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			Prologue

			I met David Rosenberg for the first time on a rainy spring afternoon in 2007, at a dialysis center just outside Portland, Oregon. He was sitting in a beige vinyl chair, tethered to the machine cleaning his blood. I was working on an article for the local paper about the kidney transplant David was soon to undergo, thanks to the organ donation from a friend. We had spoken on the phone to arrange the interview, and I was surprised that David suggested we meet for the first time in what felt like such an intimate setting. He immediately disarmed me with his sense of humor: “Are you kidding? I’m stuck there for four hours three times a week,” he said. “It’s not like I could be out doing errands.” When asked how I would find him, he laughed out loud. “I’m the olive-skinned bald Jewish guy with glasses,” he said. “Can’t miss me.”

			David’s description was accurate, and in the crowd of mostly quite-pale descendants of Scandinavians, he was easy to spot. Within a moment of my sitting down, we started playing Jewish Geography, the game in which Jews who meet each other for the first time try to identify people they have in common. Even before I took out my notebook, it was clear he wanted to be forthcoming. Maybe it was that dialysis centers, sitting so squarely at the intersection between life and death, aren’t conducive to small talk.

			The kidney donation tale was uplifting, and I planned to follow David, his friend and donor, Marshal Spector, and their families for an article about the Jewish concept of tikkun olam—healing the world—that would run just before the Jewish New Year, four months away. But as David began to talk, I realized that the story was deeper. Many living organ donors are family members, but David had been adopted as an infant and had no known relatives who could give him a kidney. A cantor in a large Portland synagogue, he was beloved, and many people in his tight-knit community had stepped up to offer theirs. Doctors had decided the best match was Marshal. Early in their relationship, they’d discovered an uncanny connection: Marshal’s great-grandfather had been a rabbinical teacher of David’s adoptive father in a Romanian city before World War II.

			As a clergyman, David presided over deeply personal events, participating in his congregation’s greatest joys and deepest sorrows. “Especially private ones,” he said, tapping his broad chest proudly. I wondered where our chat was headed. I was there as a reporter, not a confidante, and my job was to take down everything he said in the notebook on my lap. Dialysis centers are loud—the machines whizz and whir incessantly, and it’s hard to hear above the noise. He moved toward me as if to convey something intimate.

			David told me he had another motive for wanting to publicize his circumstances. These were still early days for social media, but homemade videos and links to newspaper articles had started to go viral, and David hoped the story about two guys on the Western frontier whose ties stretched back to the old country would circulate among Jews nationwide. He knew only one detail about his own past, he said: in 1961, the year he was born, his mother had been a Jewish girl “in trouble” in New York City. He paused for a moment, and looked away.

			His wish was that somewhere on the vast Internet, she would see his black eyes, his thick, strong hands, cleft chin, and broad smile, and recognize him as her son.

			David wasn’t looking for new parents; the couple who adopted him after surviving the Holocaust loved him deeply—and he them—and gave him every advantage. Both had died long ago, and David didn’t feel he was betraying their love by trying to discover more about his identity, medical history, and the woman who, as he put it, gave him up. “I want to know more,” he told me that day. He pointed to the blood-filled tubes that crisscrossed his body. “You know, for my kids.”
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			Over the next year, I grew close to David, his wife, Kim Danish Rosenberg, and Marshal. I got to know their children. After I moved from Portland to New Jersey in 2008, we stayed in touch and visited occasionally when I returned to Oregon to see my family. Things with David weren’t good: Despite the new kidney, his health was failing. Just months after the transplant, he had been diagnosed with a lethal form of thyroid cancer. One time when I met him at a hipster coffee shop in Portland—where he walked in carrying his own Diet Coke—he told me he was still hoping to find some relatives. He just didn’t know how.

			As the years passed, David’s interest in finding his biological mother, even as he was running out of time—especially as he was running out of time—never really left my mind. I understood how difficult it would be for him to find her, given that the laws in New York, like in many other states, kept the original birth certificates of adoptees closed, meaning that only state officials and adoption agency social workers were allowed to see them. Years before, David had inquired briefly about his adoption, but learned that searching would require the written permission of his adoptive parents, who had already died. That brief interaction was enough to confirm David’s suspicions that he was unwanted. So, perhaps fearing more rejection, he let it go. We didn’t really talk about it, and it seemed too painful for me to ask. I wasn’t a journalist covering him any longer; I’d become his friend. Yet whenever I was in Manhattan, I’d find myself absentmindedly looking at Jewish grandmothers on the bus, in supermarkets: Could that be her?
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			Issues of family identity have long fascinated me. My own ancestors were Jewish tailors from a shtetl in Poland who reinvented themselves as gentile farmers in Oregon. From 2003 to 2008, I covered adoption, surrogacy, and reproductive technologies as a beat at the Oregonian. I was drawn to stories about the increasingly complex, scientifically enabled ways of creating families. But it was only when I saw Philomena—the 2013 biopic about a mother’s search for the son she was coerced into relinquishing for adoption in postwar Ireland—that I started thinking more broadly about how adoption in the same period might have affected Americans.

			The movie focuses on Philomena Lee, a young Irishwoman who became pregnant after a brief romance. Shamed by her family and small community for having premarital sex, she was forced to live in a convent where she worked as a laundress along with other young, unmarried pregnant women. When she almost died in labor, the Mother Superior told Philomena it was fitting punishment for her sins. She stayed there, paying off the purported debts incurred for her room, board, and delivery until her son was three years old, and then watched in horror as a wealthy American couple drove away with him after offering a sizeable “donation” to the Mother Superior. The nuns told Philomena to forget about her boy, as he would most certainly have forgotten about her. This proved untrue.

			I read the book that spawned the movie and my thoughts returned to David and the woman who gave birth to him. I began asking myself some questions that even I, as a mother of three daughters and as someone familiar with this topic, hadn’t fully considered. How could a woman ever be expected to forget a baby she had carried for nine months? What would it take to “move on” from the experience, especially if one knew nothing about where the child had ended up being raised and by whom? From my coverage of open adoption, in which the birth mother chooses, and often remains in contact with, the adoptive family, I knew that that process was often wrenching for birth mothers, despite their continued presence in their children’s lives. Many of the women I’d interviewed described a deep, longing sadness that never quite went away.

			Philomena, of course, always remembered her baby, and never gave up hope of finding him. I found myself wondering whether David’s mother might have had a parallel experience, then dismissed the thought. Adoption in the United States in the postwar years was surely different from the punitive, moralistic, and secretive approach of the Irish Catholic Church. It had to be. Didn’t it?
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			In early May of 2014, David’s name popped up on my caller ID. I was late to catch a train, but I picked it up. Cancer had reduced his sonorous tenor to a whisper that was hard to hear. He asked me if I was sitting down. “I am now,” I said, and took a seat on my bed. Kim had given him a kit from 23andMe, the DNA-testing company, for his birthday. Five months later, he had big news.

			“I found my birth mother,” he said, his excitement uncontainable. “Her name is Margaret Erle Katz, and she lives forty-five minutes from you.” He had already plotted the distance between our addresses on Google Maps. “You have to meet her,” he said.

			It turned out that his birth parents had married, and he had three full siblings. He’d spoken with the youngest, Cheri, a woman he embraced as his “baby sister.” Like him, she was also a professional vocalist: she was an opera singer in Berlin. He’d watched her performances on YouTube, and she was his female clone.

			If only, he said, he’d known sooner.

			“Margaret didn’t want to give me up,” he told me. I heard David’s voice catch. “She’s loved me my whole life.”

			I began to realize that the story of how David and Margaret lost and then found each other—and of the political, scientific, cultural, and economic forces that caused and then enforced their separation—was part of a far larger story. Their story wasn’t an aberration; it was representative of a much larger reproductive- and human-rights story that encompassed generations of American women and their sons and daughters, many of whom were exploited for profit and for science. It was an important chapter of American social and cultural history hiding in plain sight, undergirded by a soothing narrative that had repackaged the reality of what it meant to adopt, what it meant to be adopted, and what it meant to surrender a baby you gave birth to. Margaret Erle, I would be stunned to learn, was one of more than 3 million mostly unmarried young women who conceived during the decades after World War II and found themselves funneled into an often-coercive system they could neither understand nor resist. They endured their pregnancies in secret, sometimes with distant relatives, or as servants to strangers. Many were shipped far from their families to the hundreds of maternity homes that dotted cities and towns in nearly every state. They gave birth alone, and were then pressured or forced to surrender their newborns to strangers who hadn’t explained that in doing so, many of these young mothers would never see or hear about their children again. This unheralded surge in births out of wedlock came just as battles over contraception and abortion were beginning to dominate the public conversation, and continued until 1973, the year Roe v. Wade made abortion legal nationwide.

			The silence surrounding this massive experiment in social engineering is hardly surprising. In the 1950s and ’60s, America embarked on a frenzy of homemaking and family-building unlike in any previous period of history. Images from the baby boom portrayed an ideal (white) breadwinning father and a beautiful mother who stayed home with several children, all living happily in a pretty new suburb. But in fact, there were lots of families living outside that tidy picture. Millions of couples were unable to conceive and did not yet have the benefit of advanced reproductive medicine. The need to adopt was viewed as shameful as becoming inconveniently pregnant. A woman who had engaged in out-of-wedlock sex and one who was embarrassingly infertile in an era of relentless fecundity had both failed some new test of social acceptability, and the solutions to the problems they represented were found in silence and secrecy.

			Many of the same demographic and social forces that had launched the baby boom propelled the explosion in unwanted pregnancies and adoptions. Birth rates had dropped during the Depression and war, but now the prosperous postwar economy, fueled by generous government loans for college and new suburban homes, catapulted millions of white Americans into the growing middle class. In previous generations, young, unwed couples who found themselves with unexpected pregnancies married quickly and kept their babies. But the shifting cultural landscape had made shotgun weddings for teenagers much less appealing, at least to rules-following parents who had withstood the deprivations of the Depression and World War II and now had aspirations to achievement. These surprise pregnancies were an obstacle to a better life that needed to “go away.” For the millions of couples who could not conceive and were longing to join the baby boom, the plight of those women was an opportunity, the ideal solution to a painful problem. The babies were desirable; the mothers were not.

			The adoption business comprised an array of individuals and institutions, from researchers whose pseudoscience justified the advantages of unproven practices in child assessment, to the social workers addressing family crises, and adoption agencies that frequently benefited economically and professionally from each woman they persuaded to relinquish a child. When it was publicly discussed at all, the accepted narrative was that adoption was in the best interests of everyone involved: it gave birth mothers the chance to escape the stigma of unwed motherhood, spared their children the shame of illegitimacy, and offered infertile married couples the chance to become parents.

			The one thing that few, it seemed, thought to consider was the lifelong emotional impact on women who were hidden away in shame during pregnancy, expected to lie about it ever after, and then told to put their babies out of their minds. Few invested much thought in the feelings of the adoptees who were brought up to think their birth parents hadn’t wanted them, and that—regardless of how cherished they were—they were their adoptive parents’ “second choice” to biological offspring. Family members, social workers, obstetricians, agency officials, clergy, and lawyers all promised that adoption worked out for everyone “for the better.” Adoptees would blend seamlessly into their new families, the theory went, and if they wanted to know about their biological origins one day, they could “look” when they were adults. (Although with families who had wanted and loved them so much, why would they bother?)

			But as David and millions of other adopted people would come to learn when they turned eighteen, the promise of finding birth parents was largely an illusion. Nearly every state had laws that sealed the records that would allow children to find their original identities. The adoption agencies involved in many of these arrangements claimed they had a duty to protect the privacy of the birth mothers, despite having little, if any, evidence that they had either been promised confidentiality or were continuing to insist upon it.

			As I dug into archives and interviewed scores of birth mothers and adoptees, I came to understand the dynamics behind these decades of entrenched secrecy. I realized that the way the United States dealt with unplanned babies in the decades after World War II—when abortion was illegal, contraception was forbidden even for married couples, and discussion of sex and reproduction was taboo—revealed a great deal about this country. Again and again, the nation’s powerful religious and political institutions collaborated to control women’s lives and the destinies of babies born out of wedlock. Today it is socially acceptable for women (and men) to raise children on their own. But for many adoptees and their birth mothers, the shame lingers, the skewed principles of the past remain in place—and the conflict about whose rights deserve protection rages on.

			For David and Margaret, and for countless others, the miracle of modern genetics smashed open the secrecy created by the politicians of the twentieth century. DNA testing kits made it possible for David and so many others to spit into a vial and locate distant, or not-so-distant, family members, facilitating reunions that seemed unimaginable just a decade before. Through the advocacy of adoption reformers, who argue that access to one’s own original birth certificate is a human and civil right, several states have finally opened their records, turning the random chance of a DNA search into a certainty for people who happened to be born there. This transparency has exposed incalculable emotional costs paid by birth mothers and adoptees alike. Even the joyful reunions are bittersweet, shadowed by the fundamental, unanswerable question: Why did you give me away?

			Every family, every adoptee, every birth mother has their story. This is David and Margaret’s.

			Their tale—whose basic contours they share with millions of Americans—is one of loss, love, and parallel searches for identity: one a mother who lost her firstborn; the other a son grafted onto a family of loving strangers, wondering where he had come from.

		

	
		
			1.

			Family Matters

			When Margaret Erle was six years old, her favorite toys were dolls. She combed their hair and bathed them, kissed their hard plastic foreheads, and rocked them to sleep. Margaret liked to imagine what her own grown-up life would be like one day, away from her New York City apartment. She imagined a spacious house with lots of rooms and even more trees, a big, strong husband, plenty of children, and a menagerie of animals. Whenever she had time to herself, she retreated to her soft pink room and sang lullabies to her dolls. She swaddled them, talked to them, washed and pressed their dresses.

			Soon enough, her desire for make-believe had faded: by the time she was eight, she had real babies to tend to. The outgoing Margaret was so trustworthy, parents in her neighborhood asked her to watch their children. Her mother, Gertrude, fretted that she was too young, but Margaret pointed out that she’d had plenty of experience taking care of her little brother, Allen, who was two years younger. And by the time she was finishing fourth grade, Margaret had a busy after-school and weekend schedule, wrangling strollers up and down stairwells and wheeling babies around her block. She boiled bottles and knew instinctively how to hold infants’ heads and change their diapers. The giant pins made her a little nervous at first—what if she poked a leg?—but she got the hang of it quickly. She got a dime each time she babysat.

			After school she helped Gertrude in the kitchen, peeling carrots and potatoes as soon as her hands were deft enough. She wasn’t allowed to touch knives—she could hurt herself, hurt someone else, be reckless. Margaret was helpful and eager, but also careful. Gertrude, who showed little approval and even less affection, had rules, and one was expected to obey.

			Like most of her friends in Manhattan’s Washington Heights in the 1950s, Margaret was the child of Jewish refugees from Nazi Europe. Her German-born parents never spoke of their past comfortable lives, of the tragedy they’d evaded. Now they waited for disaster in America, even as their kids plunged into its promise. Nobody was warier than Gertrude, who had wounds she both felt and wore. Deserted by her first husband, Gertrude was dealt an even crueler blow when she was diagnosed with breast cancer at fifty. She felt that the surgeons who removed her breast also stripped her of her identity as a woman, leaving her with scars that stretched from her collarbone to the bottom of her rib cage, red ropes beneath her porcelain skin. A few months after the operation, Margaret came home unexpectedly and caught a glimpse of Gertrude as she dressed behind the bathroom door, opened to let steam escape. Gertrude, suddenly aware of her daughter’s gaze, slammed the door shut with one hand as she tucked her bulky foam prosthesis into her bra with the other one.

			Silence was how the family coped with their pain: Nobody talked about the breast cancer that had also maimed Margaret’s aunt and grandmother. And nobody ever mentioned the relatives the Nazis murdered, or for that matter, the war itself. In fact, any longing for the bourgeois world of music, food, art, and culture Gertrude and Josef had left behind in Europe was also unspoken. While Margaret felt loved by her extended family—cousins, a grandmother, and aunts and uncles who had miraculously reassembled nearby—what the family had lost hung over her childhood like an invisible veil. Her parents spoke German to relatives, and to each other when they were angry, but Margaret knew better than to ever ask questions about what they were discussing. She also didn’t ask questions about the pretty blonde that Josef met when he took her and Allen to a nearby park on weekends. Josef always greeted the young woman, Irene, warmly. A few minutes later, Irene’s mother would show up to push the children on the swings while Josef and Irene disappeared, they said, to go chat at a diner for an hour. Margaret somehow understood that coffee was a euphemism. When the two returned, they always seemed in high spirits.

			Silence extended to puberty and sex as well. When she got her period at twelve, Margaret had no idea what was happening, so she asked a girlfriend what to do. The friend instructed her how to use sanitary napkins, and Margaret, embarrassed by her own lack of knowledge, pretended to know more than she did. Older girls called menstruation “the curse,” and that’s certainly what it felt like, another secret not to be broached. Although no one explained its meaning to her, Margaret sensed that it was some kind of milestone in her own femininity. The timing couldn’t have been worse: it seemed to have arrived just as her mother’s had vanished. She borrowed pads from her aunt, and wadded up the used ones at the bottom of the garbage can.

			The Erles were modern Orthodox, abiding by kosher dietary laws and strictly observing the Sabbath as a day of prayer and rest. Margaret was an active member in her synagogue, Congregation Beth Israel, where she attended Hebrew school and joined her peers for Torah study groups over bagels on Sunday mornings. She learned to read Hebrew, and drew strength from the ancient prayers she chanted in the separate women’s section. While other girls gossiped, Margaret would concentrate on studying. But the synagogue offered another outlet: it was a sanctioned escape from home.

			Gertrude had grown up comfortably in Fulda, a small German city with a medieval monastery, a town square with brick Gothic arches, and timbered buildings with fairy-tale spires. Gertrude’s father, a shoemaker, had a shop on the ground floor, while the family lived in an airy apartment on the floor above. After high school, the striking brunette took a job as a bookkeeper, and yearned for horizons beyond Fulda. Alone, she set out for the United States, landing in New York in 1927, where she became a governess. One day, a photographer who admired her high cheekbones, ruby lips, and patrician carriage approached her to offer her work as a hat model. Before long, her elegance attracted the notice of a debonair young printer, and they married after a brief courtship. But when the stock market collapsed in 1929, his business did, too, and a year later he disappeared without a word. Gertrude came home from work one day to find herself locked out of her apartment. Her husband had failed to pay the rent for months.

			Humiliated, she had to rely on friends for help, and later learned that her spouse had taken up with a wealthy woman. Eventually they dissolved their marriage. Divorce was shameful, and rare. For a religious Jew, it was more stigmatizing still, and Gertrude fell into deep despair. After a few years, she rallied, forcing herself to socialize at a club for German émigrés. There she met a baker named Josef Erle.

			The son of a cattle dealer, Josef was the oldest son of thirteen children. He had held a respected job as a yeshiva teacher in the small town of Baisingen and had grown increasingly concerned after the Nazis came to power in 1933. When his father died in 1935, Josef became adamant that the family flee. Two of his married sisters already lived in the United States, and signed the required affidavits promising they would financially support their immigrant relatives. Josef drained the family resources, selling cattle, the house, silver, and china to secure visas for eleven family members before finally leaving Germany himself in 1938. Exhausted and penniless, he arrived in New York at age thirty-five. He shortened his name from Erlebacher to Erle on Ellis Island, still harboring hopes for a new start. It didn’t take long for his dreams to dwindle: New York was saturated with Jewish refugee-scholars, and without fluency in English, a teaching position—or any office job—was impossible to obtain. So Josef took the work he could find, landing a job in a relative’s bakery. The focus of his life shifted from intellectual inquiry—starting out the day dressed in a tailored jacket and tie—to grueling manual labor. Every morning he rose before sunrise and walked to the bakery, where he put on a white apron and cap and learned to make yeasty challahs and sandwich bread. Josef never complained about his new vocation, but after work, he spent a good half hour coughing before he’d light the first of his many evening cigarettes. Inhaling flour and powdered sugar all day further strained his lungs.

			As the war raged in Europe, Gertrude and Josef, by then in their late thirties, put their faith in the future, marrying in 1940. Gertrude was thirty-nine when she had Margaret in 1944, and forty-one when she gave birth to Allen two years later. On the outside, they seemed like the ideal American family. But photographs show more than just new-parent fatigue: although they proudly held their hopeful new Americans—the symbol of their family’s unlikely survival—their faces looked worn and solemn, as if the future itself was not to be trusted. Little, it seemed, was going their way.

			Shortly after the war ended, Josef bought a pastry shop of his own, where he crafted jam-filled rugelach, rich chocolate babkas, and elaborate wedding cakes. His creations were as delicious as they were beautiful, but his timing could not have been worse. By the late 1940s, New York supermarkets had begun overtaking smaller specialty stores, and the one near Josef’s shop offered cheap, mass-produced cookies and cakes. The new bakery lost money from the start, and went under two years later. Colleagues and friends urged him to declare bankruptcy and walk away, but Josef refused. He insisted on paying back all the relatives from whom he’d borrowed.

			Josef’s economic misfortune was at odds with the boom times that defined postwar America. By the mid-1950s, the easy lives of the lucky were on national display on television, in newspapers, and in women’s magazines designed to advise women how to navigate their newfound affluence. Slim mothers in high heels smiled as they loaded dishwashers in their spacious suburban homes, and handsome fathers in fedoras sailed their shiny new cars along ribbons of new highways. This dazzling universe eluded Gertrude and Josef, who lived in a noisy railroad flat three floors up from belching buses at the foot of the George Washington Bridge. But Josef told his children they should aspire to a more comfortable, secure life.

			Gertrude, who woke daily to her scars, fears, and indignities, did not share his optimism. Once slender and glamorous, she was now a plus-size housewife, flying into rages at a moment’s provocation. She may have lacked power over her larger world, but within her apartment, her will reigned. Mild-mannered Josef, who often worked double shifts, was no match for her. Money was tight in the Erle home, and Josef, bowed by his failure as a provider, kept track of finances to the nickel. Often the couple bickered over bills, but even at her young age, Margaret understood that the disputes were about something larger.

			Many adults who knew them sensed the tension and showed Margaret extra affection. A doting aunt and uncle, tailors, made her beautiful woolen coat-and-hat sets. A friend of her mother’s, a divorcée without children, took her to the ballet, to movies, and to watch kids dive for coins in Sheepshead Bay. Sometimes Margaret took the bus to visit Josef’s sister at her sprawling suburban house in New Jersey. In the summer, she went to Jewish summer camps in upstate New York. Margaret loved the outdoors, and looked forward to a month of fresh air and sunshine. But she welcomed an even greater freedom: being far from her mother.

			One emotion Gertrude did not withhold was her contempt for men. Even on hot days, she insisted that Margaret wear cardigans, never showing her bare shoulders. She grudgingly permitted Margaret to go out on a few dates, but when it came to physical contact, she had strict rules. “Don’t let them touch you,” she warned. “Don’t give them the wrong idea.”
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			Margaret—no surprise—spent as much time out of the apartment as she could. She took on even more babysitting jobs so she could have her own spending money, and after school went home with classmates to do homework and try on new makeup and hairstyles like teenage girls across the country. In the evenings at home, she focused her attention on the larger world. She watched the nightly news with Josef, horrified at reports from the growing unrest in the Jim Crow South. She read articles on South Africa’s apartheid and wrote a school paper arguing for its abolition. She often talked to Josef about the news, and he reminded her that injustice existed everywhere. He led by example with kindness. He knew all the families—Puerto Rican, Italian, and Greek—in their nineteenth-century brick building, and always asked after everyone’s health.

			Josef reserved a special understanding for Old Lady Rosen, a Holocaust survivor who wagged her crooked finger at all children who crossed her path. At some point, Mrs. Rosen learned that Allen charged kids in the building a dime to watch the woman in the building opposite as she took off her clothes, and then paraded naked, in front of the window each night. “HaShem will punish you all!” she warned them. Yet Josef instructed his children to treat everyone with respect—especially Mrs. Rosen.

			“God loves everybody,” he told his daughter. “You never know what someone else has gone through,” he added. “Have compassion. Don’t ever think you’re better than someone else.”

			When Margaret entered junior high school in 1956, she got good grades and threw herself into the arts. She sang in the school choir, helped sew costumes, painted elaborate set backdrops, and relished the camaraderie of her fellow theater lovers. Teachers rewarded her with roles in musicals and a prized spot on the dance team, where she stood out enough that recruiters from disc jockey Alan Freed’s The Big Beat, the television precursor to American Bandstand, invited her to be a regular background dancer. Gertrude objected at first, but when neighbors commented that they’d seen Margaret on TV, her doubts gave way to tight-lipped pride.

			Margaret had always been pretty, with wavy thick brown hair and dark almond-shaped eyes, but in seventh grade her tomboy’s frame bloomed into an hourglass figure, and she started sensing a shift in the way people reacted to her. She felt as if she’d gone from a sweet little girl to an object—whose, she wasn’t sure. At home, Gertrude hectored her to cover up, cover up, cover up. Her uncles started giving her quick pecks on the cheek, not their customary hugs. Margaret was baffled when suddenly bus drivers waited for her. Strangers whistled, men she’d known her whole life held open doors, and high school athletes asked her out on dates.

			Nobody, though, was more attentive than George Katz, the tall sixteen-year-old pitcher on the high school baseball team. He had espresso-colored eyes, thick black hair he slicked back with Brylcreem, a deep dimple in his chin, and an athlete’s cool. George first spotted Margaret at her friend’s party, dancing the Lindy Hop with her pals in a pair of green plaid capris and a matching top. Every time fifteen-year-old Margaret looked up, she noticed George staring as he stood near the sandwich table. By then, she had grown accustomed to appreciative male glances, and occasionally she looked up and smiled. After an hour of watching her, George leaned over to his best friend, Hank Edelman. “See that girl?” he said. “I’m going to marry her.”

		

	
		
			2.

			Teenagers in Love

			Soon enough, Margaret and George began meeting after school for tuna melts at a diner, or for egg creams at a soda fountain on weekends. They’d go to the movies, but didn’t really watch: the back row was a great place to kiss. She wasn’t a sports fan, but when she came to George’s games, the team always won. Baseball players are superstitious, and even the coach was persuaded that Margaret brought good luck. He convinced his friend, her last-period Spanish teacher, to excuse her for away games. He always agreed to let her go.

			George was smitten—and persistent. He wanted to see Margaret as often as possible, calling from a nearby pay phone to ask her to meet him in her building’s lobby. Gertrude fumed, and forbade Margaret to go out. She wasn’t the only disapproving parent. George’s father, Frederick, the co-owner of an army-surplus business, was equally discouraging. In New York City’s émigré Jewish community, the Erles simply were of a lower class.

			Born to a wealthy, educated Viennese family, Fritz, as his friends called Frederick, was a law student when the Gestapo arrived at the Katzes’ elegant neobaroque home in June of 1938, shortly after Hitler annexed Austria. Fritz and his father, Isidor, were among the first of thousands of Austrian Jews to be deported to Dachau, an abandoned munitions factory where Jews, gay people, Roma, and suspected political enemies were taken for what the Nazis called “protective custody.” At Dachau, the Nazis forced the men to construct new cells, build roads, and drain marshes. Jews were assigned the most physically demanding tasks, yet denied morning bread rations even as they stood in line alongside other prisoners who received them. They were often the target of spontaneous beatings, and whenever they began, Fritz, a tall man with thinning blond hair, would stretch his arms out to try to protect his father. “Beat me instead,” he’d cry. His pleas had no effect. They were both lashed with rubber truncheons and horsewhips.

			During the many months they were detained, Fritz’s mother, Karoline, sold art and jewels in Vienna to negotiate her husband’s and son’s release from Buchenwald, the second camp to which they’d been transferred. Fritz got a visa to England on the proviso that he would leave the Reich immediately, without any family members. A few months later, the young man who’d grown up in a home with Persian rugs, opera, and servants found himself living in damp former army barracks in Sandwich, Kent, eating meager wartime rations of bread, margarine, pickled eggs, and cheese. The camp had been converted to a holding place for mostly single Jewish men from Germany and Austria.

			Fritz had no word from his parents, and worried constantly about their safety. Fritz spoke little about his year as a laborer, a shattering detour from his plan to become an attorney. A lone photograph from 1939 shows him sitting in the crowded barracks, the arms of a fellow refugee draped around his bony shoulders. He smiles uncertainly.

			George’s mother, Lizzie Lederer, also suffered wrenching losses. Early in the evening of November 9, 1938, Lizzie went out with some friends to a dance at her local public school in Vienna. It was just four days past her eighteenth birthday, and as a secular Jew, she had many gentile friends and classmates. That night, she danced a waltz with a blond Austrian boy who seemed exceedingly nervous.

			She returned home shortly before ten. Just as she was getting into her nightgown, she heard a knock at the door. Her mother answered. In the hallway stood the boy from the dance. Lizzie, hearing his voice, emerged from her bedroom as he motioned her toward him. His face looked stricken.

			“What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

			He leaned close to Lizzie and whispered that people were coming that night to “hurt the Jews” and destroy their property. “What?” Lizzie asked.

			“There’s nothing I can do and you can’t say I told you,” he said. “They’ll kill me and my family if they find out. But I wanted to warn you.”

			“What should we do?” she asked.

			“Hide,” the boy told her. “Quickly.”

			The family fled down the stairs of the apartment above their china store and hid in the cellar beneath it, clutching one another for warmth in the dank, airless space for hours during the night. Above, they could hear shouting and breaking glass. In the morning, Lizzie rose to find the family’s store demolished. Every plate, every teacup, every bowl was smashed, and the air was filled with smoke. As she glanced down the block, Lizzie could see why: in the synagogue at the end of it, the round stained-glass window embedded with an iron Star of David was glowing orange as flames consumed the roof above.

			Vienna’s orderly streets had been transformed into an apocalyptic scene. The sidewalks were littered with debris from Jewish apartments and stores. Smoke filled the autumn sky, and storm troopers and Hitler Youth units goose-stepped along the boulevards. There were rumors of rapes and suicides.

			German officials claimed that what came to be known as Kristallnacht, a series of attacks on synagogues and Jewish-owned businesses across Germany and Austria, was a spontaneous eruption of popular rage in response to a Jewish teenager’s murder of Ernst vom Rath, a German diplomat serving in Paris. (In fact, it was encouraged by Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels.)

			Lizzie’s parents, Olga and Walter, instantly understood that nothing in their prosperous lives would ever be the same. And since they shared the same olive skin and black hair as their daughter, they realized there was no possibility of ever passing in Vienna—or anywhere else within the Reich—as gentiles. The family calmly discussed its options. While her parents had money to escape, they couldn’t bear to leave Lizzie’s sick grandmother. Instead, they arranged for their daughter’s passage to Britain on the Kindertransport, the rescue effort in the nine months before the war’s start in 1939. During that time, British citizens took in an estimated ten thousand mostly Jewish children from throughout Central Europe. Lizzie was days beyond the cutoff age of seventeen, but the officials accepted her. For the next year, Lizzie lived with an English family in Kent, helping with housework and taking care of their children.

			At some point in 1939, she met Fritz at a small gathering for Austrian Jewish refugees. Their parents had been friends in Vienna, and the pair began dating. Not knowing the fates of their families, the two clung to each other, and married on December 24, 1939. They immigrated to the United States, and had George in 1943.

			Like the Erles, the Katzes never discussed their grief. It was too raw, too painful. In time, Lizzie would learn that her parents had died in the camps, and that the Nazis had shot her grandmother in her bed soon after she left for England. Fritz, meanwhile, never stopped trying to find his lost family. He scoured the personal-notice section of the Aufbau, the German-language newspaper for refugees worldwide, for word from them, and repeatedly placed ads for them himself. Five years after his arrival in America, he received a letter from his father, postmarked Alexandria: they had escaped Vienna and survived the war in Egypt. Fritz sent for them, settling them in a nearby apartment. His family was intact, but he never stopped lamenting the aristocratic life he had left behind.

			And the baker’s daughter Margaret Erle, he declared, was beneath his son. Like Gertrude, he was rigid, disciplined, and concerned about appearances. And Fritz, who wore sharkskin suits and silk ties, made himself abundantly clear: the Katzes had standards. They lived in an elegant apartment in Inwood, a quiet, tree-lined neighborhood at the northern tip of Manhattan. Every aspect of their lives marked them as superior to the Erles. Even their building, Fritz noted, set them apart. It had an elevator.
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			The more Fritz and Gertrude tried to separate the young pair, the more they wanted to be together. They used pay phones to make dates, and met in the neighborhood, away from view. When George invited Margaret to his prom at the Copacabana in early June of 1960, Gertrude shouted, “Over my dead body!” and padlocked the door of their third-floor apartment. Margaret crept out the fire escape, her baby-blue pumps and borrowed fur stole in hand as George waited in the luncheonette around the corner. A week later, Margaret sneaked out to meet him again at a party in a nearby synagogue. Gertrude was so enraged when she noticed Margaret missing that she marched up the street in her housedress to find her daughter. She stomped into the reception hall, screaming that her daughter didn’t have permission to be there. Margaret, mortified, hid in the bathroom and then darted out the back door. Once home, she locked herself in her bedroom before Gertrude could get there.

			But on one occasion, Gertrude actually behaved. As much as the Erles observed traditional Jewish practices, they embraced some secular American customs, including a big party for Margaret’s sixteenth birthday. For Jewish girls in New York, the parties were sometimes as formal as weddings—compensation for the fact that boys were feted at age thirteen with lavish bar mitzvahs. (Wide acceptance of bat mitzvahs for girls, championed by feminists, was still years away.) For days before Margaret’s party, Gertrude and Margaret’s aunt Rosel prepared a feast: huge platters of pastrami, roast beef, and turkey; big bowls of different salads. Josef baked a giant sheet cake and decorated it with white icing, blue trim, and blue roses that said “Happy Sweet 16 Margaret.” It matched her white-and-blue dress. George came, and the two danced to Bobby Darin. He hardly left her side all night. But that didn’t stop Gertrude from resorting to subterfuge: she claimed she’d spotted George kissing one of Margaret’s friends in the hallway.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Margaret Erle and George Katz on their prom night at the Copacabana nightclub, June 1960

				
			
			Occasionally George braved Gertrude’s intimidation, and the two would sit in the living room, watching TV shows Gertrude had to personally approve, or on Margaret’s bed with the door ajar. Gertrude would march down the flat’s hallway past her daughter’s room, fiddling with the empty glass bottles in the metal milkman’s box that sat outside Margaret’s door, just so she could peek. Sometimes she paid Margaret’s little brother, Allen, a nickel to snoop too.

			A few weeks after Margaret turned sixteen, George handed her a velvet box with a silver ID bracelet he’d engraved with her name and “Love, George” on the inside. Margaret tossed it back at him. She had dreams of college—not settling down. Her parents had made clear they could only afford to pay for Allen’s higher education, so Margaret knew she’d have to fund her own. She salted away money from babysitting jobs and doubled up on classes in order to graduate early, so she could start college part-time. She wanted to become a social worker: she wanted to help people.

			As autumn fell into winter, kissing in the bitter gusts of nearby parks didn’t feel quite so romantic. So the young couple found a backup plan. Margaret’s friend Paula lived around the corner from Margaret, and her divorced mother worked. Paula had a boyfriend, too, and on cold afternoons, her apartment became a trysting place for the two couples.

			By February, the kissing had advanced to petting. Everybody, it seemed, was doing it, despite the high school newsreels and dating manuals that warned girls they’d come to regret it, and blamed them if they didn’t discourage it. But it was exciting, and it felt too good for either of them to stop. And one cold afternoon in early March of 1961, the young couple had intercourse for the first time on Paula’s rug. They had never discussed the direction their relationship was taking, or even sex itself. It wasn’t planned, of course—they hadn’t even taken all their clothes off—and George didn’t have a condom (not that birth control had ever been a topic of open discussion). Margaret knew from her friends, and a few embarrassed glances at confession magazines, how babies were conceived—sort of. Startled and scared, she rushed to the bathroom to stanch her bleeding with toilet paper. She came out, shaken, several minutes later, smoothing her pleated skirt, and announced to George it would never happen again. “What if God punishes us?” she asked him.

			Margaret had never had a bite of pepperoni pizza, touched a shrimp, or even set foot in a Chinese restaurant. She didn’t smoke. She didn’t drink. She lit Shabbat candles, dropped portions of her meager earnings in her family’s tzedakah boxes so that war orphans in Israel might find families to adopt them, and said the Shema, the cornerstone of Jewish prayers, every morning and night. But she had crossed a line, and she was terrified. She knew from her mother’s—and the synagogue’s—dictates that sex before marriage was off-limits, something only “bad” girls did.

			Now she was one too.

		

	
		
			3.

			“We’re Going to Have to Take Care of This”

			For weeks, Margaret’s thoughts raced. She loved George, and he loved her, and she knew they would make a life together. Sometimes the word “sin” crossed her mind, but whenever it did, she dismissed it. How could what she had done with George actually be bad? How could she be bad? Her father, the gentlest person in Margaret’s universe, always reminded her that treating people with loving-kindness was among Judaism’s most sacred tenets. She was always good to people, even to her mother. Didn’t that matter more than anything else?

			But as the days grew longer, so did Margaret’s fears. She tried to focus instead on the coming holiday of Passover, the Jewish celebration of the escape from slavery in Egypt. She helped her mother scrub, rid the house of leavened products, and ready the apartment for the relatives who’d come for the Seder. As her father read the Haggadah, the text describing the book of Exodus, Margaret reflected on the images of oppression she saw in her own life. She thought about the disturbing pictures from the South she’d seen on television: the lynchings, the “Colored Only” signs on train cars and drinking fountains, and then the hopeful, dignified lunch-counter sit-ins that ended with mob beatings.

			At the end of Passover, she and George celebrated by having a slice of cheese pizza, and a few nights later they went to a Rangers game—George was a huge fan, and went to as many games in nosebleed seats as he possibly could. In the bathroom during intermission, she discovered that she had spotted a bit, and breathed a huge sigh of relief: she’d gotten her period after all. But in May, it didn’t come, and by this time her breasts had swollen so much she had to fasten her bra on the last set of hooks. Still, she pushed away the fear that she might be pregnant. Come on: the first and only time she’d had sex? (Had she even had sex? She wasn’t entirely sure.) And besides, nobody could be that unlucky.

			She bought a girdle with her babysitting money, and exchanged her formfitting pants for peasant tops, a beige tent dress, and skirts she could fasten with a giant safety pin across her thickening waist. But one warm morning as Margaret stood in her thin cotton nightgown ironing a dress in her tiny bedroom, she noticed her mother eyeing her body.

			“You’re pregnant, aren’t you, you Hure,” Gertrude hissed, using the German word for “whore.” Margaret looked down, intent on her pressing. “Of course not,” she replied.

			“You’re a liar,” Gertrude cried. She lunged for the steaming iron, grabbed its plastic handle, and hurled it at her daughter, shrieking, “What kind of person are you?!”

			Reality eventually overcame Margaret’s bright optimism. What’s going to happen to our lives? she wondered. George, eighteen, had just been offered an athletic scholarship to Ohio State University, while Margaret, barely a month past her seventeenth birthday, had doubled up on coursework in order to graduate that summer, nine months ahead of schedule. She had wanted to get a head start on college so she and George could finish at the same time. She had it all planned: they’d get married once they had both earned degrees, and start their lives together properly.

			Late that afternoon, she mustered the courage to tell George, who was at work nearby in a craft store. She rang the shop bell, then waited near the entrance while he asked his boss for a short coffee break.

			George ushered her outside, his heavy arm around her shoulders. “I might be pregnant,” she blurted, tearing up. “What are we going to do?”

			“We’ll get married,” he told her. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure out what to do.”

			“But how?” she insisted.

			“We will,” he promised her.
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			The next day, she met George on the subway platform near her house. He handed Margaret a pearl ring with two tiny diamonds. “It’ll all be OK,” he assured her. She hoped he was right, but they had both heard what could happen to girls like her: the classmates who’d been sent away, the cousins of friends, the “loose girls” who had to leave town to help a purportedly sick aunt, only to return to whispers. The catastrophes she anticipated multiplied. What would happen when Fritz found out? He and Gertrude could see to it that the couple never saw each other again.

			Trying to buy time until they could figure out a plan, George told their friend Mark Imberman that Margaret was fighting with Gertrude, and asked if she could come stay with him and his widowed mother for a few weeks until the storm blew over. After dinner a few nights later, Margaret waited until eight o’clock, when Gertrude, Josef, and Allen sat down in front of the TV. It looked like an ordinary family tableau: Allen and Gertrude sat on the couch watching The Donna Reed Show while Josef relaxed in an easy chair, the tip of his cigarette glowing orange in the dim, smoky room.

			Her father laughed at one of Reed’s innocent capers, and Margaret took a deep breath. “I have a job as a mother’s helper in Queens,” she blurted.

			Margaret studied her mother’s face in the eerie light of the tiny black-and-white images, but Gertrude acted as if she hadn’t heard. Josef looked up for a moment and said simply, “OK.” Margaret gathered her suitcase, the blue hatbox that carried her makeup and her curlers, and crept out of her building to the sidewalk where George was waiting below. Gertrude said not another word.

			Mrs. Imberman welcomed Margaret as if nothing at all was amiss, and showed her to the upstairs room of her grown daughter. It was a bright white, with a homey rag rug on the floor and a soft chenille bedspread. Ruffled curtains decorated a large screened window overlooking the backyard. Margaret could see fireflies shimmering in the darkness.

			George came to visit on weekends, and in the evenings the boys played sock hockey in the basement as they listened to pop records. Margaret’s high school coursework was finished, and she knew her diploma would arrive in the mail over the summer. George had graduated too. Soon they would both start college.

			Some sunny Sundays, Margaret, George, Mark, and a group of other friends took the subway to Rockaway Beach. While the rest of the kids sunbathed and dove into the waves, George and Margaret visited the arcade. George, with his pitcher’s arm, threw balls at weighted targets, winning every time. Carnival workers would unwind long strips of colored tickets he could redeem for prizes. Opposite the cheap stuffed animals and knickknacks were shelves of home goods. After his first victory, George looked at Margaret and asked, “A toaster or Pyrex?” He carted the new appliance back to his apartment and hid it under his bed.

			For a few weeks that summer, Margaret felt calm. She took magazines outside to read in the backyard, stretching her legs out in the sun. Away from Gertrude’s steely gaze, she wasn’t constantly on guard. Margaret busied herself by helping Mrs. Imberman with the housework. One afternoon, they chatted nonchalantly as they pinned wet laundry on the clothesline. For the first time, Margaret lived in a house utterly lacking in tension. Mrs. Imberman never raised her voice in anger. Sometimes noisy blue jays would dart into the yard for bugs, their metallic cries as loud as seagulls’. She found herself dreaming that she and George might live in a house this nice one day, away from the city noise. She couldn’t help but notice that her clothes were getting tighter. She kept hoping it was Mrs. Imberman’s cake.

			A few weeks later, Margaret stood at the kitchen sink after dinner, her hands plunged into dishwater. The dusk sky was the dark blue of late summer, and she could hear crickets chirping outside. Mark went into the living room to watch television, and in the reflection of the window she could see Mrs. Imberman approach her. She gently touched her shoulder. Margaret turned around, fearful of what she would say.

			“My dear,” Mrs. Imberman told her, “you need to see a doctor.”

			Margaret felt her stomach lurch to her knees. She didn’t look up, didn’t say a word. Deep down, she’d known she’d been running away—from her mother, from her future, from the truth. She felt her body go cold with the reality of her situation. She was a pregnant teenager with no skills to speak of, and she was going to shame her family. She dried her hands and called George.

			“You have to come get me,” she said, trying not to cry. “I need to come home.”

			When George arrived the next afternoon, he had dark circles under his eyes. They were both quiet on the walk to the subway. On the train back to Manhattan, Margaret slipped her left hand, the tiny pearl ring on her ring finger, into George’s right palm. “We’re getting married,” he whispered. “It’s going to be all right. Everything is fine.” But since they were both minors in the state of New York—at the time, the legal age for marriage was eighteen for women, and twenty-one for men—they would need their parents’ approval. The chances of that were vanishingly slim.

			George carried Margaret’s bags up the stairs to Margaret’s apartment. They were silent as they approached her door, hoping Gertrude would be out. But they heard the hectoring voice of Gertrude’s beloved health guru from the kitchen radio. She met them in the hallway in her housedress, radiating disgust. George spoke before Gertrude had a chance to.

			“We want to get married,” he told her.

			“We’re going to look for a place to live,” Margaret added.

			Gertrude waved her hands in the air. “Married?” she screamed. “Married?! You’re not getting married—you’re teenagers!”

			She came toward Margaret angrily, then shot a look at George. “What about your scholarship?”

			“We’ll figure it out,” he said, standing between his scared girlfriend and her mother.

			She waved the wooden spoon in her hand toward George’s face. “Leave!” she commanded.

			He looked at Margaret. “Go,” she told him, shaking with dread. “Go.”

			He squeezed her shoulder, and turned to look at her as he opened the door. She waved him on, and the door clicked shut.

			No sooner had George reached the landing than Gertrude began screaming, her cheeks red with rage. “You seduced him,” she shouted, her mouth so close to Margaret’s face, she could feel her mother’s spittle. “You’re an embarrassment to this whole family. Good girls don’t do this.” She hurled more insults in Yiddish and German; they landed like grenades.

			“We’re going to have to take care of this,” she finally announced and went to the telephone in the living room, stabbing her index finger into each number hole on the rotary dial. “I need to make an appointment for my daughter,” Margaret heard her say. “It’s urgent.”

			She hung up, then narrowed her dark eyes. “Can you imagine what this looks like?” she demanded. “You think you can keep a man that way, by being that kind of girl? He’ll be gone in no time. You know why? You’re used goods.”

			Margaret rushed to her room, pushed her dresser against the door so Gertrude couldn’t harangue her, and sobbed into her pillow.

			In the subway car to Gertrude’s doctor’s midtown office two days later, mother and daughter sat in frozen silence—Margaret panicked, Gertrude livid. At the doctor’s office, they sat on opposite sides of the waiting room as Gertrude angrily thumbed through a Reader’s Digest. Margaret was too petrified to move.

			A nurse in a white dress, crisp white cap, and thick white stockings summoned them into the examination room. Margaret looked at the steel exam table, covered with fine white tissue paper, and shuddered. Then the gynecologist, a kindly older man named Dr. Grunstein, entered. “My daughter’s pregnant,” Gertrude announced.

			“All right, then,” he said gently. “Let’s just see.”

			He instructed Margaret to remove all her clothes, and the nurse handed her a cotton gown. Margaret stepped out of her tent dress, and Gertrude, observing from a chair, gasped when she saw her daughter’s naked swelling body.

			Margaret climbed onto the examining table, shivering even though the room was warm. The nurse placed her bare feet into cold metal stirrups, and as Margaret lay with her legs splayed, she realized she was more exposed to Dr. Grunstein than she’d been with George. The gray-haired older man inserted a cold speculum, probed her cervix, and palpated her belly. Margaret stared at the ceiling, with no idea what he was doing, or why; she’d never been to a gynecologist before. Gertrude issued loud, pained sighs from her chair across the room.

			“When was your last menstrual period?” the doctor asked.

			“Early March, I think,” Margaret responded. Nobody needed a lab test to confirm the obvious: she was almost six months’ pregnant.

			“Get dressed, dear, and come into my office,” he told her. He patted her foot. “We’ll take care of this.” Margaret wondered what that meant. Perhaps Dr. Grunstein could help her in a way Gertrude could not.

			When Margaret was dressed, she and Gertrude entered Dr. Grunstein’s office. Books lined the shelves, and an image of female reproductive organs was affixed to the back of the door. Margaret stared at them, trying to understand her own.

			The doctor began to tell Margaret and Gertrude about a maternity home where Margaret could spend the rest of her pregnancy, and about a Jewish adoption agency that would place the baby in a good home. “No need for anyone to ever know,” he said matter-of-factly, writing down the information on a slip he handed to Gertrude. No one had asked Margaret a single question about what she wanted.

			As she was leaving, Dr. Grunstein gave her a weary smile: “Come back when you’re married and pregnant,” he said. “I’ll make sure no one ever finds out.”

			It was all so confusing. He made her pregnancy—her baby—sound like nothing important, an everyday experience her mind would soon erase.

			“You can forget this ever happened,” he assured mother and daughter, before picking up the phone and arranging for them to visit the Louise Wise agency on the Upper East Side that same day.

			As they left to go, Dr. Grunstein approached them both to shake hands. He said goodbye, and then added in a lowered voice: “The building has
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