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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			No one expected the story of leaving a Hasidic enclave to find many readers, least of all myself. The many polite rejections of my book proposal back in 2009 referred to my story as too local, too niche, suited at best for a feature article in a regional newspaper or magazine. Later, when a publisher did take a chance on me, I was gently warned not to get my hopes up. So the overnight success of Unorthodox: The Scandalous Rejection of My Hasidic Roots (subtitle added by a shrewd marketing department to up the book’s chances) caught all of us completely unawares. Suddenly people around me were surmising that perhaps my story was indeed an American one after all, like the tales of runaway Mormons and Mennonites that populated the memoirs of the age, and the rebellious Amish teenagers on reality TV. Editors, publicists, and agents alike pondered if at the end of the day there wasn’t some American bottom line in the act of running away from a religious sect in the pursuit of liberty and happiness.

			My publisher naturally wanted to follow up on the success of Unorthodox, which ended on the cliffhanger of my departure not because I wanted to deprive my audience of the satisfaction of knowing what happens next, but because I wrote the book too soon after leaving my community to know the next phase myself. He proposed another memoir and enthusiastically advised me to travel across the country and write about finally becoming an American. Sex, drugs, and rock and roll was the phrase mentioned, as if my becoming an American was predicated on embracing the hedonism my family and community had deemed a grave sin. I longed more than anything to be allowed to keep writing, to have a career as a writer, so although I was filled with anxiety, I was determined to try my best to follow this assignment.

			Yet I soon realized becoming American was impossible. I had been raised in a world resembling an eighteenth-century European shtetl, where I had spoken a different language, had consumed a different culture, and was subjected to religious law instead of civil law. It may well be an American tradition to run away, but if so, it is only because it is American to nurture and protect worlds that need running away from. Certainly, for me, the United States could never be the country I knew and trusted; it could therefore never be home.

			I submitted a manuscript to my publisher that was part exploration of unwelcoming territory and part long-awaited discovery of my own ancestral roots abroad. I felt torn between two personas: the one everyone expected of me, and the one I felt magnetically drawn to. I longed to write about the latter, but I was told that the story was too Eurocentric. Americans want to read about themselves, my editor insisted, you’re the American dream, write about that! In the end, I became a European despite all the discouragement, and I relocated to a continent rich in narrative heritage. I felt that since I did not have the “right” story or that “American” persona, I was no longer qualified to write about my journey. I switched to a new language, one much closer to my mother tongue, and I plugged into a new yet old culture with greater ease than I could ever have imagined. I began writing about my European experiences for Europeans.

			Now, all these years later, the success around the globe of the Netflix series Unorthodox, which inspired translations of my work in countless foreign languages, proves the universality of the journey. Regardless of the geographic specifics of my post-religious exodus, the audiences for stories are no longer local or regional, as many once feared. More and more, our treasure trove of stories is becoming a common resource, transcending all boundaries of culture, identity, and language. It is a result of this transformation that I can offer you the fully realized story, revisited from a later vantage point. Although the trajectory of my life has taken some surprising turns since my departure from the Hasidic community, somehow I have the feeling it will prove its universality as well.

			

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			In urban Williamsburg, in the confines of the Satmar Hasidic community where I grew up, children were taught the ancient biblical laws dating from the era of the temple, a time before the diaspora, when Jewish people had a sense of home and the dignity that is its consequence. These laws had been rendered mostly abstract by the changes in our circumstances, but even though we rarely had the opportunity to apply them, they were part of the great inheritance that was to serve as our solace in what is seen as a temporary period of exile.

			An exception to those laws was declared for my grandmother’s garden, perhaps one of the last plots of land in Williamsburg that had not been smothered with cement, which my grandfather treated as if it was our personal holy land, applying the complex laws of agriculture to that little island of greenery as if it were a farming initiative and not simply my bubby’s personal sanctuary, a rare thing of beauty to which she escaped when she needed peace. My grandfather insisted on imposing a religious order on everything in our lives, not only those aspects that were required, and the garden was certainly not to be overlooked. Perhaps this relentless discipline gave him comfort after the chaos he had experienced during wartime. However, it was the order of nature to which my grandmother, also a Holocaust survivor, was still most loyal. The conflict that sputtered between them all their married life, and probably the conflict that brewed early on in my own spirit as well, can very likely be traced back to these competing allegiances. In their case, however, it was my grandfather who eventually triumphed, and biblical law was applied to the garden my grandmother had so lovingly cultivated over the years. The inflexible application of those ancient edicts proved to be the death of that miniature paradise and, in a way, the loss of the grandmother I knew and loved, which I would realize only many years later, when I was wrestling with her sudden physical absence. I had already experienced losing her emotionally and spiritually, as old age seemed to fragment and diminish her, to carry her further and further away from me and into the world she had always privately inhabited.

			

			—

			In the world I grew up in there was no rest or retreat from the omnipresent intrusion of religious tenets. Even then, I imagined I knew God better than any of the old and wise people around me; I suspected they had grievously misunderstood him. Such is the arrogance of a childhood that has known no abject degradation or suffering. These people had survived the apocalypse, and they had conjured a new, postapocalyptic God, a paroxysm of uncontrolled fury, and therefore my community no longer availed itself of the many leniencies and permissions that had once marked our religion like complex embroidery on a simple cloth. Instead it sought to draw a pristine cloth ever tighter around itself, in the hope that the narrowness of structure and belief would restore the sense of security that had been permanently snatched from them. The more open the world around them became, the more they withdrew.

			I too should have been subsumed by the regulations as I came of age in our little shtetl, but somehow the forces within me conspired to carve out enough mental space for independent thought to flourish. Later, desperate for the physical space in which to apply my own ideas, I left for the outside world, never to return. Upon doing so, I promptly attempted to shed the obligatory personality I had worn like a shell for all those years, hoping that what would emerge from underneath it would be my true self, like a sapling bursting forth from freshly turned earth.

			I soon discovered that both of my personalities, the one I saw as authentic and the one I saw as artificial, had inseparably entangled roots, the entirety of which had been torn from its terrain in the process of fleeing. It took time to realize that hacking away at that tangle of roots in an attempt to separate from the parts of my identity I wanted to be free from was doing more harm than good. Finding myself on the other side of the invisible barriers that had always hemmed me in, I felt sure that my future was out there somewhere, waiting for me, but I had no sense of direction to help me navigate through the void between those two points—of what had been and what was to come—except for the moral compass that had been instilled in me by my grandmother, whose spirit seemed to come alive in me now like a quivering magnetic needle striving toward true north. It was this force that helped me realize that the key to reaching this hazy, veiled shore was not to abandon my past, but rather to reach back and sew the ties from it to the future. To do this, I traced back along the fabric, feeling for a place where the weave was still strong, where it could support ties. I wanted to close the chasm as if stitching a wound; to reconcile the forces that had always seemed like contradictions, yet had in truth been complementary parts of a whole all along.

			

			—

			Now, more than ten years since my departure from the Hasidic community, those two personalities that had developed side by side, yet separate from each other, have finally been allowed to integrate, and with that has come the first real sense of a whole self, here in this old yet new world. Within my consciousness I still have the memory of the past; not only the recent past, but also the deeper, older past that comes before it, and because of this, I have acquired the ability to envision the future as something infinite and unqualifiable, something within our collective hands, as opposed to the hands of a temperamental and individual God.

			For the period of time this book chronicles, I was a kind of refugee. Sadly, many people I once knew who also followed this path have taken their own lives in the preceding years. After all, what happens when you open a door but all you find on the other side is emptiness? And I mean not just what happens to us, but what happens to any person who embarks on a journey with no return ticket? I have asked myself this question constantly over the last decade: Is it even possible to arrive? As fresh news of each suicide reached me, it felt like a personal blow to my own reserves of hope. They had each answered the question for themselves by taking a decisive leap into the void. I asked myself why I had not yet done the same. But later I would realize it was because all that time my feet had already been treading on solid ground. In leaving my community I thought I had also lost the only source of love and beauty in my life: my grandmother. Yet it was her personal journey that had blazed the trail I traveled in reverse, and her love of harmony that taught me how to bring together the disparate parts of myself. I felt the magnetic pull of the European continent, the place that my community had declared to be scorched earth, and now, against all probability, I am no longer one who is fleeing, or one who has fled—I am one who has returned.

			Berlin 2020
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			QUESTIONS

			Bubby, am I one hundred percent Jewish?

			I am eight years old when I first dare to formulate the question I had been turning over in my mind for such a long time. I have been worrying that there might be a sinister reason for the way my thoughts tend toward doubt instead of faith. This way of life we lead, it does not come naturally to me, although I know it should. Because no one else suffers from this affliction, I wonder if genealogical contamination can explain the anomaly. I suspect I am regarded as tainted by my mother’s actions, so it follows that she too could have been tainted by someone else, by some mysterious, forgotten ancestor in her past. This would explain why I am the way I am, and not like the others.

			Bubby, am I one hundred percent Jewish? I ask. Because I think that whether I am or am not is a matter that defines my destiny. Because I need to know if I have a hope of fitting in.

			What a silly question! she exclaims in response. Of course you are Jewish, she assures me. Everybody in our community is. She dismisses my earnest fear with a laugh. But how can she be so certain?

			Look at our world, she says. Look at how separate we live. How we have always lived. Jews don’t mix with others, and others don’t mix with us, so how do you think you could be anything less than one hundred percent?

			I didn’t think to inquire then why so many people in our community have light eyes, pale skin, and fair hair. My grandmother herself had always spoken proudly of her blond children. Pale, non-stereotypically Jewish features were valuable commodities among us. They meant one would be able to pass. It was the gift of disguise that God granted, seemingly at random, although we were led to believe that he had a precise system in terms of granting privileges, so perhaps lack of blondness denoted a spiritual inferiority, or perhaps it was actually the other way around, depending on how you looked at things. When I met my husband for the first time at the age of seventeen, I focused mostly on his golden hair and what that would mean for my genetic legacy. I wondered if the gene was strong enough to guarantee me golden-haired children, children who would be safe when the world, trapped in its unalterable pattern of orbit, turned against them.

			Now I understand that those Eastern European features and fair coloring align perfectly with the genetic studies that have long since confirmed that none of us are one hundred percent of anything. But these findings never made it into our midst, and if they did, they probably wouldn’t have mattered. In our community, we believed that as long as we were separate, we were pure by default.

			This word, though, “pure”—it doesn’t come from our language, from our vocabulary. Our word for “pure” is tuhor, and its original meaning applies only to spiritual purity. It means to be pure of intention, to be clean of sin. In the Hasidic tradition, this kind of purity ostensibly outweighs the importance of strong ancestry. The obsession with pure bloodlines would come later, perhaps as a by-product of the ideology and laws that defined us by exclusion. One drop of Jewish blood was all it took, not for the first time in Hitler’s Germany, so those who could, fought to hide that drop and deny its existence, but out of instinctive protectiveness, those who could not retreated into a perverse pride. They invented a kind of purity for themselves. They created family trees that went back a thousand years to show their intact stems. They discriminated against Jews who couldn’t prove their undiluted status. Just like the Nazis, they too withdrew into the false and treacherous cocoon of consanguineous identity. Since they couldn’t be a part of that other world, the next best thing was to create a special club to be a member of instead. We are tuhor, they said, and they meant our souls of course, but this time they also meant our blood.

			If my blood is Jewish, then my soul is as well. This is why I want to know. I want to understand how exactly Jewishness is imprinted on me. What exactly is it that I have inherited? How can I force the concept of it into something graspable? But really, the question underneath all questions is this: How can I make my Jewishness bearable to me?

			Bubby says to me, quite absentmindedly, while sitting at the table running individual cabbage leaves under a fluorescent light bulb to check for worms, which would render them unkosher, that God put the other nations onto the planet for the sole purpose of hating and persecuting the Jewish people. It is this opposing force in the end that defines us, like how God created night and day, darkness and light. We need one to define the other. Our Jewishness exists precisely in the context of the attempts to eradicate it.

			This statement from her—which is supposed to explain the world to me, which says that everything out there is terrifying and will always be so, because it is the way things have to be in order to justify our existence—it is so extreme that I feel then that she can’t possibly mean it; she’s just parroting what the rabbi says, what everyone in the community is always repeating. Because wouldn’t it be a grave overestimation of ourselves to imagine that all the evil in the world was created for our suffering? Isn’t that kind of arrogance a sin in itself, to regard one’s suffering as the holiest of holies, submitting to it like an orchestra to its conductor, sacrificing personal will for the sake of some ultimate directorial vision?

			Even though in our community we do not interact with gentiles unless there are exceptional circumstances, in which contact is strictly regulated, I know that Bubby had real relationships with non-Jewish people before she joined the Satmar sect. She’s mentioned the neighbors in the small village in which her parents ran a store, how they came to turn their water into seltzer by using the pump in the front yard and brought little gifts in exchange; how they traded eggs and milk and meat for the wares that Bubby’s parents sold. She remembers being sent off to live with her wealthy grandmother in the city when she was too old to sleep in the common bedroom with her ten siblings, and those elegant women with the fancy French hats and fur stoles her grandmother invited over for tea, tortes, and cards. She traveled with her grandmother to spa towns in Europe, where they stayed in resort hotels and socialized with people from all over the continent. But all that was before the war, and marrying my grandfather and joining Rabbi Joel Teitelbaum’s new community with him meant that the only people she was supposed to come into contact with were ones just like us.

			

			•   •   •

			But then I think of how she picked up that cleaning lady a short while ago, as we chanced across that ritual that most housewives in Williamsburg participate in. Every morning, at the corner of Marcy and Division Avenues, the illegal immigrant women from Poland, or sometimes Lithuania, Slovakia, or Ukraine, line up for a black-market job at the place where the street forms a bridge over the expressway. Over the noise of honking horns and tires thumping over shoddy roads, the humiliating negotiations are conducted. A Hasidic housewife approaches, looks each woman over carefully as if to assess their physical condition, and beckons to the one deemed satisfactory with a crooked finger, indicating for her to step forward. An offer is made, usually low: five dollars an hour. If the woman is feeling bold that day, if the group waiting is small and it is still early and she thinks her chances are good, she will counter with eight, but probably concede at six. Then off they go, the two of them, the cleaning lady walking behind the housewife in a show of subservience, following her to the home where she will perform the lowliest of chores so the lady of the house will be spared such indignities.

			It does not escape me even now that this theater of selection is a bizarre mirror of a collective memory. I see it as an unconsciously inherited vendetta playing itself out in miniature against the backdrop of a wire highway fence. The story of our community founders, of survivors who had once been “selected” by the gentiles for a future among the living, is perversely inverted each time a gentile cleaning woman is beckoned forward. A small satisfaction, but a palpable one nonetheless. And yet, my grandmother had never taken part in the performance until that day.

			We had been accidentally walking by that street corner on the way home, carrying the bags of groceries my grandmother had acquired, and suddenly my grandmother stopped in her tracks, staring fixedly at a woman behind the group of others pushing forward and clamoring at the housewives, a woman with dull brown hair streaked with gray who was leaning back against the fence with her hands clasped in front of her and her eyes looking down at the floor, waiting to be selected but perhaps too proud to ask for it. My grandmother seemed frozen as if in some reverie. I set my bags down on the ground, regarding the scene with curiosity. Bubby pointed her finger at the woman.

			You, she said. The woman looked up.

			Magyar vagy, Bubby said, in a way that sounded like a statement rather than a question.

			The woman looked surprised; she nodded and stepped forward. She issued a gushing stream of Hungarian words, as if she had been holding them back for hours and now someone had given her permission to finally let them all out. She grasped Bubby’s sleeve, her body arched away from the group of others standing there; she bowed before my grandmother as if performing an obsequious curtsy, as if she was begging us to free her from the dread of waiting, the shame of being the last one standing there, the fear of having to go back home with no prospect of earnings for the day.

			I don’t know how my grandmother knew that the woman was Hungarian. There were very seldom any Hungarian women on that street corner, which my grandmother cited as the reason she refused to hire a cleaning lady. She didn’t like the fact that she couldn’t communicate with the Polish women; she didn’t trust them in her home. Instead she did the grunt work herself, bent on her knees with a rag, a brush, and a wash bucket. But now there was a Hungarian, and indeed, someone from her very own region, not too much younger than herself. Did she recognize this person from her past? Or perhaps this woman was simply a representation to my grandmother of all those neighbors from her childhood, the ones who had counted as friends before the political temperature changed and they gleefully assumed the homes and lives wrested from others, all loyalties forgotten. Goyim were all like that, she had said. Waiting to benefit from your destruction. That’s how God made them. They are helpless to go against their inborn natures.

			But still I could not decide if it was pity or the personal desire for vindication that drove Bubby to take that cleaning lady home with us. There seemed to be some kind of human connection between her and that woman, who walked at Bubby’s side and babbled in that secret language that I had only ever heard my grandparents speak, vibrating with joy at being chosen by someone who could understand her. Did Bubby actually feel loyal to someone who shared her origins, even though that person wasn’t Jewish? Or rather, did she feel a need to prove to her how the circumstances of the past had been upended, to show that woman everything she had achieved for herself here in America, with her four-story brownstone house, her chandeliers and carpets and floor-length lace curtains? To show her on which side of history the real triumph lay?

			I watched as she brought the woman into the kitchen, gave her various cleaning tools, and set her up with the tasks she normally did herself or handed off to me, the daily routine of ironing, dusting, and polishing. I was perturbed by the fact that she did not ask the woman to wash the floor. That would have been obvious, I surmised: my grandmother watching as a gentile woman from her home region got down on her knees in this large and comfortable home that she now owned. I didn’t necessarily want to see this random woman degraded, but I did think that the experience could give my grandmother a kind of closure. I thought it might temper the bitterness of that old, lingering betrayal that she only ever sparsely referred to in my presence, but which I knew still burned in her deepest store of memories.

			After a few hours of moderate to light housework, my grandmother called the woman to the kitchen table for a lunch break. To my surprise she received the woman at her table and sat down across from her like an equal. She even served her on real porcelain plates. I was confused, wondering if this was part of some clever and elaborate scheme or an attestation to the nobility of my grandmother’s character. Bubby had defrosted some stuffed cabbage, a traditional dish back home that had been established as a culinary staple in our community, and I watched the woman sit down eagerly to eat it, chatting excitedly in Hungarian the whole while. I caught bits and pieces; they were talking about variations in recipes, the way her mother had cooked those rolls. She complimented Bubby’s cooking effusively. I sensed she was trying to ingratiate herself; surely there was an incentive to do so, because of course it was the goal of all those cleaning women to get a regular posting, so they would not have to return to that street corner every day in hopes of being selected. A regular position meant security, perhaps even a raise, and referrals to other families if the work was good. Too many weeks spent waiting at the fence were a sure sign you were not a valuable choice; then your hourly wage went lower and lower until no offers came at all. It was the fear of all cleaning women; you could see it in the eyes of some of them in the late morning as you walked past the last stragglers, that panic as time went by and the crowd thinned, and police cars drove ominously past. I was irritated by what I suspected were this woman’s ulterior motives.

			My grandmother did not say much as the woman prattled on; her chin rested in her palm, her other hand tracing patterns in the tablecloth. Every so often my grandmother nodded or threw in the equivalent of a “yes” or an “I see” in Hungarian. When the woman was finished eating, Bubby took the plate from her and washed it in the sink. She prepared a coffee and served it in a chipped white mug. Then she put a twenty-dollar bill on the tablecloth.

			No more work today, she said firmly. Finished now.

			The woman looked crestfallen. She eyed the bill on the table. Three hours of work plus tip.

			I come back next week, yes? Her hands trembled around the coffee cup.

			My grandmother said nothing; she simply shook her head no. Then, perhaps feeling sorry for her, she said, Don’t feel bad. I never hire anyone to help me. I prefer to do the work myself.

			The woman tried to convince my grandmother to change her mind. She offered to get down on her knees and wash the floor right then and there, to prove her usefulness. She grasped my grandmother’s hands and kissed them. Her desperation made her previous effusiveness seem baldly false in comparison, and I sensed that my grandmother was embarrassed for her.

			Bubby said she was sorry but she didn’t have any work for her. All her children were grown, she explained. There wasn’t so much left to do. If the woman left her phone number, perhaps she would pass it on to her daughters, see if they were interested. But she couldn’t promise anything.

			This gave the cleaning lady something to hold on to. She carefully wrote down her information, using the pencil and paper Bubby gave her. I do very cheap, she assured her. Five dollar.

			I closed the door gently behind her as she left, still tripping over her multiple farewells, looking back longingly at the woman who spoke her language, who remembered the same old country, from whom she might have expected solidarity, had it not been for the failure of her parents’ generation to show the same, I thought. For a while after the woman left, Bubby sat at the kitchen table sipping her coffee, a small smile playing at the corner of her mouth. I longed to know what she was thinking, but of course I could not ask.

			I wondered then, as I folded dish towels on the counter while Bubby sat in silence on her little stool, who was more vindicated in such a scenario, my grandmother, who was kind to the goyte but deprived her of both the work and the abasement that came with it, or the neighboring women who happily oversaw the scrubbing of toilets and washing of staircases, taking perverse pleasure in the way circumstances had been upended by history. As a child I was convinced it was a question of effectiveness; I assumed my grandmother was meting out her own subtle version of justice.

			Now I look back on this story very differently. I recognize in my grandmother the conflict between her yearning for grace and the frightening yet human impulses she struggled to suppress. To peg her actions that day as one or the other, as compassionate or vengeful, would be too simplistic. What was wonderful about Bubby was that she was so complex, so mysterious. All these forces were at work in her simultaneously, although some never noticed, because she was good at keeping the surface calm and smooth. But there were quiet dramas I witnessed her take part in as a child. Those annual meetings with Edith, for example, with whom she had survived the brutal war years in slave labor camps but who had chosen a secular life with a non-Jewish husband in Chicago and flew to New York solely for that clandestine encounter, meeting my grandmother in the same hotel lobby with a discretion bordering on espionage. Or her battle to maintain the only garden in Williamsburg by insisting to my grandfather that since it yielded the blooms necessary for the Pentecostal tradition of ornamenting one’s home with abundant flora, the plot of carefully tended land was no distraction from the work of spiritual dedication but rather an act of spiritual service in itself. All her struggles and secrets, they stayed with me like the fairy tales that other children grow up with. They are the stories I play over and over in my adult mind, looking for clues that might reveal the inner workings of this woman upon whom I have unconsciously modeled myself.

			

			•   •   •

			My teachers said that being Jewish was about having within us a zelem Elohim, a particle of God. Yet Bubby insisted it was the presence of the other that confirmed our difference. She made it sound as if we would stop being Jewish as soon as others stopped hating us for it.

			It wasn’t just about being Jewish in my community, though, but about what kind of Jew you were. Because there were endless variations; even if you were Ashkenazi, you could still be separated into minute and specific categories, and between each one and the next lay an enormous division. You could be a Galizianer, a Litvak, or a Yekke. And then there were the many Jews outside the Ashkenazi circle, the Sephardim, the Mizrachim, the Bucharians, the Yemenites, the Persians . . . all of them with distinctly more Jewish DNA than any of us possessed, but not to be mixed with nonetheless. We had some refugee families in our community in Williamsburg; they were from places like Kazakhstan, Yemen, Argentina, and Iran. But even the ones whose ancestors had still lived in Europe only two generations ago were not like us, for they had been distanced from tradition for two whole generations. This was a span of time they could never compensate for, because in those two generations the meaning of Jewishness had been redefined. The war had etched our divisions deeper. Now each sect only accepted members of the same pure ancestry, survivors who could trace their lineage back to a specific city or region. This lineage decided where you belonged. You would naturally marry someone from the same stock, so that when you produced children, they had a clearly delineated family tree. These children would keep the shtetl alive in their veins. In this way, cities like Bobov and Vizhnitz and Klausenburg and Sanz and Pupa and Gur still existed, because the descendants of the residents of those cities had not forgotten where they came from. They had re-created their genetic pools in segregated Brooklyn neighborhoods, the barriers of which, while not visibly marked, were nevertheless imprinted upon our collective consciousness, informing our orientation in time and space.

			The shtetl we belonged to was Satmar, named for a village not far away from the childhood homes of my grandparents, a group to which they naturally belonged because of this historical proximity. The Satmars were now also fixated on keeping everything in the family. Uncles married nieces; cousins married cousins. Our gene pool went from small to smaller, the circle around us drawn ever tighter. Our neighbors next door, the Halberstams, were the son and daughter of two brothers, and when they had one child after another with cystic fibrosis, seven out of nine in fact, the powers that be seemed to take notice. Something would have to be done.

			So they started the testing program, and when I was fifteen, doctors in white lab coats came to my school classroom and unpacked their boxes of equipment onto our shabby desks, while we lined up to fill their tubes with our blood. We took turns rolling up our sleeves, biting down when the needle punctured skin, trying not to show weakness in front of our peers. Next year our families would start marrying us off, but before they could do that, the doctors had to analyze our genetic profile. Dor Yeshorim the program was called: the Righteous Generation. To preserve the tradition of constant intermarriage, of always remaining isolated from the others, we needed to make sure we weren’t also breeding ill health. So before we were matched up to our future spouses, they would compare our genes, make sure we weren’t carriers of the same mutations—that our profiles were similar, but not too similar. We’d never find out, though, whatever it was they had discovered in our blood. It was kept in a bank, fully protected. We just received a number that we could reference against any other number. Then it was a matter of comparison and a simple yes or no.

			Two years later I’d call the bank to give them my number and the number of my prospective husband. I’d wait breathlessly for the answer. There was still that old fear in me, that they’d find something there that didn’t belong, something that would explain why I was the way I was.

			“Mazel tov!” they told me. “You will have many healthy children.”

			And that was all that mattered. If they saw something in my blood that didn’t add up, they didn’t breathe a word.

			

			—

			There is a Yiddish word that I heard all too often during my childhood, a word that filled me with tension: yichus. This was such a loaded word for me, because although yichus was valuable in that it established one’s place in the hierarchy and its accorded status, it was frightening to me because I was reminded whenever I heard the word that I had only the most tenuous grip on any at all and therefore was doomed to a never-ending struggle to avoid sinking to the bottom of my society like sediment.

			The word yichus stems from a common and harmless Hebrew term for “relations,” but in Yiddish, it meant something more like “noble lineage,” and it was a word that ascribed value to an individual based on who their ancestors were. In our community, families with yichus occupied enviable positions in society. They were our version of aristocrats. These families treasured their unpolluted genetic line and presented it as evidence to matchmakers that their sons and daughters deserved only those proposals befitting their pedigree. My own connection to whatever ancestry I might have claimed had been rent by the scandalous failed union of my parents and the resulting chaos that had spread over my family like a permanent stain, eating away at our communal fabric, the weave of which depended on unbroken unions and uninterrupted lines.

			When I was fourteen and attending the ninth grade in my religious all-girls school, the project of the year was composing and presenting your own family tree. When the announcement was made during the first week of school, it unleashed a wave of raw panic in me. I raced home that day struggling to hold back the tears until I finally arrived in my grandmother’s kitchen. This project spelled out my doom. I knew I was due for yet another humiliation as the girls in my class presented their illustrious, intact, and well-fleshed family trees. I would be forced to put all the brokenness in my family on display.

			Bubby took one look at me and immediately dropped the ball of chopped meat she was shaping into fasirt. She washed her hands clean and pulled out a paper bag from its hiding place on top of a kitchen cabinet. There was a stash of chocolate-covered orange peels inside that she kept for emergencies like this one. Wordlessly, she handed me one to munch on and bit into one herself. I watched her chew thoughtfully, waiting for the solution she was surely concocting.

			“Well, technically everyone has a little bit of yichus,” she said. “If you look hard enough into anyone’s family tree, how can you not stumble upon a small rabbi, a low-level saint? I bet if we search back far enough we can put together enough rabbis to make even Mime-Gitl Rokeach look small in comparison.” She joked to make me feel better. We both knew there was no beating Mime-Gitl, whose popularity should by all laws of logic have suffered for her unusually low hairline but would always represent the prestige that came with her rabbinical “connections.”

			Bubby observed my panic coolly, able to empathize but at the same time not afflicted by the same fear of non-acceptance. She didn’t need acceptance, because her world ended with the walls of our property; as long as she had her kitchen and garden, she didn’t need anything or anyone else. I was out there every day desperate to prove myself worthy; I was still young and naïve enough to think that this would bring me the inner peace I so craved.

			“I’ll write to the uncle who helped arrange your parents’ marriage,” Bubby said, still chewing on a strand of orange peel. “He’ll be able to help you fill out your mother’s side of the tree.”

			I wanted to hug her in that moment, but of course I didn’t dare. I had never hugged her, and I never would. It simply wasn’t done in our world. If I had broken the unwritten rule and put my arms around her, I can only imagine that it would have made her deeply uncomfortable, almost afraid. Outpourings of affection were so dangerous in our world. If you made a point of showing how important someone was to you, didn’t it just make it more likely that the universe would take them from you when it was time for punishment?

			But I loved her very much on that day, and I would always remember it, because she had cared enough to want to help me fill the gaping hole in me that begged for roots, as many of them as possible, so that I could feel them burrowing into the ground and know that even a strong wind couldn’t come and shake me from my perch.

			Months of careful research followed. I took to following my grandfather around with a notebook and pen, asking him questions about a past he had mostly lost, having been too young and naïve to ask the important questions of the right people when they had still been alive. Because when people are alive we take them for granted, I knew. I had learned that lesson vicariously through the losses of that generation, and I was studiously determined not to waste any of the time that I still had with the people who would one day be gone, one day when it would be too late to ask questions. I was impatiently directed to the neglected, yellowing paper archives in my grandfather’s ground-floor office, where entire rooms had been dedicated to the storage of a past that no one had any desire to revisit. I combed through boxes of faded letters and brittle documents with water stains; from these I was able to formulate new questions, based upon which I wrote letters in cramped Yiddish script to newly discovered distant relatives and former neighbors, who all seemed to have put an incredible distance between themselves and everything from back then. As the answers trickled politely and reluctantly back, a tree began to take shape. And Bubby was right: every tree bears a perfect fruit at some point. Seven generations back on the side of my grandmother’s grandmother’s grandfather, I found the lamed-vav’nik.

			This discovery was perhaps the highlight of my research, although other low-level saints popped up as Bubby had promised, such as the Talmudist sage Amram Chasida, the war hero Michoel Ber Weissmandl on my grandfather’s side, and other small-town rabbis who had written brief volumes of liturgical text that could be found only in the libraries of the most avid collectors. Bubby had mentioned to me the possibility of there being a lamed-vav’nik in her family before; stories had been told to her as a child that she had oft repeated to me. But she was never sure if he had really existed, and if he had, whether he was really her ancestor. So I set about reconstructing the forgotten linkages in the chain that connected them.

			A lamed-vav’nik was the greatest discovery I could have possibly made. It was like a joker card; it trounced everything else. The pedigrees of the most esteemed rabbinical families were rendered impotent by the most meager tree if it had at some point produced one of the thirty-six hidden saints in each generation.

			My grandmother had remembered him as Reb Leibele Oshvari, unable to recall a genuine surname because he was five generations removed on her great-grandmother’s side, and because lamed-vav’niks were often remembered in this way after their deaths, having arranged for anonymity prior to the event. He had requested that on his grave it should simply say Leibel from the town of Oshvar. You knew it was his tomb from afar, my grandmother had been told, because they had to put a special fence around it after bad things started happening to people who went too close. You had to be free of sin to touch the grave of a lamed-vav’nik, and since it was rare that anyone could be such a thing, they put a fence up to protect people from the danger of the holy energy that hovered above his burial site. That’s how they knew, she said, that he was a zadik nistar, hidden saint. They found out after he died, when all the widows and orphans he had secretly been supporting suddenly found themselves without recourse, and then it became clear who had been performing all that charity for all those years. Such a development was a classic indicator of lamed-vav’nik presence.

			“There are lamed-vav zadikim nistarim,” my grandfather had often told me: there were thirty-six hidden saints born into every generation. This was a great mystical legend central to Hasidic beliefs. These thirty-six holy men were nicknamed “the pillars of the world” because it was believed that they were especially pure souls on whose merit the world remained standing, in spite of the ravages of sin. So long as they existed, God would keep the world turning no matter how deeply mankind disappointed him. If only one should go missing, the world would immediately come to an end, as the tolerance of God was then expected to reach its threshold.

			Zeidi said the lamed-vav existed to remind God that he was doing something good when he created man. They represented the best that a human being could achieve. They were known for their extreme humility and altruism, performing good deeds all their lives without ever enjoying recognition. They forfeited all the usual comforts of life in order to assist others. No one was too low to be deserving of their benevolence. What distinguished the hidden saints from the regular saints was precisely their self-effacement. Standard Hasidic saints were worshipped like royals, living lifestyles that befitted people with an avid following. But a lamed-vav’nik sought to forgo every benefit of his spiritual superiority; he kept his saintliness a secret and often suffered ridicule and rejection because of a deceptive outer appearance of poverty and ignorance, thereby achieving the highest level of holiness. A public zadik, when confronted with a zadik nistar, had no choice but to bow his head in shame, for the trappings he enjoyed kept him bound to the earthly plane. He could never be as close to God as the hidden saint. However, even the holiest zadik was likely to remain unaware of the presence of a lamed-vav’nik in his midst. The integrity of the system depended on the hidden saint remaining hidden. It was only after their death that their saintliness could be revealed, that their memory could be worshipped. Only then could they benefit their descendants, even such distant and pitiful descendants like myself. After all, wasn’t I the perfect candidate for the lamed-vav’nik’s blessing? When the time came to present my family tree in class, pointing to a lamed-vav’nik buried deep in the roots of my tree would silence any potential critic.

			Whatever else my research might still yield, my problem was essentially solved. Leibel from Oshvar would shine at the very center of my presentation, and every single one of my peers would be compelled into a respectful silence. Perhaps they too would speculate about me, wondering if I had inherited those genetics, and whether my unfortunate circumstances simply served as a clever disguise to keep my saintliness from being discovered.

			With a new sense of calm and confidence, I continued my efforts at filling out the extended branches of my family tree, knowing that the bulk of my task had been spectacularly accomplished. When the last letter arrived from Uncle Menachem, the youngest brother of my mother’s mother, postmarked Bnei Brak, Israel, I did not rip at it with my fingers. Instead I retrieved my grandfather’s silver letter opener and slit the envelope carefully at its side. Inside were carefully labeled photographs and a scrupulously drawn diagram of familial connections, which I regarded with only mild curiosity. Having known nothing about my mother’s ancestry prior to that letter, I was surprised to learn of this new complex network of branches, of limbs that reached back into so many distant corners of Europe. But I was most astonished to learn that the branch that had produced my mother had originated in Germany, a piece of information I could not afford to put on display.

			Of all things my mother could have been, she had to have been a Yekke. That was the disparaging term we used for German Jews, whom we had always perceived as having abandoned their Jewishness and replaced it with an appropriated cultural identity out of shame and self-loathing. Yekkes were known for expressing extreme versions of stereotypical German characteristics, for being more annoyingly on time than the Germans themselves, for being obsessed with precise calculations, with regulation and order. It was said that they lacked heart, that their homes were deficient in the warmth other Ashkenazi Jewish communities were known for. Yekkes spoke Daytshmerish, a dolled-up, uppity dialect of Yiddish that would never sound quite like the Hochdeutsch they tried to imitate. They kept their payos short and tucked them behind their ears, trimmed their beards, wore suits, all to avoid making their Jewishness conspicuous. And yet the term for them came from the German word Jacke, a term the Germans had invented to evoke the long black Jacke the Jews had worn before they secularized and discarded the coat in favor of modern fashion. It was a reminder that their costume was only a disguise, that the Germans would never forget their true origins. Yekkes had tried to fit into a society that in the end would never have them; therefore, to be a Yekke was shameful; it was the mark of the wannabe who had experienced the ultimate rejection. Such was my ancestry. I would have to account for this gross mark on my history. What story could I invent? Better to gloss over it entirely.

			Of course it made sense that my family had sought out a Yekke for my father. They had had to make compromises, so desperate were they to marry him off. My mother was the perfect candidate, poor and from a broken home. Aside from her grandparents and a sprinkling of aunts and uncles, the entire family tree had been erased by the war, and with it the memory of anything that might have been deemed unpleasant. When she crossed the Atlantic Ocean to join my father’s family, her background was forgotten. She simply assumed the familial and communal identities the way one does a loose-fitting dress. There was enough fabric to cover a host of sins.

			I was puzzled by the fact that although Uncle Menachem offered me a host of trivial details about the lives of long-since-passed second cousins, there was surprisingly little information offered about his parents, who had fled Germany in 1939. I had the names of his mother’s parents, and some documents supporting their existence, but about the parents of his father, my great-grandfather, there was next to nothing. The line on his birth certificate where his father’s name should have stood was empty. No matter, I thought. A bureaucratic failure, and perhaps, in the year 1897, a product of the time.

			When I finally presented my project in school months later, I had created a glorious map that at some points went back as far as nine generations, but in the space above my mother’s grandparents there was a conspicuous void. At the time I distracted myself and my audience with all the new information I had gleaned about the illustrious history of the paternal side of my family. I would end up using all the information that I painstakingly gathered and saved as a fourteen-year-old many years later, when I traveled to Europe as an adult in search of a new identity and, in some ways, a new history. It was only when I made the decision to become a citizen of Europe that I reached back toward that void, looking for proof that would help me make my case to a German bureaucracy seemingly intent on shutting me out.

			I will never forget how the blood thrummed through my veins the day I received that phone call from my immigration lawyer. It brought me straight back to my eight-year-old self, who had asked that question of my grandmother for the first time, as if deep down I already knew the discoveries I would make in my future.

			

			•   •   •

			But I have gotten ahead of myself. Let me tell this story from the very beginning.

			

			—

			
			After five years in an unhappy arranged marriage, made all the more miserable by a radical set of religious proscriptions that had only been revealed to me during my engagement, I knew I needed to flee the world that had always been a prison of varying sizes for me. I was loath to condemn a child to the same fate. I had begun to formulate a concrete escape plan as soon as my son was born. I gave myself three years, the time I had until he was to be drafted into the religious school system. My plan would entail many practical measures, but the ultimate priority was figuring out a way to belong in an outside world I knew very little about. It is therefore the case that quite a few years went by before I felt compelled to revisit those carefully gathered documents about my ancestry, which I had the good sense to take with me on the day of my departure. I would later discover that therein lay my only remaining hope for the reconstruction of my identity, but in those early days after leaving I dismissed the importance of far-flung familial origins, trying instead to find myself in America, which was then so unfamiliar to me as to be a foreign land.

			I had taken my first step toward “assimilation” by secretly enrolling in Sarah Lawrence College in 2007, at the age of twenty, two years prior to my departure. This was the most crucial phase of my escape plan. Education was the ticket to the American dream of self-reinvention; this much I had learned in my surreptitious glimpses of that society when my world had existed as if in an air bubble, invisible tensions pushing from both without and within to keep those seemingly insubstantial walls intact. The religious school I had attended as a child naturally failed to meet the government standards for accreditation, but despite having no diploma or transcripts to show for myself, I managed to obtain entrance to the prestigious college on the basis of three essays, which I had written in correct and formal English acquired from years of reading the prewar literature stashed under my mattress like contraband. Soon I was pulling over on suburban roads to change into jeans in the back seat of my car and comb out my hair after removing my burdensome wig, before stepping fleetingly into the outside world, all the while trying hard not to give myself away. And yet my wide-eyed gaze must have betrayed me: a classmate handed me a frayed copy of Anzia Yezierska’s Bread Givers one day, and as I read about the young Jewish woman from an immigrant family who overcame a seemingly endless series of challenges in order to attend college nearly a century ago, I was comforted by the similarities between us, but also deeply ashamed that these parallels had proved so obvious to my peers.

			I read that book in stolen moments in supermarket or drugstore parking lots, since I was too frightened to bring it home with me, lest its contents reveal my own true motives. At that time I was not yet what one would call a writer. Certainly I had never written anything before, except my childhood diaries, which I had been forced to give up so as not to render myself vulnerable in my efforts to free myself. Writing had become a kind of Achilles’ heel; it had not yet occurred to me that it could also be my salvation.

			My brief and infrequent visits to the campus were all the more enchanting for their transience; I was like a tourist on a new continent, trying to pack as much as I could into each moment of experience. I took note of every casual sentence I heard, every offhand bodily movement I observed. I wanted, primarily, to learn what it would require to blend in.

			The likes of me had never before been admitted to such a school, an old American institution with sloping eaves and undulating lawns, preparing to gently shake coddled children out of the strangely rarefied, encapsulated realities they had always inhabited. College was the place in which Americans were made, I knew, churned out as if from factories with prepackaged beliefs and values, with the language and behavior signature of whichever institution they chose to attend. The experience formed one’s position in society, solidified each individual’s future like so many clay pots in a kiln. Young Americans flocked to university campuses to find themselves, yet I came to find the world. I could not immediately afford the question of a self. I was still in the in-between place, standing at the gateway to something bigger and also more frightening, hesitating before taking my first small step toward the unknown.

			While structured learning would often prove to be a mixed blessing, college would provide me with the inestimable privilege of coming into contact with thoughtful and intuitive mentors. As a result, I began to ask myself questions about my identity, about my true self. It began when a much-revered professor of literature called me into her office on a glorious spring day in 2009, when the first pale green leaves were emerging from the branches of the many carefully tended trees on campus, and pulled a book off her shelf, a collection of personal essays edited by Philip Larkin, which she slammed down in front of me, saying: Read this. Then write your own. It was clear that this was no official assignment, that there would be no formal grade, that this woman was not in any way obligated to take the time—or indeed recompensed for it—to offer me this experience, which would turn out to be a life-changing one.

			I opened the book under the white-blossomed canopy of a pear tree just outside the building and read the essay entitled “Split at the Root,” by Adrienne Rich, and my subconscious stirred to life; memories rumbled forth from their depths like boulders, and I began to write furiously, as if it were the only thing preventing me from being crushed by their oncoming force.

			Once I started writing, it was as if I could not stop. I gave vent to the fury and grief of the preceding years; not in a diary, but in an anonymous blog, which I composed via proxy server in the college library, so as to prevent anyone from tracing those entries back to me. What had started as a single essay, that independent assignment from a shrewd professor, had snowballed into a kind of literary reckoning. For years everyone in my life had held the narrative reins and dictated my own story to me; now I was determined to wrench those reins back and assert my own narrative power, with my own arsenal of words. To my surprise the blog did not just serve as a personal therapeutic process but attracted a large audience, a significant part of which seemed to be composed of people in situations similar to mine. So online I communicated and interacted with other undercover dissidents as a secretly discontented Hasidic housewife, but in my real, day-to-day life I was desperately trying to become something more than that.

			Two years after my enrollment in Sarah Lawrence I had managed to slowly shed pieces of my old self like scales, first in little ways, such as changing my appearance, improving my language proficiency, working on my accent so that it sounded more American, and learning new social mechanisms. I imitated those around me. I tried on the Americanness now available to me, and although the fit wasn’t perfect, I thought it would have to do, as I didn’t see any other options. I rationalized that someone like me could never wear another identity without feeling it pull or pinch somewhere. I would have to learn to live with the feeling of discomfort. After all, what was a pinch or two compared to the corset I had been wearing all my life?

			The second part of my plan involved putting the money I had saved working odd copywriting jobs into a bank account of my own, leasing a car, and renting my own apartment, where my then nearly three-year-old son and I would officially start our new life. In search of something affordable, I had found a two-room alcove under a gabled roof on the banks of the Hudson River for fifteen hundred dollars a month. I bought a mattress for one room; in the other room I put a cheap sofa, two chairs, and a table.

			The apartment came with a view of the Hudson River and the Palisades Cliffs towering on the other side, behind which lay my former marital home, as well as my husband, who continued to move in and out of it as if nothing had changed, as if his wife had only just popped out to get groceries and would be back at some point to cook him dinner.
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