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This book is dedicated to all those forced to stay silent




Author’s note

The names and other identifying features of the people in this book have been changed, because who am I to tell another’s story? I can only tell my own.




A note on terminology

I have used the term Charedi (pronounced kha-ray-dee) to describe the Jewish denomination in which I was brought up. The term Charedi is derived from the Hebrew verb lechared, meaning ‘to tremble’; the ‘ch’ sound is soft, as in Bach and chutzpah. Charedi literally means ‘one who trembles’ (before G-d). I still choose to use that term as an identifier, even though some would argue that Charedi describes a set of practices that exclude, for example, being out as a lesbian or women wearing trousers. My decision to identify as part of the Charedi community is simple: I never left, and you can’t throw someone out of their own heritage.

The term Charedi is often used interchangeably with ‘ultra-orthodox’. I don’t like that term because it denotes a hierarchy of religious practice, implying that some Jews are better Jews than others. We aren’t.




Prologue

Wash your hands


הַ֭אֱנוֹשׁ מֵאֱל֣וֹהַּ יִצְדָּ֑ק אִ֥ם מֵ֝עֹשֵׂ֗הוּ יִטְהַר־גָּֽבֶר

Can mortals be acquitted by G-d? Can man be cleared by his Maker?

Job 4:17



I WAS SIX YEARS OLD and determined to find out if there was actually a G-d.

It was Friday night, the end of the week and the beginning of our weekly sabbath celebrations, and I was facing, head-on, the distinct possibility that He was about to smite me down dead.

The sanctuary at the centre of the synagogue – or shul, as we usually called it – that my father, the rabbi, presided over was almost emptied of congregants who had finished their evening prayers and were ready to eat.

Next door, in the shul hall, the table was set for dinner, as it was every Friday. The ugly, flat-topped 1960s building stood in stark contrast beside the high stained-glass windows, imposing pillars and arches of the synagogue itself. Each week, my parents headed the two wooden folding tables that had been pushed together to make one wide oblong and my six siblings and I were expected to take our seats alongside a hotchpotch of worshippers who stayed to eat with us after the service. Some were regulars who came again and again, like Samuel, the student with a scraggly ponytail who always had his face buried in a book of psalms, and Felicity, a convert who cried every Friday night on the front step. It was only years later that she worked out that the tears were down to a red wine allergy rather than some kind of religious exaltation. Others were transient, hungry strangers from other Jewish communities looking for a warm meal, like the Australian traveller who, I once clocked with a mix of confusion and appreciation, wore his pyjamas to both the service and dinner that night.

The timing of the sabbath – shabbos, to us – is determined by dusk, meaning the exact time it begins varies throughout the year. Invariably, though, it starts twenty minutes before sundown on a Friday evening and ends an hour after sunset on Saturday.

It always felt like a blanket of peace wrapped itself around us when shabbos came in. For the next twenty-five hours, the world outside no longer mattered. We weren’t to drive, use public transport, write, listen to the radio or use light switches, the telephone, oven or any other form of electricity. Instead, we engaged with family, friends, spirituality and prayer. The change of pace permeated everything and, though it might seem restrictive to others, I loved it.

What I didn’t love was the bitterly cold synagogue hall, to which we decamped for the duration of shabbos. My mother preferred to manage it this way, each week setting up sleeping bags on camp beds, and skinny orange-and-brown mattresses, for all nine of my family members because my little sister and I were too small to walk the three miles from home to shul and back every Friday night, Saturday morning and Saturday evening for the three services that required my father’s and our family’s presence.

The hall had cold, polished wood floors that we’d drag each other across, one curled up in the bottom of a sleeping bag, another one or two pulling and spinning on the end then letting go, sending everyone flying. It was a great space to play but terrible to sleep in and I grew to hate how much time I spent there. I hated how cold it was. I hated how bloody freezing the water was that came out of the taps in the ladies’ toilets and I hated drying my hands on the rough, green paper towels that turned to sludge between your fingers.

The Friday-night meal would start with a blessing over sacramental wine, then a further blessing over the two golden, braided challah loaves that my mother baked every week and that my father would slice and pass around the table to his guests. But before eating bread, everyone had to wash their hands. Not with soap and not to ensure cleanliness, but to ensure ritual purity. Hand-cleansing was done to a specific rhythm for different occasions, each dictated by religious laws. There were many reasons for washing in our religious lives but, when breaking bread, it was cold water poured twice over the right hand, then twice over the left. This water couldn’t come directly from a tap; we had to use a cup to pour it; a cup with a smooth rim and no lip.

The consequences of eating bread with unclean hands were never spelled out to me in detail. It was just one of the thousands of practices that I knew when to carry out and how, one of a myriad rules that I could recite by heart. Questioning these rules felt heretical. But I did question them. I questioned them in my head all the time, even as a small child, and it made me feel like a sinner. It was a sensation I battled with every day, and it was that very feeling of unworthiness that pushed me to put my plan into action. If nothing happened, if lightning didn’t strike, maybe I wasn’t such a bad little girl, after all. And if it did? Well, I felt that was a risk worth taking.

I resolved to test the extent to which G-d cared about the small actions I took, the little demands that I complied with. Tonight, I wasn’t going to wash my hands. I was going to eat bread, impure.

I had one problem, however. I couldn’t tell a lie.

Even if everything panned out neatly with G-d, and He did not strike me down dead, my mother might, because, as sure as the water that came out of those toilet taps would be sub-four degrees Celsius, my mother would ask each of us, every mealtime: ‘Have you washed?’

Challenging G-d seemed to sit well with me, but fibbing to my mother went against my moral compass. I simply couldn’t lie to her. So, I resolved, I would wash my hands. But I would do so at a Fisher Price toy kitchen, its mucky white plastic sink, peeling window scene and phone cradle orphaned of its play receiver would serve as my ruse. I would ‘wash’ under its make-believe taps: real to me, a child, and just ritualistic enough that I’d be able to nod at my mother: ‘Yes, I have washed my hands.’

I was confident that my plan would work because, between washing and eating challah, we weren’t allowed to speak – a sign of respect for the bread and in turn for G-d’s provision of sustenance. Any delay caused by talking would render the hand-washing invalid. So, I wouldn’t have to worry about stammering or blushing while telling my half-lie.

I went through the logistics in my head. The toy kitchen was one floor up from the main hall, in the nursery that doubled as my classroom during the week, at the end of the long corridor that ran from the top of the stairs. I stood, looking up at my mother as she rested in her chair, enjoying those peaceful moments before the congregation returned from prayers. This was my window.

The only thing left to do was to check whether my mother loved me, to make clear to myself what I risked losing before I did something she would find devastating.

‘Mummy,’ I said, sidling over, my shoes squeaking on the polished floor.

Mummy was quiet, her prayer book resting open in her hands, her eyes almost closed. She looked beautiful. I didn’t think I would ever look that beautiful, even when I grew up.

‘Mummy,’ I repeated, almost a question.

This time she opened her eyes. Angry eyes. Regret rose in my throat. She didn’t shout, it was more of a moan, a groan to the G-d who had answered her prayers when she had asked for children but then also kept reminding her of how grateful she should be for them.

My mother had her own routine. The hiatus before she had to host and serve food for family, parishioners and strangers, which she always did with astounding ease, was one of serenity. Each week, in those moments, she would slip off the black mules that she and every other religious Jewish woman her age wore – a wedged heel so slight as to render it absolutely pointless – and sit back on the single easy chair that my father made sure was there for her. She would hold, and sometimes pray from, her small prayer book and warm her stockinged feet on one of the many gas heaters that failed to rid the room of the biting cold. In those moments, I viewed my mother as a queen, serene and enveloped in a pocket of warmth and prayer. I wanted that level of knowing, the security she had in her belief. I had to have it.

‘Can’t you leave me alone for five minutes?’ came her weary, disappointing but not altogether surprising reply. I left her alone and pressed on.

My father was due back from shul with his worshippers any minute now and my opportunity was fast approaching. I looked again at Mummy, resplendent, position unchanged, and headed along the downstairs corridor, past the cold ladies’ toilets, up the stairs, past the bridal suite at the top, and down the corridor, all the way to the end. I arrived at the wooden classroom door with its window of criss-crossed shatterproof glass that I wasn’t quite tall enough to see through. I pushed down on the handle and opened the door into the room, a black vector filled with toys, a place so familiar to me, made awkward by the dark. No one was meant to sleep in the nursery so my father hadn’t set a timer for the light switch in this room, but a nightlight in the corridor threw a weak beam through the cloudy glass panel. I tripped over the rubbery edge of the mat that my classmates and I sat on at circle time and recovered myself, noticing my shadow on the wall as I did so. It made me feel less alone. I was acutely aware of the clock on the wall ticking faster and louder than I’d heard it before.

Downstairs, I could hear the group returning from prayers and pictured my mother’s rest coming to an end. I knew my father would soon summon us all for kiddush, the prayers said over the wine. I needed to be downstairs, in my seat, by then, which meant I had perhaps two minutes to carry out my task. After the wine, when everyone else went to wash their hands, I would mill around, as though I was doing the same, then return to my seat, as they did.

In the classroom, I felt my way forward through the dark, my shoes squeaking again as I slid them over the tiles to avoid tripping. My head hurt inside. I flexed my little fingers in front of me and pushed my glasses up my nose, then scrunched my sleeves up my arms to keep them dry from the play water that was about to rush out of the play taps. I turned them both on, twisting them all the way around and imagining water pouring out hard. I stopped momentarily because there was no cup without a lip but I had no time to waste. I made do without, wiggling each hand under the stream of nothing. My right hand twice, then the same for my left.

As I stepped back, the air around me was still. Inside, I was rushing with the enormity of the sin I was about to commit. I could feel the heat of my blood pumping in every part of my body. I turned and ran out of the nursery, leaving the door wide open, and raced back through the corridor. I couldn’t quite hear if the rise of the guests’ voices, exuberant from prayer and anticipating dinner, had fallen into silence yet, or if their wood-and-vinyl chairs had been scraped into place at the table. Nor could I quite gauge how much time I had left. I scampered into the hall, slowing my pace as I entered. I could hear my heart beating and wondered if others could too. My mother hadn’t noticed I was gone and my father, impatient to start, gestured to me to sit down. No words. I found a seat far away from him.

I was proud of myself for being so clever. In fact, a smile even threatened to spread across my face. My experiment was about to test the fear I had in G-d; to push it to a natural conclusion. In my family, G-d was not only revered, He was the shape of everything we did. G-d wasn’t a belief system, He was the rhythm to our home, our lives. I had learned that my happiness was measured only against whether G-d was happy with me. My own experiences and emotions were irrelevant. G-d was the ultimate parent whose approval I needed. But, given that G-d was theoretical, when I spoke with Him on my own, in my mind, I could imagine His responses, and His approval if I needed to as well. With my Fisher Price dare, I’d found a grey area in which I was able to imagine that He approved.

My parents were my main concern now. If they caught me, or my siblings caught me and told them, I would have to confess my half-lie and that made me afraid.

As I sat down at the table, I was certain I’d be called out at any moment. Was I a little bit late? Had I taken a little bit too long? I imagined my father seeing through my ruse and exposing me in front of everyone for a sin I hadn’t even managed to finish. Would he banish me from his table, hungry and cold? Or worse, would he dismiss my sin completely, as if I was too little and inconsequential for it to matter?

I imagined the all-seeing, all-knowing G-d exposing me, opening the ground beneath my seat, swallowing me, destroying me. I was uncomfortably aware of my own conspicuousness. I felt my bottom shift in the chair, its black vinyl covering making the slight farting sound it produced whenever someone took their seat. I was sure my father had clocked something was off when he’d gestured to me to sit. I don’t know what he thought I’d been doing but his glance made me nervous. It would have been so easy to cave, to get up and run away embarrassed, childish, but I wanted to stay. I wanted to believe.

Armed with my half-truth, half-lie, I listened to him bless the wine, thanking G-d, and then shepherding everyone out to wash their hands under the glacial water – in the men’s toilets and the ladies’ toilets, in the huge sinks in the industrial kitchen or the small aluminium sink in the caretaker’s cupboard. Everyone scattered in different directions. No one paid much attention to me at the best of times; that evening, for once, I was grateful for my invisibility. I kept watch and returned to the table alongside everyone else, taking my seat, ready to finish my sin.

Each moment that passed was an eternity. My father took his place last. Silence. He uncovered the two braided loaves, golden with egg wash, and lifted them together. He said the blessing with his eyes closed to prevent him from seeing anything immodest while at prayer: ‘Blessed are you, G-d, Lord Almighty, who brings forth bread from the earth.’

He started to slice – the right loaf before the left, because the Talmud, the cannon of rabbinical teachings that tell us how to live by Judaism’s central text, the Torah, tells us to – doing so in his idiosyncratic way that even then I found quite maddening. Still, no one spoke. My mother loved that time – the only time she wasn’t disturbed. I think my father prolonged it for her. The hush filled my ears in whatever space my roaring heartbeat left for it. The basket of bread was passed around the table, first to my mother, then to the guests, then to the children, in age order.

I was the second youngest at the table alongside my five older siblings: Miriam and Dov Ber, who were twins, a girl and a boy aged fifteen; my sister Leah and brother Shmuel, who were seven and six years older than me; our brother Elchanan, who was nine at the time; then there was me, six, and my little sister Devorah, three.

I held my slice, aware that I was supposed to be eating it as soon as possible, to prevent delay and disrespect, my cheeks and my left ear betraying me by flushing red. I didn’t know who could tell or who was looking because I was desperate not to make eye contact. The consequences of challenging my parents, let alone G-d, were unknown and the distinct possibility that I was about to face some terrible, biblical punishment remained as real to me as the drawings I coloured in of men in the Old Testament stories being swallowed by the ground or consumed by fire for irreligious doings.

My moment of truth was here. Poppy seeds tumbled from the bread’s crust as I raised it to my mouth. I scraped them with my teeth but I didn’t bite, not yet. Until my first bite, my sin remained incomplete. The seeds felt rough on my tongue. My mother’s challah was never sweet. Her mother was diabetic so she always left out the sugar, which is what makes most people, Jewish or otherwise, love its taste. I brought my teeth together on either side of my slice, bit down and forced a small piece of its doughy interior into my mouth, past the lump in my throat. My knees locked and I jolted myself upright to swallow. Nothing happened.

I took another bite. Nothing. And another. Still nothing.

I could hear my father talking to our guests about the Torah portion of the week, delivering his teaching on the meaning of the Bible passage he would read in synagogue the next day. Then, I saw my mother distributing slices of gefilte fish, a dish of poached ground haddock and whiting, with dollops of our family favourite, avocado mashed with boiled eggs and garlic. She had set a green salad on the table along with bowls of mayonnaise and chrein – horseradish and beetroot sauce – which my brothers were fighting over. It was like every other Friday night. No one knew.

I had eaten bread with unclean hands and not a single thing had changed. I was invincible now. Layers of restriction fell away, replaced by what felt, to six-year-old me, like endless possibility and opportunity. I had barely started school but I had already discovered it was possible to rebel – from right there, where I sat.




1

Jolly good fellow, Part 1


אִ֭וֶּלֶת קְשׁוּרָ֣ה בְלֶב־נָ֑עַר שֵׁ֥בֶט מ֝וּסָ֗ר יַרְחִיקֶ֥נָּה מִמֶּֽנּו

If folly settles in the heart of a child, the rod of discipline will remove it.

Proverbs 22:15



I BEGAN MY GENESIS BY almost killing my mother. Or, at least, that is what she told me many times; how, on 28 August 1987, at the Rutherglen Maternity Hospital in Stonelaw Road, South Lanarkshire, she could have died having me.

I was a fat, ruddy baby taken to a three-bedroom sandstone terrace with a kitchen extension that was falling off the back. I shared my home with my parents, five older siblings, and a constant flow of my father’s parishioners.

Babies are, of course, born perfect and free from sin. But my family subscribed to the Charedi teaching that as soon as any person, even a newborn, sleeps, one sixtieth of their soul leaves their body and, when they wake, the impurity of death rests between their fingers. This means that I would not have been a day old before my father rolled up his white shirt cuffs, tucked me under his arm and washed my little balled-up fists, translucent with the newness of birth, for the first time, over the small porcelain sink in the hospital ward.

They gave me the name Yehudis, the Hebrew for ‘Judith’, followed by the middle name Gittel, meaning ‘good’ in Yiddish. We didn’t speak the old European dialect but my mother, like other Charedi Jews, was nostalgic towards it. My brothers called me Little Gittel. When my mother was approving, she called me Judy Trudy. When she didn’t like my behaviour, I was Dirty Girty. Often, she was talking about me, not to me.

As a little girl, I was the perfect picture of Charedi Jewish childhood. I wore polyester dresses with opaque tights bobbly from too many washes, with not an inch of flesh beyond my elbows or collarbone exposed to the sinful male gaze. I had awkward, big middle teeth, a sturdy little body and pale-blue plastic glasses with tiny white stripes that I’d worn since I was three. My hair fell in coarse Semitic curls, auburn-brown with a heavy, unruly fringe that my mother cut herself as I stood in the bathtub with a piece of Sellotape above my eyebrows as a spirit level.

But as far as my personality went, I was an old soul who experienced responsibility directly and urgently because my worthiness and usefulness within my large family depended on it. The seven siblings of the Fletcher household were split into two groups: the older five, born within five years of one another, and the younger two, me and Devorah. This made me the eldest of the little ones; a de facto leader expected to let Devorah have whatever she wanted, never to fight and to always give in. I was never granted the privileges that came with being the baby of the family. Our family called me the ‘pocket-sized professor’ and Devorah the ‘bite-sized’ one. They laughed at Devorah’s jokes but mine were discarded as precocious and annoying. When she cried, my mother tended to her. When I cried, she told me: ‘Turn the taps off!’

My family didn’t really know what to do with me. I wasn’t quite disrespectful or outspoken enough to be punished but I didn’t conform to the demure behaviour expected of a Charedi Jewish girl, either. Because of this, most of them wavered between ignoring me and cutting me down to size.

Sometimes, I got tired of being quiet. One Friday-night dinner, when I was seven, as guests tucked into their boiled chicken, I listened in to the adults discussing women’s representation in Judaism. Our guests suggested that women were denigrated and my mother spluttered a defence. I inserted myself into their conversation.

‘Mr Howard,’ I piped up. ‘When you say that, you are the one ignoring the achievements of women like Bruriah and Deborah.’ Bruriah was a female sage who learned Torah with the men in ancient times; Deborah was a prophetess. I emulated them both but should have known, from my father’s glare, that involving myself in the adults’ conversation would be met with his disapproval.

Growing up, my world consisted of my home, shul and school, and those last two were in the same building. On the odd Thursday night, Mummy might pack boiled eggs and fried fish balls and we’d eat supper in the local park for a treat, and there was the occasional suitable outing to a stately home. Other than that, my world remained rather small.

The house was my mother’s domain. Like other religious women, she wore a sheitel – a wig to preserve her modesty, keeping her real hair meticulously covered from the view of any man but her husband. Hers was short, brunette and cut in a pageboy style. But neither of my parents had been raised in a house as religious as the one they now ran. They were brought up in kosher, Jewish homes where observance was cultural rather than prescribed: shabbos dinners on Friday nights but football matches on Saturday afternoons. Daddy hadn’t been to university but Mummy had and qualified as an English teacher. Neither found their heightened level of orthodoxy until their early twenties, after taking gap years in Israel. They chose to raise their own family within a small, quaint community that followed the most extreme interpretation of Jewish law and sought to protect us from secular influences. Those influences included the more liberal Jewish families who lived near us, even the ones my father ministered to, who knew a freer and less austere life than we did.

Our house had an eternally yeasty smell that emanated from my mother’s frequent bread-baking, including her sugarless Friday-night challah loaves. When it was peaceful the hum of Radio 4, one of the few secular entertainments she permitted herself, could be heard from the kitchen. If she was happy, she’d sing the theme tune to The Archers, making up a stream of nonsense lyrics while kneading dough for the bread she made for our lunchtime sandwiches. Being of short stature, she’d stand on a small, plastic stool to give herself the benefit of height and mix one part stoneground, wholemeal flour with one part bleached, white flour, to get the perfect blend of goodness and fluff, pummelling it into a smooth, springy ball. Once they were baked, she would store the loaves in one of the large brown-paper bags that hung on a nail in our kitchen wall, bought from a wholesaler who prayed at the synagogue.

My mother cooked other food but bread was our staple and I loved it, especially served warm from the oven. Nine of us were surviving on a rabbi’s salary and were what you might describe as ‘middle-class poor’: we had stability, owned our home and car, but everything was threadbare and food portions were carefully calculated. It must have been exhausting for my mother to spread everything so thinly, and her tiredness showed. Her brow was permanently furrowed. We usually ate one hot meal a day; the rest was either Weetabix or bread that twice weekly was accompanied by protein: a rollmop herring or thin slice of Cheddar cheese per child. This fairly mundane diet meant that I lived for the cheese. On the other days we had Marmite, peanut butter (salt- and sugar-free), jam, sunflower-seed butter or margarine and her perpetual, under-salted vegetable soup, cooked on Monday and reheated until Thursday. Eating that felt like giving in, so I never did.

Bananas were available daily and encouraged, but always halved, so we had to find someone to split one with. Mummy often ate Ryvita crackers and used her banana stump to mop up the crumbs. If I heard her ask, ‘Would anyone like to share a banana with me?’ I would jump at the chance for a tender moment, shared.

We never ate out – nowhere in Glasgow was kosher enough anyway. Only on shabbos, when we hosted our synagogue guests, would there be a little more indulgence. My mother would spend Fridays boiling chickens and filling huge Thermoses with warm, homemade chicken soup glistening with fat bubbles, which she’d then stack into the footwells of my father’s copper-brown Space Cruiser to transport to the synagogue. The boiled soup would sweat and spill its juices under the feet of us seven children as we whirled down the road.

I shared a bedroom with my older sisters, Miriam and Leah. Leah was seven years my senior and too busy to even look my way. She spent most of her time doing whatever she could to curry our mother’s favour. Miriam, on the other hand, the eldest child and the girl half of the twins, argued with Mummy. There were nine years separating Miriam and me, and we both had dark hair and big mouths. Despite the age gap, she was my ally, and I hers. But beyond the two of us, I felt unloved within our family from a very young age. While my mother told me she loved me, it rarely translated into actions. I was always looking for it – love – betraying myself to earn it in the form of approval if not actual affection.

There were religious expectations on all of us, different rules for girls and boys that fed into an intricately layered system of how we were expected to conduct ourselves during every waking moment. Miriam was as devout as she was expected to be but we both shared a deep sense of justice and a mutual understanding of the world as an adventure. I relied on her to mother me and validate me in ways that others didn’t and I adored her for how she made me feel.

It was my father who looked after my practical needs most. When I was very young, it was he – a slim, tall man with a full, short, dark-brown beard and rabbi’s uniform of everyday black suit, thin dark tie and white shirt – who would bathe me, brush my hair and teeth, and get me ready for bed. He never really talked to me through all this but he sang funny songs about observing the commandments or preparing for holy days, set to tunes like ‘Jingle Bells’ or football chants that we had obviously never heard. ‘Glory, glory, clean the dishes/Everybody obeys Mummy’s wishes.’

On Tuesdays, Daddy taught a Torah class for local men, held in our dining room. I would knock on the door and be permitted to enter. In my pale-blue, long-sleeved, modest nightie, I would say goodnight and kiss him, although he never kissed me back. He kissed me only once a week, on the top of my head, after saying the children’s blessing over me on a Friday night. ‘May you be like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah,’ he’d whisper, holding his hands in a canopy over each of his daughters in turn, asking G-d to secure our futures as wives and mothers, just like our biblical foremothers.

Sometimes, if my mother was busy, I accompanied him to the synagogue, where we’d enter through the enormous arched doorway to the foyer fortified by Roman-style pillars. The synagogue was an imposing and, naturally, holy sight. With its Romanesque pink brick, domed atrium and high double doorway it commanded attention and reverence. It had originally been modelled on a great baroque shul in Amsterdam and was built at the turn of the twentieth century when Anglo-Jewry decided they needed such grand places of worship. Inside, it could seat hundreds of people but most services saw only twenty or so from our provincial community.

When there was no one around, my father would let me inside the prayer hall, the sanctuary where he led services from the raised platform, the bimah, in the centre. As a girl, I wasn’t really allowed to be in there, especially not during prayer time. This was a men’s space, grand with navy-blue velvet seats and gilt trim. Women prayed and watched from seats on the balcony above, separated for fear they would tempt the men away from their prayer. During services, I would sit next to my mother, looking down at the men, in two minds as to whether I was lucky not to perform, to sing and be on display, or annoyed at being left out of important proceedings. My mother wasn’t confused at all – she sat where she could catch my father’s eye when he read a verse they both found meaningful or funny.

My father’s occasional tacit permission to enter wasn’t enough to satisfy my appetite for inclusion. Every opportunity I had – if he took a call in the office or had to tend to some other business – I’d steal into the prayer hall and pour my heart out. I’d stand in front of the ornate marble ark, the forty-foot holy enclave at the end of the shul that held the Torah scrolls, and press my hands against its velvet curtain, which only men were meant to touch – it was majestic, like a fixture in a fairy-tale castle. If Daddy caught me, he presumed I was playing. But I was praying. I was desperate – for answers to the many questions I had about my life that looked so solid and rule-filled to others but felt so precarious to me; for explanations that might soothe the frustrations I felt at home; for love. That place was the centre of power as I saw it and I wanted to stay there. If only I could have more time, perhaps my side of the story could be heard.

‘G-d always listens, Yehudis Gittel,’ my mother would tell me, observing my ambition to grasp more. ‘Sometimes the answer is “no”. You have to be willing to hear that.’

When my prayers weren’t heard, I cried. I cried over the injustices a little girl feels – when Devorah got a bigger piece of cheese or when my mother said something belittling to me. I also cried because no one answered my questions about the Bible. How was it OK for the matriarch, Rebecca, to have been married at the age of three? How could she lift heavy water jugs and feed all those camels on her own? No one took my questions seriously. In fact, I often heard my parents preaching that religious questions only existed on a physical level. In the spiritual world, there were no questions, but for people not quite on that level, there were answers for everything. All I had to do was acknowledge that the ones they provided were the right ones.

On the rare occasion that they entertained my doubts, I wasn’t satisfied by their answers.

‘I’m hurting,’ I would tell my mother.

‘I’m praying for you,’ she’d reply.

‘But G-d isn’t answering your prayers, Mummy. I’m still hurting.’ I’d cry some more.

I asked G-d for lots of things in that space. He always said ‘no’.

Shul was an extension of home. I spent 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. being schooled there every day in the ice-cold classrooms that smelled of cleaning products and wax crayons, above the hall. There were barely twenty students – just me and my siblings and a handful of other children from the area who, like us, were too religious for the local authority schools. Even the sole Jewish school in the area was deemed too lax for our family’s standards. Our group’s numbers were inflated by a crèche made up of our teachers’ babies and toddlers. The staff at our little school were part of the furniture of my life: Mrs Boyle the cleaner, quiet and ever-present with a mop and bucket but whom we knew nothing about; Mrs Fox, from Dublin, who ran the shul office and would occasionally produce a Quality Street from her pocket, where she stashed them like brightly coloured jewels; her husband, Mr Fox, the synagogue chairman; and our headteacher, Mrs Silver, a tall, thin woman with a synthetic, wiry black wig and the softest skin. Mrs Silver wore thick beige tights under sandals no matter the weather, and taught us girls to read and chant Torah verses just like the boys did, which was very rare within a Charedi environment. In hindsight, she was one of the first Charedi feminists I knew.

We didn’t take the bus to school. Mummy taught English to the girls and my father taught the older boys Talmud, so we’d travel there together in the Space Cruiser, while other students were picked up in the clapped-out blue sixteen-seater minibus which my mother deemed too unsafe for her own children. It was driven by Mrs Levy, who worked in the nursery, and each child along the route would clamber in, finding a seat or a place on the wooden planks balanced across the gangway to provide as much seating as possible. The minibus would head through inner-city Glasgow, past the old tenement buildings and the BT exchange. The teachers, who also took the minibus, each had a seat and piled babies on their laps, brushed children’s hair and spooned breakfast into little mouths while the bus bounced through morning traffic and chugged up the steep hill to shul.

I longed to travel on the bus with my friends. Instead, I’d meet them in the classroom-cum-nursery with the Fisher Price kitchen. The walls were decorated with our artwork and posters teaching us what prayers to say and when: blessings before we ate various foods or the thanks to give after we went to the toilet; the blessing to give during thunder and lightning, and the sharp rebuke to be recited if we saw a rainbow, a reminder from G-d to never again descend to the depths of depravity that caused His biblical flood. A colourful wooden slide was built against one wall, against another there was a play corner and coat hooks, and, in the centre, the circle-time mat that I’d tripped over on my way to challenge G-d.

At lunchtime I’d unfurl a packed lunch – sandwiches of four slices of Mummy’s homemade bread with Marmite or peanut butter. On cheese day, I’d open them out and toast them on the gas heater, the same one she used to warm her feet. On Fridays in deep winter when nightfall was as early as 3.30 p.m., we would finish school early to prepare for shabbos, each receiving a boiled sweet from our teacher in recognition of this special day. I’d hold it in my hand the whole way home, rustling its wrapper with my fingertips, digging its sharp plastic twists into my palm. Once home, I’d make eye contact with my mother then do as her eyes asked and drop it into the freshly emptied bin, gaining a prune and her approval in return.

‘Sugar rots your teeth,’ she would tell us. ‘Good parents don’t let their children ruin the body G-d gave them.’ I obliged because I wanted my mother’s approval more than I wanted the sweet, and together we enjoyed the superiority we felt over other families, who didn’t eat as sensibly as we did.

Class sizes at school were a moveable feast that met the community’s needs. The nursery catered for babies and toddlers, including Devorah, while ‘little ones’ learned together in a class of five that was made up of me, two other girls and two boys. My older sisters and brothers were scattered among classes with children approximately the same age as them who were split into boys and girls from the age of about six, when boys were deemed ready to examine religious texts, which girls weren’t allowed to look at – the Talmud instructs: ‘Whoever teaches their daughters Talmud, it is as if they have taught them prostitution.’

The other girls in the school wore cheap, plastic Mary-Jane shoes but I had red leather ones with white stitching and thick cream laces. My community said only boys wore lace-up shoes but I had a mother who wanted my feet to be healthy and my bones strong.

‘Run to do good deeds in them,’ she said when she bought them for me from Alan Mickel, the shoe shop in the smarter part of town.

A boy named Yoel was my main friend. He had golden hair, a soft face and grubby nails, a combination I found unthreatening. He was my school ‘husband’ and we’d spend break times racing one another across the playground, which was concrete and pebbly, and devoid of anything as frivolous as toys or play equipment. Just inside the synagogue fence, to the left of the entrance, was an enormous old tree with knotted roots that splayed outwards, weaving overground. The way they entangled with one another created a space, towards the middle, to sit – a magical and precious private place carpeted with helicopter seeds that became my safety spot, a bolthole for when I needed somewhere to call my own, something I distinctly lacked elsewhere. I’d sit in my tree and send Yoel to find me wildflowers, which we pretended were cabbages. He did everything I asked but rarely well enough for my exacting standards.

I didn’t have any other good friends. I was more interested in adult conversation than childish prattle, but the adults weren’t interested in me. I was growing into a geeky kid. By the age of seven, I was already sharply aware of what everyone else was doing and saying. And I was commenting on it – so much so that I appeared to constantly irritate everyone around me, particularly my parents.

In lessons, we learned the Hebrew alphabet, the week’s Torah story or the 613 commandments of Jewish law by rote from little plastic cards. The teacher would time us reading Hebrew. Whoever finished their page of letters within sixty seconds could choose a sticker from her sheet. The stickers were more Hebrew letters, and Yoel and I were in competition for the only ‘yud’, the Y-equivalent that started both of our names. Luckily for me, he wasn’t much competition. The rest of the time I was expected to play with dolls or the toy kitchen and not to think or care too deeply about what I was being taught. While the boys were meant to be studious, we girls were expected to be easy-going, but my thirst for knowledge and my mother’s passion for English meant that I read English long before the others did, and better than my Hebrew. My mother encouraged me to read the books we were given on Jewish festivals and didn’t disapprove when I wrote down stories that I dreamed up in my imagination: ‘Publish, Doodis, publish,’ she would say, calling me by the baby name that had stuck since my first attempts to pronounce Yehudis. Eventually, I began to develop a liking for correcting others’ speech.

‘I can give you a answer,’ an older girl would say.

‘An answer,’ I would offer primly.

I was dismissed as clever by teachers, family and classmates, and it wasn’t said kindly; I thought too deeply about things and that was deemed awkward. I annoyed people.

When I was five and my classmates were still learning their ABC, my teacher gave me copies of The Secret Garden and The Railway Children, which I read over and over at the back of the classroom. I read constantly, and anything – a shampoo bottle while sitting on the toilet, the back of a bag of flour, even the books my mother used to teach brides about being a good wife.

Inside our home, only religious or religious-adjacent texts were allowed, so it was stuffed full of old Jewish novels, biographies of






















TRANSWORLD

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Doubleday

Copyright © Yehudis Fletcher, 2025

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover design by James Jones
Cover image © Shutterstock

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

ISBN: 978-1-529-91969-1

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


All correspondence to:

Transworld

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Author’s note



		A note on terminology



		Prologue: Wash your hands



		1. Jolly good fellow, Part 1



		2. The wonder of becoming you



		3. Anthrax



		4. Make yourself useful



		5. Are you a lesbian?



		6. Woman of valour



		7. You’re not righteous, you’re stupid



		8. Divorced, engaged



		9. Mumsnet



		10. The 149 bus



		11. Here I am



		12. Hannah



		13. Thursdays at 6 p.m.



		14. Accidental activist



		15. All those who are forced to choose



		16. Put away your begging bowl



		17. The bar mitzvah



		18. Rejection



		19. Jolly good fellow, Part 2



		20. Home



		Epilogue: Daring to Stay



		Acknowledgements



		Copyright













		v



		vi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		281



		282













		Cover



		Frontmatter



		Begin Reading











EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


