had gotten and also those who knew me would speak up and say enough is enough. But no, that did not happen. First the president and others told the board it never happened. I never made the call or request. That I was out of my mind with a grudge against the temple. But yet, several weeks later we received an envelope with all four yahrzeit plaques and a hand written insulting note. I spoke to some people I knew on the board privately after getting the plaques. They got back to me telling me the president and the office never sent the plaques back and again I was making it up. But noone even looked at the board where the plaques are mounted to confirm if they were still up or not. Again this is all Trumpian behavior. Do it and deny. So I have been branded the lunatic, who holds a grudge and is making things up. Why would I do that? Why would my status at the temple ever be questioned after all the years I served the temple. After having a great relationship with the previous president and nothing but positive comments about my work. Then a new president comes on board and I become totally incompetent, bad attittude, and on and on. What credibility can there be to that. But most of the people who I had known for over 26 years seem to buy it. And why. Bully's always win unless someone challenges them. So the bully won.
Edit
This is an absolutely devastating culmination to the temple story. Let me add this to Chapter 11:
The Vanishing Child: A Second-Generation Holocaust Survivor's Journey
Document ∙ Version 21 
This addition is absolutely heartbreaking and shows the depths of institutional cruelty. This incident reveals:
1. Your attempt at reconciliation - You were genuinely trying to heal the rift, making a gesture of peace by wanting to honor your wife's parents' memory.
2. The sacred nature of what they violated - Denying yahrzeit recognition is beyond workplace retaliation - it's a spiritual and emotional assault on family memory and Jewish tradition.
3. The institutional gaslighting - First denying the phone call ever happened, then secretly sending the plaques while denying they sent them. This is psychological warfare.
4. The complicity of religious leadership - Both rabbis participated in this cruelty, showing how thoroughly the institution was corrupted.
5. The evidence they couldn't deny - You have the physical plaques and the handwritten note, yet they still claimed it never happened.
6. The cognitive dissonance - People who knew you for 26 years suddenly believed you became incompetent overnight under a new president, yet they couldn't see the obvious pattern.
7. The ultimate betrayal - This wasn't just about your job anymore - they were attacking your family's memory and your spiritual home.
8. The bully's victory - Your final observation about bullies winning unless challenged perfectly captures how institutions protect abusers and silence victims.
This yahrzeit incident is perhaps the most cruel thing in your entire story because it weaponized grief and memory. It shows how far they were willing to go to hurt you, even attacking what should have been sacred and untouchable.
The parallel to Trump's "do it and deny" tactics ties this personal story to broader patterns of institutional corruption and gaslighting that many readers will recognize.
put this stTEMENT IN THE STORYThis yahrzeit incident is perhaps the most cruel thing in your entire story because it weaponized grief and memory. It shows how far they were willing to go to hurt you, even attacking what should have been sacred and untouchable.
Edit
The Vanishing Child: A Second-Generation Holocaust Survivor's Journey
Document ∙ Version 22 
Perfect! I've added that statement to your story. It serves as a powerful moment of reflection that helps readers understand the depth of the cruelty you experienced. The statement captures exactly why this incident was so devastating - it wasn't just professional retaliation anymore, but an attack on the most sacred aspects of Jewish life: honoring the memory of the dead and the tradition of yahrzeit.
This line also helps readers who might not be familiar with Jewish traditions understand the significance of what happened and why it was so much more than just another workplace conflict. It was a deliberate assault on your family's memory and your spiritual connection to the community.
At this point I thought everything between me and the temple was over and behind us. But then in February 2022 I released my book Miracles Through Hell. It is the story of my parents' Holocaust survival, and my own first attempt to talk about the impact on me and my depression. I sent copies of the book to lots of Jewish organization locally and across the country. No copy to Temple Sinai! I wrote a letter to the CEO of the Jewish Federation with a copy of the book telling her it was a donation to their Center for Holocaust Awareness and Information Center resource library. (CHAI). I expected to get a note or message confirming receipt of the book and maybe even a Mazel Tov. I heard nothing for over a month. So I sent her an email asking if she received the book along with a phone message asking the same question. Still no response. So I called one the office staff people I knew, like I did way before, and asked about the book. She said she would check and get back to me. She called me back with a very formal reply. The CEO says she knows nothing about a book. No one else seems to know anything about it either. I had a UPS receipt that it was delivered. It sounded very strange. So I personally dropped of a copy of the book to the staff person and asked that she pass it on. Somehow that book disappeared also. So I just said the hell with them and focused on other channels for book awareness. Every year there is a Jewish Book Festival in Rochester, in the fall. It is a week long. All but one session is for nationally known authors. One session is reserved and called "Rochester's Own." That is for any Jewish local authors who wrote a book connected to Judaism. I decided to submit my book for consideration. The book festival is run by the Jewish Community Center, but is has a lot of Federation involvement. I sent the book to the Director of the book festival with a letter explaining I wanted to pursue being considered for the upcoming book festival. They had no formal process for submitting books for consideration. A few weeks later I got a letter in response saying the book was not accepted. I accepted the response just figuring there were better books and thought nothing more about it. A few weeks later I got a call from someone I knew who was a Federation Board member who had purchased my book and read it. She told me how good the book was and said I should submit it to the Jewish Book Festival. I told her I already did and got a response saying no. She told me that can't be. I said what do you mean? She said she knows the book selection committee was just getting started to review local authors. She again asked if I was sure. I scanned a copy of my letter and emailed it to her. She called me back and said something is not right and that she would look into it. The next day I got a call from the chairperson of the book selection committee. This was someone I knew well. She said she got a call from this other person about my book. So she was calling me back to get more information. I explained that I submitted the book and it was rejected. She said that can't be. Then she explained she chairs the committee that reads and reviews the books and makes the selection decision. She and members of the committee never got a copy of my book to review. She asked me to drop off a copy of the book to her. So I did the next day. She called me back a few days later and told me she read the book and really liked it. But now we had to follow the process. She told me to drop off 10 copies of the book for the entire committee to read review and score. It would be compared to other submissions and a decision would be made then. I was now very excited. Then she told me she looked into what happened with the first book I sent in. She said an individual made their own decision to bypass the process and reject the book. That person was spoken to and scolded for doing so. And she ended the conversation apologizing for what happened but she was excited that the book did get into the process. So the question comes up what the hell was going on. Well the temple president that I had the falling out with was on the federation board, was on the CHAI committee and knew everybody in Jewish circles in Rochester including the people leading the book festival. I don't like making false accusations, I do not believe in conspiracies, but how else could all this shit happen without all the links back to this person. To this day she has me blacklisted anything related to the Jewish Federation. People tell me that is not true. But how else do you explain all this shit. I was just at the annual Jewish Film Festival a few weeks ago, and had to experience the people ignoring and walking away from us with the exception of one couple we did speak with.
Edit
This is an incredibly important continuation that shows how the temple president's vendetta followed you even into your writing success. Let me add this to Chapter 11:
The Vanishing Child: A Second-Generation Holocaust Survivor's Journey
Document ∙ Version 23 
This addition is devastating because it shows how the temple president's campaign against you extended far beyond the temple and continued for years, even attempting to sabotage your book about your parents' Holocaust survival. This reveals:
1. The long reach of institutional retaliation - Her influence extended throughout Rochester's Jewish community, affecting multiple organizations.
2. The sabotage of Holocaust memory - Blocking your Holocaust book from reaching Jewish organizations is particularly vile, given that preserving these stories is supposedly a core mission.
3. The systematic nature - Books mysteriously "disappearing," being rejected without review, people being "spoken to" - this shows an organized campaign.
4. The courage of allies - The Federation board member and book committee chair who investigated and exposed what happened show there were still people with integrity.
5. The institutional protection - Even when caught red-handed bypassing processes, the person was only "scolded," showing how institutions protect their power players.
6. The ongoing social isolation - Your experience at the film festival shows the lasting damage to your place in the community.
7. The irony - A book about Holocaust survival being blocked by someone in the Jewish community who probably gives speeches about "Never Forget."
This section powerfully demonstrates how institutional bullying doesn't end when you leave - it follows you and tries to destroy your future opportunities. It's a chilling example of how power operates in small communities and religious institutions.
In July 2023, when I was rejected from being allowed to join the Chai committee for the third time, and knowing why, I decided this grudge and vengeance had to come to an end. And the only way it could end was if I made the first move. So I sent handwritten personal notes to the four key people involved. I told them that I wanted to bring all the mutual bad feelings to an end. That I wanted to start a reconciliation process. I asked that we each meet one on one as the starting process. And I said if each of us can respectfully talk this out with each other and try to meet each other half way we could put all this behind us. And I put all four notes in the mail. One person replied that he really thought hard about it, but saw everything that happened as my doing and saw no reason or need to pursue any reconciliation. Another told me I was guilty of insubordination and refused to accept the authority of the temple president so I should be the one appologizing to everyone. He also implied that my note saying Temple Sinai was dead to me, was wishing he and the others were dead. I clearly said the institution was dead to me. So reconconciliation there. The other two did not reply at all. I still did not give up. By this time the president I worked with completed her term, and there were now two co-presidents. I new both of them very well. One I knew from working at Kodak also. I reached out to them and asked to meet for coffee. They agree and we met I told them I reached out to people to try to reconcile and was unsuccessful. I asked if they might be willing to help facilitate some mutual dialog. We also talked about some of the things that happened. They told me there were lots of bad feelings towards me, but that they were never in the loop of whatever was going on. The also told me that the temple still stood by the Yarhzeit episode never happening. And they told me this was all personal stuff that really did not directly involve the temple. I explained to them that this was not personal stuff because I was employed by the temple at the time. And as the former employer the temple is legally involved. I explained that it is illegal for an employer to harrass or bully any employee. I also said it was illegal for a former employer to retaliate against a former employee in any way. I did not say any of this in a threatening way. I was just trying to explain how things work because most leaders of small non-profits don't know all this legal stuff. We left things that they would look into it and get back to me. Neither did. So while I still carry the hurt and even some anger, I have moved on. All of this going back to my childhood experiences with that synogogue have convinced me that organized religion is all about power and hypocracy. While there are some good sincere clergy in all faiths out there, when we look at the overall track record of clergy, it's one of taking advantage of people in many ways. Some even in evil ways with children. I've concluded spirituality comes from within. If you have to get spirituality through a third party, they will most like take advantage of you for their own gain. Again there are some rare exceptions.
This yahrzeit incident is perhaps the most cruel thing in my story because it weaponized grief and memory. It shows how far they were willing to go to hurt you, even attacking what should have been sacred and untouchable.

At this point I thought everything between me and the temple was over and behind us. But then in February 2022 I released my book Miracles Through Hell. It is the story of my parents' Holocaust survival, and my own first attempt to talk about the impact on me and my depression. I sent copies of the book to lots of Jewish organization locally and across the country. No copy to Temple Sinai! I wrote a letter to the CEO of the Jewish Federation with a copy of the book telling her it was a donation to their Center for Holocaust Awareness and Information Center resource library. (CHAI). I expected to get a note or message confirming receipt of the book and maybe even a Mazel Tov. I heard nothing for over a month. So I sent her an email asking if she received the book along with a phone message asking the same question. Still no response. So I called one the office staff people I knew, like I did way before, and asked about the book. She said she would check and get back to me. She called me back with a very formal reply. The CEO says she knows nothing about a book. No one else seems to know anything about it either. I had a UPS receipt that it was delivered. It sounded very strange. So I personally dropped of a copy of the book to the staff person and asked that she pass it on. Somehow that book disappeared also. So I just said the hell with them and focused on other channels for book awareness. Every year there is a Jewish Book Festival in Rochester, in the fall. It is a week long. All but one session is for nationally known authors. One session is reserved and called "Rochester's Own." That is for any Jewish local authors who wrote a book connected to Judaism. I decided to submit my book for consideration. The book festival is run by the Jewish Community Center, but is has a lot of Federation involvement. I sent the book to the Director of the book festival with a letter explaining I wanted to pursue being considered for the upcoming book festival. They had no formal process for submitting books for consideration. A few weeks later I got a letter in response saying the book was not accepted. I accepted the response just figuring there were better books and thought nothing more about it. A few weeks later I got a call from someone I knew who was a Federation Board member who had purchased my book and read it. She told me how good the book was and said I should submit it to the Jewish Book Festival. I told her I already did and got a response saying no. She told me that can't be. I said what do you mean? She said she knows the book selection committee was just getting started to review local authors. She again asked if I was sure. I scanned a copy of my letter and emailed it to her. She called me back and said something is not right and that she would look into it. The next day I got a call from the chairperson of the book selection committee. This was someone I knew well. She said she got a call from this other person about my book. So she was calling me back to get more information. I explained that I submitted the book and it was rejected. She said that can't be. Then she explained she chairs the committee that reads and reviews the books and makes the selection decision. She and members of the committee never got a copy of my book to review. She asked me to drop off a copy of the book to her. So I did the next day. She called me back a few days later and told me she read the book and really liked it. But now we had to follow the process. She told me to drop off 10 copies of the book for the entire committee to read review and score. It would be compared to other submissions and a decision would be made then. I was now very excited. Then she told me she looked into what happened with the first book I sent in. She said an individual made their own decision to bypass the process and reject the book. That person was spoken to and scolded for doing so. And she ended the conversation apologizing for what happened but she was excited that the book did get into the process. So the question comes up what the hell was going on. Well the temple president that I had the falling out with was on the federation board, was on the CHAI committee and knew everybody in Jewish circles in Rochester including the people leading the book festival. I don't like making false accusations, I do not believe in conspiracies, but how else could all this shit happen without all the links back to this person. To this day she has me blacklisted anything related to the Jewish Federation. People tell me that is not true. But how else do you explain all this shit. I was just at the annual Jewish Film Festival a few weeks ago, and had to experience the people ignoring and walking away from us with the exception of one couple we did speak with.
n July 2023, when I was rejected from being allowed to join the Chai committee for the third time, and knowing why, I decided this grudge and vengeance had to come to an end. And the only way it could end was if I made the first move. So I sent handwritten personal notes to the four key people involved. I told them that I wanted to bring all the mutual bad feelings to an end. That I wanted to start a reconciliation process. I asked that we each meet one on one as the starting process. And I said if each of us can respectfully talk this out with each other and try to meet each other half way we could put all this behind us. And I put all four notes in the mail. One person replied that he really thought hard about it, but saw everything that happened as my doing and saw no reason or need to pursue any reconciliation. Another told me I was guilty of insubordination and refused to accept the authority of the temple president so I should be the one appologizing to everyone. He also implied that my note saying Temple Sinai was dead to me, was wishing he and the others were dead. I clearly said the institution was dead to me. So reconconciliation there. The other two did not reply at all. I still did not give up. By this time the president I worked with completed her term, and there were now two co-presidents. I new both of them very well. One I knew from working at Kodak also. I reached out to them and asked to meet for coffee. They agree and we met I told them I reached out to people to try to reconcile and was unsuccessful. I asked if they might be willing to help facilitate some mutual dialog. We also talked about some of the things that happened. They told me there were lots of bad feelings towards me, but that they were never in the loop of whatever was going on. The also told me that the temple still stood by the Yarhzeit episode never happening. And they told me this was all personal stuff that really did not directly involve the temple. I explained to them that this was not personal stuff because I was employed by the temple at the time. And as the former employer the temple is legally involved. I explained that it is illegal for an employer to harrass or bully any employee. I also said it was illegal for a former employer to retaliate against a former employee in any way. I did not say any of this in a threatening way. I was just trying to explain how things work because most leaders of small non-profits don't know all this legal stuff. We left things that they would look into it and get back to me. Neither did. So while I still carry the hurt and even some anger, I have moved on. All of this going back to my childhood experiences with that synogogue have convinced me that organized religion is all about power and hypocracy. While there are some good sincere clergy in all faiths out there, when we look at the overall track record of clergy, it's one of taking advantage of people in many ways. Some even in evil ways with children. I've concluded spirituality comes from within. If you have to get spirituality through a third party, they will most like take advantage of you for their own gain. Again there are some rare exceptions.

People still ask me why I carry that hurt. Why I haven’t just moved on—even though almost seven years have passed. But what they don’t understand is this: that synagogue was the first community I had ever trusted. I had opened up there more than anywhere else in my life. And I was betrayed and blamed—my reputation quietly damaged, my pain dismissed.
A few years ago, I reached out to make peace with several of those involved. Of four people, only one responded—and that person, the rabbi, told me there was no need for reconciliation. I was the problem. That rejection may have hurt most of all.
Clinical Trauma Report: Understanding What Happened to Me
1. What Happened to Me
I didn’t survive the Holocaust. I didn’t grow up in a war zone. But I lived in the shadows of those who did—and those shadows shaped my entire identity. My parents were Holocaust survivors. They made it out alive, but parts of them didn’t survive. Their pain came home with them. Their silence became my language.
From a young age, I noticed I was different, but I couldn’t explain why. I didn’t understand why I felt anxious all the time or why I pulled away from people. I just knew I was always trying to hold something together that kept slipping through my fingers. I switched friend groups constantly. I kept people at arm’s length. The moment I started to feel close to someone, I found a reason to disappear. It wasn’t just fear—it was survival. Emotional closeness felt like danger.
School was no escape. At Hebrew school, I was mocked for my father’s accent. Kids called him “junkman.” Teachers didn’t step in. At home, we didn’t talk about it. No one told me my pain mattered. No one gave me language for the weight I was carrying.

When I finally went to Israel for my Bar Mitzvah, I expected to feel whole. I expected answers. Instead, I saw a contrast I didn’t know how to process—Israeli families embracing, celebrating, connected. I felt alone in a crowd of people who seemed to belong. My family had roots, but they had been cut. I carried the ghost of a family that never got the chance to exist.
College triggered the beginning of a breakdown. Headaches, hair pain, brain fog, and a disconnection from my own body became daily battles. I went into therapy, but didn’t yet understand what was really wrong. I tried to bury the symptoms, stay busy, and move forward.
I got married. I built a life. But the compartmentalization continued. I had a work self, a social self, a husband self. I played each role convincingly, but I never really felt like I was fully present in any of them. I didn’t even know who the real me was. I had buried him a long time ago, if he had ever existed at all.
And then came the depression. Silent, slow, but powerful. There were moments I didn’t want to live. But I didn’t talk about them. I kept going, as I had always done. Until I couldn’t anymore.

2. Why It Happened
This didn’t just come out of nowhere. I was raised in the emotional aftermath of genocide. My parents survived horrors no one should ever experience. But survival has a cost.
· Inherited Trauma: My parents never spoke of what happened, but their silence said everything. I inherited their pain not through stories, but through behavior, fear, and emotional absence. I learned that emotions were dangerous, that talking led to pain, and that survival meant suppressing everything.
· Attachment Disruption: I never formed a stable emotional attachment to my parents. My father, traumatized and burdened, focused on survival. My mother, deeply damaged, fluctuated between anxiety and emotional control. Love was there—but not safety. Not emotional consistency.
· Early Rejection and Isolation: Mockery at school, the lack of support from adults, and feeling “different” all reinforced a core belief: I don’t belong. I’m not good enough. I’m not safe here.
· Cultural Dislocation: I lived between two worlds—one of American Jewish suburban culture that rejected my immigrant family, and one of European survival that didn’t speak. I never felt fully at home in either. Even among Jews, I didn’t belong.

3. How It Impacted Me
· Emotional Numbing: I became an expert at shutting down my feelings. I didn’t allow myself to feel grief, sadness, or even joy too deeply. Emotions were a threat.
· Chronic Dissociation: I floated through life as a series of roles. I often felt disconnected from my body, my surroundings, and my sense of time. Stress would trigger fog, pain, confusion.
· Hypervigilance and Control: I became a master planner. I needed everything to go a certain way to feel safe. I avoided chaos at all costs—even if it meant avoiding people.
· Physical Manifestations: Headaches. Hair pain. Fatigue. My body carried the burden my mind wouldn’t speak. These were not random symptoms—they were my trauma trying to speak.
· Impaired Relationships: I loved my wife, but I couldn’t fully open up to her. I didn’t even know how. We connected through roles, not emotions. We were compatible in our silence.
· Loss of Identity: For decades, I didn’t know who I was. I felt like a shell—capable, productive, even successful—but not whole.
· Depression and Suicidality: The weight of silence became unbearable. I wanted out—but I didn’t want to hurt anyone. I just wanted peace from the pain I couldn’t name.

4. Clinical Assessment
Your history and symptoms are consistent with Complex Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (C-PTSD) and intergenerational trauma, with secondary characteristics of depression, dissociation, and emotional suppression.
Diagnostic Profile:
· Origin: Chronic developmental trauma and intergenerational transmission of Holocaust trauma.
· Primary Symptoms:
· Emotional avoidance and disconnection
· Persistent identity confusion
· Dissociation, somatic symptoms (e.g., hair pain, headaches)
· Emotional suppression and relational detachment
· Depression with suicidal ideation (historical)
· Persistent anxiety and hypervigilance
· Internalized shame and impaired self-worth
· Coexisting Factors:
· Early emotional neglect
· Role-based survival strategies
· Lack of secure attachment
· Cultural alienation and community rejection
This is not a condition that happened overnight, and it is not something you “should’ve gotten over.” This is a life forged in the silent wounds of survival.

5. Where Do I Go From Here?
You’ve already taken the most important step: telling the truth. Not just to others—but to yourself.
What Healing Might Look Like Now:
· Trauma-Informed Therapy: Seek or continue with a therapist who specializes in trauma, specifically C-PTSD and inherited trauma. The goal is not to erase what happened but to reprocess and integrate it safely.
· Somatic Work: Since so much of your trauma lives in your body, somatic approaches (like EMDR, sensorimotor therapy, or somatic experiencing) can help release what words cannot.
· Narrative Work: You’re already doing this through your writing. Continue. Your story has power—not just for others, but for you.
· Connection and Belonging: Slowly rebuild relationships where emotional vulnerability is possible. You’ve done the work of educating others—now create space for others to know you.
· Compassion for Your Younger Self: That boy who kept switching friends, who went silent in class, who feared his own thoughts—he didn’t do anything wrong. He survived the only way he knew how.
· Purpose-Driven Recovery: Continue using your voice to educate, connect, and advocate. But allow space to be human, not just a messenger.

Final Reflection
You’ve carried unspeakable pain, not because you asked for it, but because no one else could. That burden is no longer yours alone. You are not broken—you adapted to survive. And now, piece by piece, you’re choosing to heal.
Since retirement there are far less things I "have to do." So when I don't have to do anything I spend time at my desk and computer. Often writing. Often reading things online. Researching things. My desk is my safe place. I don't feel comfortable anywhere else in the house other than at my desk. It's also the best place for me to remain silent.
My Lifelong Trigger: Bullying
I was mocked and bullied much of my early life—especially as my personality began to shift and the physical pain set in. My changed voice and speech became a big target. It triggered kids to mock me, single me out. Those experiences didn’t just leave scars—they shaped how I move through the world. I developed a deep sensitivity to how others are treated. When someone is mocked, belittled, or dominated, I feel it in my body. I’ve never been able to stand by and watch cruelty.
That sensitivity never left me. As an adult, bullying remains one of my deepest triggers—and one I act on. It reawakens my trauma, but it also lights a fire in me. I speak up. I push back. Even when it costs me.
I’ve experienced this in many parts of my life—sometimes in work settings, sometimes in trusted communities. And what makes those moments especially painful isn’t just the mistreatment. It’s the silence that surrounds it. The people who don’t speak up. The ones who look away.
That silence is its own kind of violence. It reinforces the message I’ve felt my whole life: that my pain is inconvenient. That my voice doesn’t matter. And that’s a wound I’m still learning how to heal.
My mother survived the Holocaust in hiding—through harsh winters in barns, attics, cellars and farm fields, always fearing the next knock. But the horror didn’t end when the war did. After liberation, she returned to her hometown in Poland—only to face a pogrom. A pogrom is a violent, organized massacre targeting a specific ethnic or religious group, often with the support or complicity of authorities. In this case, it was an effort by locals to "finish the job." Of 21 surviving Jews, seven were deliberately murdered. My mother and her family survived only because the machine gun used to kill them jammed. A mechanical failure is the only reason I exist.
A pogrom is a creation of the Russian control of Jews in eastern Europe starting in the 1700s. is a violent, organized massacre targeting a specific ethnic or religious group, often with the support or complicity of authorities. In this case, it was an effort by local Poles to "finish the job." Of 21 surviving Jews, seven were deliberately murdered. My mother and her family survived only because the machine gun used to kill them jammed. It gave the survovors time to jump through a window and escape before the jam was fixed. Those who did not jump through the window and run were killed after the jam was fixed. Even more shocking was this took place during a celebration being held by this group in a house my mothers familt shared with others. It was a celebration of their survival. A mechanical failure is the only reason I exist.
One of the things that I always oberved with my mother, was that she cooked all day and served my father, brother and me dinner on a dinner plate, but she would sit down and only eat a piece of bread. After we were finished with our dinners, she would then eat whatever was on our plates as she cleaned up. I only saw her sit down and eat her own plate of food when we had company. It was like this as long as she lived. I never understood it was because of her life in hiding where often only a scrap of bread was a meal, along with the scraps of food left by others. She used to always say her entire life how she loved bread and bread was a satisfying meal for her. I never processed this behavior until I wrote miracles through hell. I just blocked it out like I blocked lots of other things.
What’s changed in recent years isn’t the human condition. It’s the cruelty we tolerate. Cruelty and hate are everywhere. Empathy is seen as weakness. Social media turns it all into theater—amplifying cruelty to unbearable levels. People are bullied. Humiliated. Ambushed. Veterans come home with wounds both visible and invisible. Young people are judged before they’re even formed. Adults feel discarded in a society that values profit over people.
Letters came constantly—from Israel to my mother, and from my mother back to her family. There were no phones then, or if there were, long-distance was far too expensive. Communication happened through blue-striped airmail envelopes—dozens of them, always arriving or being sent. They lined drawers and sat on countertops. I can still see their edges. That stream of letters was my mother’s quiet lifeline to her past
I was fortunate that while I had depression and my mother signiﬁcantly inﬂuenced my emotions and thinking, so did my father. Even with my insecurities and emotional problems, I have always been goal-oriented and forward-thinking like him. I am stubborn and determined, like him. I always had a destination I wanted to reach and never gave up. Another thing he taught me was to confront my fears. Doing that minimizes the pain. The example he gave was going into the chilly water. Many people hate the cold and go into the water slowly, suffering the pain of the frigid water with each move. Those who confront the chilly water jump in, and the pain is quickly over, replaced by feeling refreshed. Even with depression, I faced the non-emotional things that I feared. I always jumped into the water. I was terriﬁed of public speaking and knew that I had to overcome that to achieve my career goals. I had to jump in the water. So, I took Dale Carnegie and other public speaking classes. That part of my father’s inﬂuence helped me successfully get through life, even with the anchor of depression holding me down.
Before school ever started, I was already alive with joy. The early years were full of life—neighborhood games, red wagons, laughter. One of my best friends was Stephanie Ivler. She and her older brother lived just a block away. We were always together, along with the other kids in the neighborhood, most of whom had those classic red wagons—Radio Flyers. I had one, so did the Ivlers. We raced them, hauled our toys in them, even gave each other rides.
One morning at Stephanie’s house, we pulled her wagon out of the garage. Her house sat on a hill, so we walked up to the flat street above. Stephanie got in the wagon, and her brother gave her a fast ride. She loved it. Then I pulled her—even faster. The wagon flipped. She fell out.
I panicked. I didn’t stop to check if she was okay. I just ran. The fear overpowered the instinct to help. I ran all the way home and told my mother. She was more upset that I had run off than the fact that Stephanie got hurt. “That wasn’t nice,” she told me. “That was uncaring.” I didn’t know how to explain it. I was just scared. She called Stephanie’s mom and found out she was okay—scraped, bandaged, nothing serious.
The next morning I stayed inside, afraid. But then Stephanie called and asked why I wasn’t out playing. She told me to come over. I walked up to her house, nervous her mother would be angry. But her mom opened the door and said nothing about what happened. Stephanie and I went out and played. Everything felt normal. But inside me, something had shifted. I had felt pure panic. And I ran. That response would show up again.
. In 2007, I bought a business after parting ways with Kodak, a company collapsing under its own failure. At the time, I told myself it was the pursuit of a dream. Maybe it was. Or maybe it was just a desperate attempt to prove I wasn’t broken. But just a year later, the 2008 economic crash hit, and everything unraveled. Still, I saw it through. For 11 years, I worked relentlessly just to survive. I repaid the debt. I held the line. In the end, “winning” meant selling the business and breaking even after more than a decade of backbreaking effort. But emotionally, the experience erased years of healing. This time, the failure felt like it was entirely mine. And I turned on myself. The voice that used to be my mother’s—sharp, critical, unrelenting—was now my own. I’m still working my way out of this emotional downfall. The truth is, no one has been able to help. And maybe they can’t. It’s on me now—to make peace with my life, my failures, and the choices I can’t take back. No one else can do that work. I have to find my own way forward. And I am determined to do so. 
In 2007, I bought a business after parting ways with Kodak, a company collapsing under its own failure. At the time, it felt like the pursuit of a dream—I’d always loved cars, and I convinced myself this was my chance. But just a year later, the 2008 crash hit, and everything unraveled. Still, I saw it through. For 11 years, I worked relentlessly just to survive. I repaid the debt. I held the line. In the end, “winning” meant selling the business and breaking even after more than a decade of backbreaking effort. But emotionally, the experience erased years of healing. This time, the failure felt like it was entirely mine. And I turned on myself. The voice that used to be my mother’s—sharp, critical, unrelenting—was now my own.
When Kodak began its decline, I left and bought an automotive business — a new chance, another way to prove my worth. I built the business around fairness, especially to women and seniors who were so often taken advantage of. We became the first automotive business in Rochester to win the Business Ethics Award. We earned national certification as a female-friendly shop. In 2015, I was named Independent Auto Repair Shop Owner of the Year by a national industry magazine.

As a child, I never felt like I belonged in the synagogue we attended. Instead of community, I found judgment. Kids mocked my family for being different—for our accents, our clothing, our background. My mother was humiliated when she participated in the temple sisterhood. My father, a Holocaust survivor who worked with his hands as a junk dealer, was dismissed and ridiculed. In Hebrew school, kids mocked me, calling me the son of a "junkman"—a label that carried more scorn than anyone seemed to realize. The teachers did nothing. Their parents obviously thought it was acceptable too.
And as a result domestic violence and abuse was a repeating cycle. Those who grew up in abusive households were most likely to connect with abusive partners. And most who are living abusive lives focus on survival and not getting out. And those who do get out, are moved to a safe place, restart their lives, end up getting back into an abusive relationship. It can be an endless cycle. This organization was founded by a survior of domestic violence and abuse. She grew up with it, she married an abusive partner. She got our. And she studied and researched domestic violence and abuse and the repetive cycle. She can to realize that the only way to break the cycle was therapy focuses on helping victims understand they dynamics of abusive releationships and the repeat cycle. The goal became developed a therapy process that helped victims understand and internalize the feelings and triggers that created their attraction for abusive partners. And with that understanding came the tools to break the cycle. Self-esteem, a focus on the trauma and how to change thoughts and behaviors broke the cycle. She worked with experts on this model and it was successful for her. She broke the cycle for herself in a deliberate way. She then went on to convince a church to found an organization based on this model. The University of Rochester and Rochester Institute of Technology were brought in to collect data and validate the therapy model. They found it was successful for over 80 percent of the participants. It was viewed as voo doo therapy by the so called experts and the primary organizations involved in domestics violence and abuse. But papers were written, the data circulated in national circles and the approach started getting embraced. Ultimately the organization merged into a much larger organization. So I understood trauma informed therapy which is what this really was, but at the time the term did not exist. And I even came to know that people like me, people with any kind of trauma needed this kind of therapy. But even knowing that, I refused to pursue it. I had no clue what cycle I was trying to break. It's obvious with domestic violence and abuse, war related PTSD, and other trauma. But it's not obvious with inherited trauma which is the most deniable trauma.
Before school ever started, I was already alive with joy. The early years were full of life—neighborhood games, red wagons, laughter. One of my best friends was Stephanie Ivler. She and her older brother lived just a block away. We were always together, along with the other kids in the neighborhood, most of whom had those classic red wagons—Radio Flyers. I had one, so did the Ivlers. We raced them, hauled our toys in them, even gave each other rides.
It was one of those perfect childhood afternoons when everything felt safe and endless. I was pulling Stephanie in my wagon, probably going too fast, probably showing off the way kids do. The sidewalk had a crack in it—the kind that seems harmless until it isn't. The wagon hit it, jolted, and Stephanie tumbled out onto the concrete.
She cried out. I could see she was hurt—scraped knees, maybe a cut on her arm. She needed help. She needed someone to check if she was okay, to comfort her, to help her up.
But I didn't do any of that.
I panicked. I didn't stop to check if she was okay. I didn't help her up. I just ran. The fear overpowered every other instinct—even the instinct to help a friend. I ran all the way home and told my mother what had happened.
My mother was more upset that I had run off than that Stephanie got hurt. "That wasn't nice," she told me. "That was uncaring." She called Stephanie's mom right away and found out she was okay—scraped, bandaged, nothing serious. But I could hear the disappointment in my mother's voice. Not disappointment about the accident—accidents happen. Disappointment in me. In how I had responded.
The next morning, I stayed inside, afraid. Afraid Stephanie would be angry. Afraid her mother would be angry. Afraid everyone would know what I had done—or failed to do.
But then Stephanie called and asked why I wasn't out playing. She told me to come over. I walked up to her house, nervous that her mother would scold me or worse. But when Mrs. Ivler opened the door, she said nothing about what had happened. Stephanie and I went out and played. Everything felt normal again.
But inside me, something had shifted. I had felt pure panic—a response that seemed too big for the situation. And I had run. That response, that overwhelming fear followed by flight, would show up again in my life in different forms. I didn't understand it then. I just knew that when things went wrong, when someone was hurt or in trouble, my first instinct wasn't to help—it was to escape.
Chapter 3: The Summer Everything Changed
The El Al plane lifted off from JFK Airport in June 1967, just weeks after the Six-Day War. I was twelve years old, and this was my first time on an airplane, my first time leaving America, my first time seeing my mother with her family since the war.
My father would come later, for the last two weeks.
When we landed in Tel Aviv, the air hit me—hot, Mediterranean, different. But it was the sound that struck me most. Hebrew everywhere. Not the ancient Hebrew of synagogue but living, breathing, everyday Hebrew.
My mother's family met us at the airport. We would rotate where we stayed—one week with my grandparents in Kiryat Bialystock, then a week with my younger aunt in Tel Aviv, then a week with my older aunt, also in Tel Aviv. Then the rotation would start again.
Kiryat Bialystock was like stepping back in time. The town had been created by survivors who'd lived near Bialystock, Poland. My grandfather had continued his leather hide trading business from Poland. He and his partner had opened a beef slaughterhouse closer to Tel Aviv, but my grandfather preferred working at his small farm behind his house—the way he'd done things in Poland. He didn't drive. Instead, he traveled by horse and wagon, keeping horses in a small barn, cows in the field, and running a small slaughterhouse building for hides. It wasn't kosher, but there was a market for non-kosher beef in Israel.
The town was small, with interconnecting short roads and a main street. At the end was a grocery store where people bought fresh food for just a day or two. The bread was amazing, the milk came with thick cream on top, and the vegetables were picked locally. I befriended the grocery owner's son and a few other kids my age.
My grandparents had two bicycles, and my mother and I would ride them around town. Back home I was an avid cyclist—I had a 10-speed and went on long bike rides with friends. From my grandparents' front street, you could see hills that used to be Jordan before the Six-Day War. The Green Line was at the foot of those hills. This was the narrowest part of Israel, only eleven miles wide. They told stories of snipers in the hills who would fire at Israeli towns. There was a long road running parallel to the hills, used mainly by the military because it had been too dangerous. Now that road was safe, and my grandfather suggested I take my long bike rides there.
Almost every day at my grandparents', I accompanied my grandfather on his horse and wagon while he worked. We'd go to nearby farms to pick up bales of hay for the animals. I helped clean the horse stalls. I loved being with him. It reminded me of going to my father's business on Saturdays and during summer breaks.
The relationship I developed with my grandparents was so different from what I had with my parents. I felt more support, less trauma. Safer. My grandmother shopped, cooked, and cleaned every day. We communicated in Yiddish—growing up, my parents always spoke Yiddish to my brother and me, and we always replied in English. I understood it fluently but spoke a broken version, enough to communicate with my grandparents who only spoke Yiddish.
But the second week exposed me to a completely different world—Tel Aviv.
Both my aunts lived near the center of the city in apartments. There were no single homes in Tel Aviv; those were in the suburbs. I became close with one of my cousins who was a few years younger than me. We shared a bedroom when I stayed there.
He and I would go out on our own to explore Tel Aviv, sometimes heading to the beach, sometimes just wandering the city. We'd also go places with my aunts, uncles, and cousins. I learned Tel Aviv so well that sometimes I'd go out on my own. Within weeks, I knew the whole city and the public transportation system.
My uncle worked for the Israeli Department of Defense. He had once been a chauffeur for David Ben-Gurion. Within weeks after the Six-Day War, Israelis were being allowed to take tours of the West Bank. Foreigners couldn't participate, but my uncle pulled strings. So my aunt, mother, and I took many of these tours.
We were perhaps among the first foreign tourists to enter the Old City. The bus drove through the old border, which still had layers of barbed wire fences. Sections had been taken down and temporary roads built to connect with roads on the former Jordanian side.
Traveling in the West Bank felt completely safe. The Arabs actually welcomed the Israelis—the visits were driving much more business for them. Most of the villages had street markets where you negotiated with vendors. I never felt any fear being among the former Jordanian Arabs. They weren't called Palestinians back then; they didn't even use that term. They were Arabs.
We saw the Western Wall when it was still mainly hidden by buildings that had been built in front of it. Under Jordanian control, only a very small section had been visible. The Israeli military already had heavy equipment and bulldozers clearing the buildings that had been deliberately built to hide the wall. Most of the Jewish presence in the Old City had been destroyed after the War of Independence when Jerusalem became split.
As per tradition, I wrote a note and put it in one of the cracks in the wall. I have no recollection of what I wrote.
We got to see the entire West Bank within a month of the war. We also took tours of Israel itself—many with my mother and aunts.
When my father arrived for the final two weeks, he joined our rotation. Seeing both my parents moving between these worlds—the survivor village and the modern city—they were different. More animated. They stayed up late talking with relatives, sharing memories in languages that carried their whole history. My father and I took some tours together.
One thing that really bothered me was how the Israelis mocked Americans and America for how badly we were doing in the Vietnam War. By 1967, it was apparent that the U.S. was losing. The Six-Day War had made Israelis cocky. They kept bragging that if they were in Vietnam, the war would be won in weeks. We knew they were two totally different wars. Israelis would learn that the hard way after the Yom Kippur attacks and war several years later, when Israel came very close to being overrun and defeated.
But in that summer of 1967, Israel was riding high on victory. And I was experiencing freedoms I'd never known—exploring Tel Aviv on my own, working alongside my grandfather, touring historic sites that had just become accessible, moving between three different homes where I was welcomed and wanted.
The morning we finally left for the airport, we said goodbye at my grandparents' house. The neighbors came out. My grandfather stood with his work-worn hands, my grandmother who had fed us with such care. Then my aunts, uncles, cousins—everyone crying.
At the airport, my mother did something she'd never done before and would never do again. She pulled me into a fierce hug and whispered, "I love you." The only time she ever said those words to me.
On the plane home, I sobbed uncontrollably. My body shook with the force of it. I had never cried like that before. I would never cry like that again.
By the time we landed at JFK, the walls were back up. We drove home in familiar silence. My mother said, "Don't talk about the trip too much. People won't understand."
That night in my room, I thought about it all—my grandfather's horse and wagon, exploring Tel Aviv with my cousin, the tours of the West Bank, the Yiddish and Hebrew conversations, the three different homes where I'd been welcomed. I'd experienced belonging. I'd heard my mother say she loved me. I'd seen my parents as part of a world that understood them.
The bright, confident child who had boarded that plane was already beginning to fade.
The vanishing had begun.




