
Chapter 2 This Charming Man  

After I explained to Gidon that I didn’t feel I was the right person to work 

with him, he did the only sensible thing and invited me to his home for tea and 

cake. Who can resist tea and cake? Not this girl. Gidon showed me the yellow star 

he had been forced to pin on his jacket, that read, in large, ugly letters JUDE. I had 

never seen such a thing if it wasn’t behind a glass case. But there it was. I recoiled. 

He showed me pictures of his family that he took from an old, cracked leather 

album. He showed me his transport papers and that of his mother. He showed me 

the avalanche of mysteriously labeled, jumbled computer files of his writing that 

he had paid a young man to upload for him. I just couldn’t take it all in. I told 

Gidon once more that I didn’t think I was the right person for the job but that the 

cake was delicious.  

If there’s one quality that stands out the most about Gidon, it’s his persistence. We 

began to meet regularly for coffee and strudel in a local café in the suburb of Tel 

Aviv, where we both lived. Gidon talked about his book, and I asked a lot of 

questions.  Our coffee dates began to include trips to the movies and shopping for 

groceries together. Cheerfully, Gidon began showing up and making repairs and 

improvements in my apartment. Before long, we spent almost every day together.   
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Gidon had quite a story, all right. But really – I didn’t see myself as connected 

to it. Maybe I could just proofread what he’d written and help him get that printed, 

I reasoned. We’d put his photo on the cover, and Gidon would be happy. But I am 

not a proofreader, much less a transcriptionist, and I was already working full time 

as a developmental editor. Gidon would have none of that “only for your family” 

talk. He felt that his story was bigger than that, maybe even a movie! I put the 

kibosh on that last idea immediately. But Gidon just wouldn’t give up on the idea 

of this book.  

Finally, with no idea of what to expect, I made a clumsy appeal on a Facebook 

group for writers and journalists. Maybe I could persuade one or two people to 

help transcribe and copy edit some of Gidon’s writing to at least 

get something going for him by way of collaboration. I couldn’t think of any other 

direction that wouldn’t cost Gidon dearly, and I knew he wasn’t in the position to 

hire a team of ghostwriters and editors. I was amazed  by the number of responses I 

received in the Facebook group. Dozens of people volunteered their help, their 

advice, and their encouragement. Some offered to go over the original writing and 

organize it by subject. Others offered to type handwritten pages. A man from India, 

whose parents had been refugees after the India/Pakistan partition offered to set up 

a Yahoo group. Dammit. Something extraordinary was afoot, whether I wanted to 

be involved or not.   



I sent out scanned pages of scribbled writing, organized Word documents, and 

created a timeline. I recorded several interviews with Gidon and sent those to 

volunteer transcriptionists. With the help of dozens of generous volunteers, a 

mountain of files and piles of paper had been corralled. Mostly. But it still needed 

something, this project. More salt, more cowbell, more something.  

One day, it hit me; maybe Gidon’s story was the behind-the-scenes story of 

the project itself.  If I could put his story into context in history and current events, 

I could hit two birds with one stone; make Gidon happy and write a book worth 

reading.   

It was, as Gidon would say, a leap into the clear blue sea. He was thrilled. I 

was terrified. How was this going to work when my primary source of information 

was an octogenarian with a tendency to embellish, and my second source took up 

terra-bytes on my Google Drive? What about Gidon’s family, what would they 

think? How could I honor Gidon’s wishes not to focus on the Holocaust but still 

capture the continuum in his life from those terrible events of the past to who and 

how he is today?  

I unspooled a long whiteboard sticker in his hallway, so Gidon could match 

dates up with events. The whiteboard began to reveal much more than dates and 

camping trips, marriages, births, and illness. Between the lines, I came to 

understand, Gidon’s is the story of a little boy who never really grew up, with a 



desperate need to belong and to (re)build a family for himself. More than that, his 

story spanned the beginnings of a fledgling country, a first marriage gone seriously 

wrong, and another marriage that lasted over forty years. He suffered through two 

crushing, life-threatening stage-four bouts of cancer and then lost his beloved wife 

Susan to cancer immediately afterward. He found himself alone in a big house, 

surrounded by memories. But like Harold and the Purple Crayon, no matter what, 

Gidon picked himself up and created a new life, chapter by chapter, over and over 

again. This willingness to keep creating and living, no matter what has happened 

before or could happen again, is what fascinated and inspired me about him.  

Gidon was born Peter Wolfgang Löw and was born in Karlovy Vary 

(Carlsbad) Czechoslovakia in 1935. His stern, diminutive mother had been trained 

as a milliner, and his father owned a scrap iron lot. Only seven months earlier, 

Adolf Hitler had become the Führer of Germany. When Gidon was six months old, 

the Nuremberg Race Laws stripped German Jews of their rights. The chubby baby 

in the faded photos has no idea what his future holds. He doesn’t know he will 

grow up without his father. In 1938, when Peterl, as his mother called him, was 

just three and a half, Germany annexed the Sudetenland, an area that cups the 

northern and western parts of what was then Czechoslovakia in what was called the 

Munich Agreement. The Jewish population in Sudetenland fled eastward to 

Prague. Gidon’s family packed up too. The red tricycle Gidon had just gotten for 



his birthday had to be left behind. He remembers crying on the train platform and 

that his grandfather tried to persuade his parents to change their minds. But they 

were frightened of what the future held and didn’t have room for a plaything.  

Three years later, in 1941, Peter, who would years later, Hebraize his name to 

Gidon, was transported with his mother to the Terezin (Theresienstadt) 

concentration camp, just over 30 miles north of Prague. His father and grandfather 

had been transported two weeks earlier. Peter – Gidon – spent four years in the 

camp. In fact, of the estimated 15,000 children who were imprisoned in or 

transported through Terezin, only 92 survived; Gidon is one of those children.  

While Gidon and his mother miraculously survived, his father, great-grandmother, 

three grandparents, aunts, great-aunts, uncles, great-uncles, and cousins all 

perished in Auschwitz, Buchenwald, Treblinka, Majdanek, and the Izbeca and 

Warsaw ghettos. What had been a large family spread over Czechoslovakia and 

Austria was reduced to two: Gidon and his mother, Doris. 

There were gaps in the whiteboard. Gidon had written very little about the 

tumultuous backdrop of Israel’s history, culture, and politics or the ongoing 

conflict with the Palestinians. It wasn’t that Gidon didn’t have opinions about these 

things, mind you, or experiences with them, it’s that he hadn’t had the time or the 

luxury, or, to be totally honest, the desire to connect larger, less personal events to 

the events of his life. But doesn’t the time and place in which we live affect not 



just who we are but we who are becoming? Didn’t that go not just for Gidon but 

for me too? I had chosen to live in Israel rather recently, after all. Gidon had been 

here for 60 years.  

If curiosity killed the cat, I am dead many times over.  As I worked with 

Gidon, I read over twenty-five books about Israel, the Holocaust, the history of the 

Jews and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. I read about intolerance and racism in 

America, about the life of Golda Meir, about Zionism, Holocaust trauma and the 

nature of memory. I read novels, I read memoirs, I read history books. I immersed 

myself completely.  

I got my feet on the ground too, in a way that I hadn’t before Gidon came into 

my life.  

Eager to show me his Israel, Gidon took me to Givat Haim Ihud, the kibbutz that 

houses the Beit Theresienstadt museum, which was established by Terezin 

survivors. Gidon allowed himself to go over the contents of the museum 

thoughtfully and slowly. It was here, surrounded by relics, photos, and 

documentation that the reality of this camp really sunk in for both of us.  

We went to Kibbutz Yad Mordechai, which lay only a couple of kilometers 

from Gaza and went to the Warsaw ghetto uprising museum. Outside, the museum 

had a display of rusty qasam rockets that had been fired at the kibbutz over time. 

Later, we visited nearby Kibbutz Zikim, where Gidon lived for seven years. There 



we came upon an exhausted firefighting crew taking a break from fighting the 

many fires on the periphery of Gaza that had been set in protest. It was hot and 

smoky, and this small kibbutz on the edge of the Mediterranean looked like it had 

seen better days.  

We signed up for a tour of the barrier wall dividing Israel and the West Bank, 

led by an organization called Machsom Watch. The barbed wire reminded him of 

his youth, and he stared in dismay at a crowded checkpoint that he knew existed, 

intellectually, but that he had never seen. The Israel of Gidon’s younger days did 

not have the checkpoints or barrier wall. He was disillusioned that the Israel he had 

loved and been a part of building had come to this. But Gidon had also lived 

through the terror of the intifadas (uprisings) in Israel that had taken the lives of so 

many, including people that he knew. He felt conflicted and deeply saddened.  

We went to a large, joint Independence/Naqba event in Tel Aviv, where we 

heard David Grossman and others speak. At a rally in Tel Aviv to commemorate 

the death of Yitzhak Rabin, Gidon was right up front, proudly holding a sign 

protesting Netanyahu.  

Days later, we drove past yet another giant billboard urging Israelis to cast 

their votes for Bibi. “I’m going to write something on that,” Gidon muttered 

darkly. Okay, sure, I thought. Two days later, a can of spray paint appeared on his 

dining room table. At three o’clock that morning, he donned his hoodie, took the 



can, and crept to the intersection, where he scrawled “Enough, Bibi, go home!” in 

Hebrew. He was elated by his subversive act, and the graffiti stayed on the 

billboard for two days before it was painted over.  

We were by that point, living our lives in tandem. I had, it seemed, become 

Gidon’s project, and he had become mine. Gidon and I did what seemed a natural 

evolution to us; we moved in together, to the shock of everybody who knew either 

one of us. Our adventures continued apace. We went camping and to the movies. 

We swam in the Mediterranean and subsequently nursed our jellyfish stings, we 

shopped, cooked, and did our errands.  

I found that Gidon is most emphatically a meat and potato man; he politely but 

grudgingly tolerates my California inspired “healthy” food on the occasion that he 

lets me in the kitchen. He puts ketchup on rice because everything should have 

“gravy.” When he watches football (soccer for us Americans) on television, his 

legs move just a little bit, with involuntary kicks. When he reads, he mouths the 

words silently. No matter how focused he is, he always looks up with a big grin 

when I call his name.  

In March of 2019, shortly after his 84th birthday, Gidon and I took a ride in an 

ambulance. Gidon was feeling some pressure in his chest, and we were both 

scared. I sat in the front of the ambulance next to the driver. None of the 

paramedics spoke much English, and I was desperately trying to ascertain what the 



paramedics thought of his condition. I was not able to glean the information that I 

wanted. Then I keyed in on the sound of Gidon’s voice, speaking to the paramedics 

in Hebrew. He was telling them that he was from Karlovy Vary (Carlsbad) and that 

he was 84, and that he’d recently had a birthday. I could tell he was enjoying the 

big grins and interest in him from the young paramedics. When we arrived at the 

hospital, Gidon refused the stretcher and instead hopped out and walked himself in. 

I knew he was going to be okay and, if not, that Gidon would die in the same that 

he has lived – on his own terms, choosing to tell his story to anyone who will 

listen.  

The incident gave me a good scare. Tick tock, with every passing day, Gidon 

was getting older. He had put his faith in me and where was the book?  Could I get 

the project done while Gidon was still around to enjoy it?  

“I’m not going anywhere,” Gidon reassured me. “Besides,” he said, “we are 

nowheres done with the book.”   

Nowheres done. He was right. I had to trust myself and my instincts. We 

needed to go to where it had all started for Gidon: the Czech Republic. With 

Gidon’s willingness and enthusiasm and my curiosity, down the rabbit hole we 

went.  
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