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Praise for Tap Dancing on Everest

“Tap Dancing on Everest is gorgeous. It is so full of joy, zest, and fun and yet with some profound thoughts. Once started you cannot put it down. I hope it is a huge success—it certainly deserves to be.” 

—Sir Chris Bonington, author of Everest the Hard Way, knighted for his services to mountaineering

“With a poetic vision that is staggering in its honesty and beauty, Mimi Zieman brings readers into the heart of a Himalayan ascent, guiding us along some of the unexpected pathways that intense adventures can trace in both body and mind.” 

—Katie Ives, author of Imaginary Peaks: 
The Riesenstein Hoax and Other Mountain Dreams 

“Mimi Zieman’s book is an ideal alchemy of grit and grace. The lessons Zieman learns on the mountain are important lessons for us all. A wild and deeply satisfying journey.” 

—Emily Rapp Black, author of 
The Still Point of the Turing World

“Mimi Zieman is brave, tough, and impressive when on Everest, and lively, engaging, and funny when on the page. After returning from her climb, she says she was ‘very grateful for ceilings.’ I myself am grateful for her vivid recounting of all her journeys.” 

—Meg Wolitzer, author of The Interestings

“The story takes place on a frozen summit but is bound to melt your heart. The courage that drove [Zieman] to this unlikely adventure permeates her candid recounting of her breathtaking tale.” 

—Etgar Keret, author of The Seven Good Years

“The small band that formed the Everest ’88 team will be remembered as free spirits who went to the unknown and embraced the true spirit of adventure, a far cry from today’s narrative on Everest, and an essential addition to mountain literature.  In Tap Dancing on Everest, expedition doctor Mimi Zieman brings to life the toll experienced by non-climbers on an expedition, what it was truly like not knowing if her teammates would return, and ultimately what it took to heal their wounds. While recalling her tap-dancing days, this book is also a metaphor of a different kind of tap dance, that of survival on the roof of the world.” 

—Norbu Tenzing, vice president of the American Himalayan Foundation and 
son of Tenzing Norgay

“Tap Dancing on Everest is that rare book that manages to capture the adrenaline rush of a thrilling adventure and the gut-wrenching pathos of an epic tragedy. Mimi Zieman is telling a story that readers will be unable to put down—not just about life and death on the world’s most dangerous mountain, but about how we, as human beings, too often have to put ourselves in extreme danger to feel fully alive. I was utterly captivated by this story. You will be, too.” 

—Steve Almond, author of All the Secrets of the World

“[This] story touched me deeply.” 

—Dr. Tom Hornbein, author of Everest: The West Ridge and high-altitude medicine researcher

“What would lead a young female medical student from New York City who lived a life of shoulds and expectations to join an unaided climb up Everest as the team doctor? That young woman was Mimi Zieman and, in her memoir Tap Dancing on Everest, she unravels what brought her to that mountain years ago. In beautiful prose, Zieman brings us into her family’s Jewish immigrant roots, her city childhood, her dream to become a dancer, and how climbing and adventure helped her reconcile her past with the woman she became.” 

—Ann Hood, author of Comfort: 
A Journey Through Grief

“The best ascent of Everest in terms and style of pure adventure.” 

—Reinhold Messner, the first man to solo 
Everest and the first to climb Everest without supplementary oxygen along with Peter Habeler

“From page one, Tap Dancing on Everest draws you into the heart-stopping world of mountaineering. An engaging narrative rich in details and vulnerability, the story captures the adventure in reaching beyond one’s comfort zone and into the unknown.” 

—Johanna Garton, author of Edge of the Map: 
The Mountain Life of Christine Boskoff

“A captivating story, seldom told, about what it’s like to take care of Everest climbers from the perspective of a feisty expedition doctor. This page-turner is a must-read for real and armchair adventurers everywhere.” 

—Stephen Venables, author of Alone at the Summit and first British man to summit Everest without oxygen

“Climbing Everest was not on Mimi Zieman’s bucket list. But after a lifetime of trying—and often failing—to ‘follow the rules’ of growing up a good Jewish girl with the right body, the right boyfriend, and the right personality, the challenge of the vast mountain calls her. . . . By turns gripping and charming, tragic and joyful, Zieman’s rocky, ultimately revelatory journey shows how the true triumph of the summit is the discovery of her calling.” 

—Allison K Williams, author of Seven Drafts: 
Self-Edit Like a Pro from Blank Page to Book

“Mimi Zieman’s compelling and very personal memoir recounts with warmth and insight how her father survived the Holocaust, her challenging childhood, her courage and determination in the face of continued obstacles, and the passion and persistence that bring her to the roof of the world. 

—Arlene Blum, author Annapurna: A Woman’s Place
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Part I

SEARCHING

If we go to the places that scare us . . . we just might find the boundless life we’ve always dreamed of. 

—Pema Chödrön
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At Risk

May 1988, Kangshung Glacier, Tibet

We peered into the white.

White snow, white clouds, white nothingness. The East Face of Everest, where our route snaked through gullies, crevasses, and overhanging ice pinnacles, rose two miles into the Tibetan sky above.

Our small team of six had four climbers, a photographer, and me, a twenty-five-year-old medical student. The climbers were attempting a new route. They were purists, nimble, using no oxygen or Sherpa support.

Joe, our photographer, sat on a blue barrel at Advanced Base Camp and searched through our telescope for the dark outlines of three climbers missing on the mountain. His eyes—finely tuned to details and shapes, shadows and forms—focused on the white slope. We’d last spotted the climbers days earlier, tiny dots ascending toward the summit, creeping over the edge of our route onto the South Col, the link between Tibet and Nepal, East and South, visible and invisible. We distinguished them by the color of their coats and hats, steadily inching up in the bright sunshine. Now there was no sun, just lackluster white, and our world of waiting felt like groping through darkness, except that everything was flat and stark and still.

The tarp of our yellow tent flapped overhead, the wind electric with panic. I stretched out on my belly to Joe’s right, propped up on my elbows, and rubbed my dry eyes, willing our friends into view as if desire were a magnet. My teeth chattered and elbows burned from the pebbles dimpling them, so I piled sleeping bags over and under me. Our team’s fourth climber, Paul, who’d been forced off the mountain days earlier due to altitude sickness, stood to Joe’s left, just outside the tent. The three of us were on our own route, a route of waiting, tethered as if by climbing ropes.

The landscape offered nothing. No tracks in the snow. No blasts of light from their headlamps: two flashes for safe, six for S.O.S.

With no sign of them by dusk, my hopes for their return dwindled. They were in the Death Zone, an extreme elevation above 26,000 feet, where oxygen is a fraction of that at sea level. Where muscles lag with lethargy. Where the brain hungers for oxygen, and thoughts stall and sink in a slush of gray matter. Where the body rapidly decays and eventually stops functioning. No climber had ever survived more than three days in the Death Zone without supplemental oxygen. We were nearing the end of day six.

Were our friends stranded in the cold, unable to make decisions? Injured? Or had a crushing wave of wind swept them off the mountain?

Be strong. Come back, I whispered into the whirling white.

An unaided climb like ours had never been attempted on the East Face. We’d been warned that no rescues were available in Tibet. Notorious for thundering avalanches, this side of the mountain had been successfully climbed only once before by a large team using oxygen. Although we’d planned this expedition for two years over phone calls, letters, and faxes, creating long lists of climbing gear, food, and medical supplies, we didn’t have radios because of the climbers’ purist ethos. Now we hung in deafening silence.

“Dude—d’you see anything?” Paul’s voice sliced the thin air as he hopped from leg to leg, itching to bolt if there was a call for help. Our team’s jokester, Paul’s expression was stoic, his eyes vacant and fixed upwards, his black curls matted with sweat.

Paul had been on his way to the summit with the others when he was pummeled with an unrelenting headache he described as his skull being squeezed by the jaws of a tight vise. He doubled over vomiting and coughing up blood. Forced to retreat, he descended the route alone, returning to Joe and me. I examined him, relieved to find him mostly cured by descent, the air at our camp thicker with oxygen. He was a haunting reminder of what can go wrong in the Death Zone.

“I see something moving,” Joe said. I bounded up from my elbows, my heartbeat in my ears.

He sighed. “No, no, it’s just the wind.”

“Can I have a look?”

I pressed the cold metal against my right eye, squinting with my left. The route stared back blankly, as if mocking me. Then I saw something too—spindly white threads dusting down from the rock outcrops. Is it them? No, just sheer drapes of snow flapping in the wind. A mirage of the snow desert. I squeezed my parka tight around me and inhaled deeply, my breath an infusion of dry ice. A shiver rippled through me. I passed the scope back to Joe, shifting my gaze to the back of his red fleece hat.

An expert in f-stops and apertures, Joe was a forty-two-year-old ex-Navy submariner, familiar with isolation and risk. I often spotted him standing on a boulder, head buried under a dark cloth, adjusting lenses for the perfect shot. Not much of a talker, his words rolled out quietly in slow motion, making it hard for me to follow. Now he scrutinized the slope with heightened energy as if this disaster had perked him up.

Like Paul and Joe, I was ready for what I’d trained to do. To treat, wrap, mend, and heal. My preparation didn’t stop my endless worry that I would fail when most needed, daunted by my responsibility as medical officer, my official title. I’d rehearsed many scenarios—high altitude sickness, traumatic injuries, infections, frostbite—but the climbers were not there to tend to. I pictured the individual medical kits I’d packed with caffeine pills and steroids to boost energy in case of emergency, wondering if they’d used any of it, wondering if I’d done anything helpful.

Staring at the nothingness, I couldn’t imagine a world where Stephen, our cerebral and finicky Brit, never returned to his blooming garden in Bath, or where we didn’t tease him when he retreated to his tent to listen to his beloved symphonies. I couldn’t imagine not seeing Ed, our slowest and most pensive climber, sitting on a boulder as he wrote in his journal or warming his hands around a mug of hot tea. I couldn’t imagine a situation strong enough to take down Robert, architect of schemes in advertising (his day job) and in wilderness adventure (his passion). Our team’s leader, who’d planned, organized, and executed this expedition, was a confident athlete, his enthusiasm a spell.

When he’d invited me to join the crew, I asked, “Don’t you think you can get a real doctor who’s good with altitude?”

“Just remember to major in dread diseases and minor in cold feet and you’ll do fine.” It turned out that climbers brazen enough to attempt the East Face were unfazed by a student caring for them.

I had left New York three months earlier, desperate for air. My decision to join the team—a city girl who would be the only woman, a dancer who would wear mountain boots, a medical student who would serve as team doctor—didn’t make sense to most people. But often, when seized by an instinct, I followed it. It’s taken me over three decades to understand that the great peace I felt in the mountains was the perfect antidote to the manic pace of my New York City life, to the divisions and dysfunction of my childhood, to the expectations I felt compelled to fulfill.


When we’d set up this camp months earlier, our new glacier home brimmed with promise. Glistening layers of snow formed solid stepping stones over the crevasses below. We shared rehydrated meals and teased each other, intoxicated by the thrill of adventure. On the longest days, we talked about what we missed and what we’d do when we were off the mountain, how our lives would remain intertwined.

“Can’t wait to have a beer in Lhasa!” Robert said.

“What about a slice of New York pizza?” My mind always went straight to pizza.


Searching the slopes above, I thought of the climbers’ dreams. I thought of their families. I thought of our discussions about the risks of climbing while huddled in tents during endless snowstorms, inhaling the fragility of life together, bonding in a way not possible at home. I reassured myself they were doing what they loved.

Be strong, come back, I whispered again.

If Paul and Joe had similar panicked thoughts and worst-case scenarios running in a loop inside their minds, they didn’t say so. There was nothing to do and nothing to say. We listened to the drip, drip, drip of ice thawing in the warmer spring temperatures, the water flowing over unsteady rocks causing us to slide and scramble on visits from tent to tent, our shoulders slumped with worry. The unearthed glacial detritus smelled of decay, the brackish water layered with notes of algae like musky wine.

The flat white of day became a black cavern of night. I moved into Joe’s tent, hoping to lessen the crushing weight of emptiness. A tempest outside dropped a wet, heavy snowfall characteristic of a spring monsoon. I lay listening to booming avalanches tumbling down the bowl of mountains above. The ground trembled as the wind rattled the tent and fear pounded in my chest. Peeking outside the vestibule, I saw no line between sky and earth. I curled myself into a tight ball inside my bag, turned away from Joe, and rubbed my bare feet against my hot-water bottle. My fingers grazed the stethoscope and blood pressure cuff next to my thighs; I slept with them to keep them warm and ready to use.

Though I aimed for silence, Joe heard me weeping. He turned toward me, draping me in a deep and lulling melody, harmonizing with the sound of snow drumming rhythmically in the blackness. Snowflakes fell, undeterred, as drafts of wind dusted my face and his words petered out. I expected to be up for a while, with the cold air singeing my cheeks and the constant roars in the distance. At midnight I surrendered, took a sleeping pill, savored the way the heaviness fell first on my chest then spread through my arms to my fingertips.

When I next looked at my watch, a mere three hours had passed. I rolled on my back and stared at the nylon above, listening to the tapping on the roof, trying to contain my swelling heartache. I waited until Joe stirred, then reached for the frozen metal telescope as the slanted pink of morning appeared.

Seven days after we’d last spotted the climbers, Joe stirred a pot of oatmeal. “Maybe we can’t see them because they went down a different route.” Expeditions from Nepal and Tibet were climbing other faces on the mountain and had larger teams, more support, oxygen, and porters. Could our climbers have joined them?

“It’s possible, but there was no one else up there,” Paul said. After a long pause, he added, “I think you’re right. We should pack up camp and find out if anyone in the valley heard anything.”

I had no theories. In this thick muck of waiting, I thought of Robert’s father, whom I’d met a few times. I couldn’t imagine telling him Robert was gone and watching his eyes fill with loss. Would it be my job to tell the families? Not even a real doctor yet, and three people gone under my care. Was I brave or simply naive to come here?

I sat on an icy rock, the chill a shock running up my spine, and stared upward at the slope, as if from the bottom of a crevasse. As if I’d fallen too and was more vulnerable than ever before. This was the power of loss. We were all fragile and at risk.










Part II

THE VERSAILLES

To be nobody-but-yourself in a world which is doing its best, night and day, to make you everybody else—means to fight the hardest battle which any human being can fight; and never stop fighting.

—e. e. cummings, A Poet’s Advice to Students
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Feet First

I read the New York magazine piece the day before leaving for the expedition. “The ethereal, soft-spoken blonde seems an unlikely candidate for an assault team of any kind.” Despite feeling flattered the journalist called me ethereal instead of harried, the last thing I needed was yet another person questioning my suitability. I had done enough of that already. Placing the galley page back on my desk, I looked at the stuff strewn across the floor.

I needed to pack.

I hadn’t realized my unlikeliness was obvious enough to be revealed in a single hour-long interview. To generate interest in our climb, Robert, our expedition leader, had successfully pitched a “couch-to-climb” story to the magazine. The published article featured a photo of me balancing between walls in my apartment building stairwell wearing green medical scrubs on top, purple exercise tights, white ankle socks, and flat sneakers. Andy Warhol graced the cover.

Scanning the two large gray duffels and last-minute toiletries I’d bought, it seemed clear the journalist had exposed me for who I really was—someone who should not be on an Everest team. Someone who’d heard these messages in childhood: know your place, follow a safe path, do the things you should do.

But there I was in full-page color—unlikely and doing something I shouldn’t. Although she’d figured me out quickly, the journalist didn’t know how unlikely my journey to this moment had been. Looking back, I imagine my route to Everest as a hiking trail on a map drawn with dashed lines, the blanks between the lines like suspended breaths where I paused to figure out which way to go.

Did my early years—a New York City life of concrete—lead me to choose the expansiveness of a glacier? I had felt confined by various boxes and expectations: cement apartment building, immigrant family, Jewish Orthodox community, and my own list of shoulds. All hard surfaces, sharp angles, and deep shadows.

I didn’t yet know that on the mountain, we would experience the opposite: long, spreading shadows and melting, morphing surfaces of ice and snow. The rhythm of our days would be at the whim of wind and at the wile of changing seasons.

Everest was not on my list of shoulds.

But it was my family, replete with ghosts and outsized personalities, who set me on my trail long before I made choices for myself. I can’t write about how I landed on that glacier without writing about them, my map of origin, my genetic and emotional signposts. And although they were stitched into the seams of my backpack, and I treasured that tethering, I needed to loosen those threads to find my own lines.

As I shoved my gear into the duffels, I didn’t think about the weight my past added to my load. Tracing my journey now, the dashed lines connecting these extremes—my family’s background and Everest—come into focus.


Mom rolled her stockings up each leg and clipped them into the bottom of her girdle, a one-piece undergarment that smoothed her into a large rectangle from sternum to thigh, topped with two pointy cones. In third grade, I watched Mom get ready for work. She opened her closet, clanging the belts draped on a rod, and reached for a dress.

“Why do you wear that thing? It looks so uncomfortable.” I crossed my arms in front of my chest. My grandmother wore the same contraption.

“You have to.”

“No, you don’t. It really doesn’t make much difference.”

“You have to look your best.” Mom brushed her hair then lit a Kent and inhaled. Her chest rose gradually until full, then she released a short pup sound, and blew out slowly between pursed lips. When done, she tamped the red-smudged butt, stenciled with lip lines, into an L-shape in the ashtray.

Mom was meticulous about her grooming and dress, but we all had to navigate our large bodies in our own way. When I was nine, I tagged along with my mother to Weight Watchers and Lane Bryant, a specialized store for big sizes. My brother Josh, three and a half years older, wore clothes that came in “husky” sizes, while mine were called “chubby” (terms replaced by “plus” or more neutral words). At Weight Watchers, I learned everything I needed to know about what to eat while dieting, including relying on staples like cottage cheese, cantaloupe, and Tab.


My mother’s mother, whom we called Amama (Uh-muh-muh), was the first of our family to immigrate in search of freedom. Her sturdy legs and size-ten flat feet with bunions crossed oceans, if not glacial crevasses. In 1956, she walked off a Flying Tiger flight from Munich onto the tarmac in New York City, surely wearing clunky orthopedic shoes, then stood before the six-floor apartment building on the Upper West Side where she was to rent a room. That year, the airline had begun carrying European refugees and Korean war orphans to the United States, two disparate peoples, both displaced.

If Amama had looked that day on the sidewalk the way I knew her later, she stood tall with skinny limbs and a round middle pinched in a sheath dress. She combed her thinning hair over a balding head and wore bright red lipstick, a cigarette dangling between the fingers of her right hand, a chunky gold ring on her fourth finger. Maybe people a block away could even hear her impassioned smoker’s cough.

She faced double glass doors adorned with gold letters in rolled cursive: The Versailles. The name evoked gilded chandeliers and rich tapestries. Instead, she found a lobby with ornate moldings buried under thick layers of cracked paint.

Like her shoes, nothing about our family’s matriarch was delicate. Fired from her job as a choreographer for the Berlin Opera in 1933 because she was Jewish, Amama was in her early twenties when she crossed the Mediterranean to Palestine. Her decision to leave Germany the year Hitler rose to power was bold. It saved her life. In Palestine, she married and bore my mother, but never grew accustomed to the raw life of sand and heat.

After the war, she returned to Germany with my mother, then eighteen. Amama thought she was returning home, but Germany would never be home again. She had divorced—rare for her day—as was moving to another country with a daughter on your own, as was returning to Germany. But Amama was her own guide, following her own path. The first unlikely one.

Examining a picture of Amama from her dancing days, it’s clear we have the same legs: slightly thick dimpled knees and long, thin calves tapering into those size-ten flat feet with bunions. Amama’s legs and my legs share not only a shape but a rhythm that carried us on our different searches for belonging.

One year after Amama’s arrival, my parents sailed into New York Harbor. The ship’s manifest lists them as Sabina and Izschak Ziemann. I don’t know when Dad became Isaac, when the final “n” in our last name was dropped, or when the pronunciation changed from tsee-mahn to zee-min. Very likely it happened in the port when they were processed through immigration, as these stories commonly go.

Not until I was in middle school did I hear Dad say, “We arrived on the last day permissible under the Refugee Relief Act.” Before, I’d thought of them as immigrants, not refugees.

They moved into Amama’s apartment with her. As a child, I didn’t know I lived among brave immigrants, but I knew the Versailles reeked. Whenever I crossed the inlay of a star barely visible on the scuffed marble floor of the lobby, I reflexively held my breath to avoid inhaling the rancid mix of garbage and cigarette smoke.

The odor concentrated in the elevator, which worked only sporadically, so instead I took the stairs—my first climb—passing the smell of the tamales Mrs. Vegas fried on the second floor, the gingerbread Christmas cookies Mrs. Scott baked on the third floor, and Mom’s simmering chicken soup with matzo balls from our fourth-floor apartment. Sometimes, I found glass seltzer bottles in front of our door, delivered by the seltzer man.

Our neighborhood was full of similar refugees, with stories both commonplace and extraordinary. World War II displaced Jews from faraway countries hard for me to pronounce and others hard to imagine. Czechoslovakia, Uzbekistan, Hungary, Ukraine, Poland. The streets were thick with the cadence of accents: Spanish speakers from Puerto Rico, Cuba, and the Dominican Republic, as well as Creole speakers from Jamaica and Haiti, and speakers of myriad Asian languages.

My family’s railroad apartment, built as a series of rooms resembling a train car, housed six other people or families. They lived in different rooms branching off two long hallways, meeting to form an “L.” Eventually, Amama moved to Queens, and all but one of the other lodgers left. My parents took over the lease.

The remaining tenant, Mr. Thomas L. Montefront, lived in the tiniest room with an even tinier bathroom off our kitchen—the “maid’s room,” as these were called in old New York City apartments. Soft-spoken, he shuffled into the kitchen after a day of work, his huge galoshes squishing over the linoleum, and greeted my mother politely, “Hello, Mrs. Zieman. How are you?” Sometimes, he mentioned the weather or placed a single strawberry Dannon yogurt in the refrigerator. He often left us missionary pamphlets on the counter, turned on his radio tuned to the Christian broadcasting station, and we learned secondhand about the power of the Lord. Mom never asked Mr. Montefront to move out. He had no family, and besides, refugees take people in, they don’t put them out. She also appreciated his paltry rent, paid in dollar bills left on the stove.

Mom admitted that, like many Israelis, she resembled the sabra fruit: prickly on the outside but soft on the inside. She grew up during wartime, experiencing rations, air raids, and racing for cover in bomb shelters. She had an exuberant opinion and method for everything and expressed her love through order: cooking, cleaning, budgeting.

“Your father’s Yiddish is High Yiddish,” Mom boasted, distinguishing it from what most people they knew spoke, referring to a dialect with more German than Slavic influence. My parents had met at a party for Jewish students in Frankfurt, my father invited from Munich as the entertainment to sing and recite long Yiddish tales. “He was handsome and charming, and I was a catch too.” Mom recounted how they’d flirted and danced, and how boys had swarmed her. She was twenty, and he was thirty-five, too young (Mom) or needy (Dad) to recognize their brokenness or how mismatched they were. But they had the experience of displacement in common. He had been forced to flee Latvia, invaded by Nazis, as a young man.

Mom also boasted about the Versailles, saying, “Mary Pickford once lived in the building, as well as the makers of Hellmann’s mayonnaise.” This might have been true, but by the time they moved in, the building was in major disrepair, filled with people like them living under rent control. Maybe Mom needed to feel like she had landed somewhere better than she did. The Versailles—pinned on my map as “Start here,” before my first dashed line.

Unlike Mom’s proud voice or prickly exterior, Dad’s voice was gentle, methodical, reflective. Mostly, he loved to be talked about and was less interested in talking, Mom’s sphere. My emotional signposts were opposites: overflowing and withholding.

Mom worked in a hospital analyzing blood specimens. Dad was a psychotherapist. She worked on the insides of the body and he on the insides of the mind, but neither type of work helped them completely understand their children’s lives in the new country.

I froze behind my bedroom door, listening to the tumult of grievances erupting from my parents’ room next door. “Where have you been all night? I’m not an idiot!” Mom spat the “ot” sound with an Israeli emphasis. “Bina, you’re so controlling!” Dad’s favorite refrain.

Doors slammed.

I covered my ears, tiptoed to my bed, and crawled under the covers. Hiding became a mantra, invisibility a shield, and seeking refuge, a mission. The noise, the shouting, and anger drove me into solitude.


One humid evening when I was six, pigeons cooed on the kitchen window ledge and the laundry hung limply on a rack near the dumbwaiter. Mom, Dad, and Josh sipped tea at the kitchen table, while I sat cross-legged on the floor playing jacks. “Does she have to come every weekend?” Dad asked Mom about Amama’s upcoming visit. “She picks fights with me, and you go along.”

I threw the red ball up in the air and swooshed my hand on the linoleum to pick up the jacks in a single bounce. My stomach knotted, waiting for the familiar fighting to begin.

“Tough! At least she helps me. You don’t lift a finger!” Mom’s nostrils flared.

I stayed quiet, tossing the ball and sweeping up the jacks, wishing my father and Amama got along. Dad complained before and after her visits, disappearing into his own version of invisibility while she was there.

“What about your mother?” I bounced the ball again, trying to change the subject.

“Tell them, Isaac,” Mom thrust her chin upward at Dad. I squeezed the ball in my hand. Did I say something wrong?

After a long pause, my father spoke softly. “Mimele, my parents were killed, and my sisters and brother. I have no family. There was a big war, and they killed people for being Jewish.”

Dad sat unmoving and Mom looked frozen in battle mode. Is Daddy okay? I searched Josh’s face. I relied on him most to explain things, but he focused downwards. I wondered if he knew already. My father’s voice came from a mile away, but his words didn’t make sense. He talked about fleeing Hitler, the death of millions of people, and his own near death.

I looked around the room again. Everyone slouched in their chairs, stared at the table, mouths downturned. No one looked at me. The lump in my throat tightened, my stomach clenched, my knuckles balled into fists. I faced the hallway to leave, but my body froze. The yellow light of the kitchen darkened and closed in around us, squeezing us into a pipe, changing our matter like steam condensing to water.

No point in bouncing a ball. How silly next to death. How silly anything in my life would be compared to what Daddy had gone through. My troubles would all be insignificant. Daddy’s entire family was killed. I would never be worthy of my parents’ concern. How could I be?

A new line was etched on my map. A line with a before and after.

Later, when Dad told his story again, I thought it inconceivable that this man in front of me, alive if not accessible, had endured such horrors. He’d recite details flatly, as if distant history, always with events in the same order, yet I could never keep track of the sequence. I felt guilty about this until I learned it is common. Many children of Holocaust survivors can’t remember the details of their parents’ stories. Yet, our parents’ anxiety, their melancholy, their words and emotions not expressed took root in us. We were instructed to “never forget.” While I can’t forget, I can’t seem to remember either.

The early part is simple to grasp; Dad grew up in an Orthodox Jewish home in a small shtetl in Latvia, the eldest of four children. The family lived above their grocery store.

The improbable part follows and my mind wanders. Dad was away at school when Nazi collaborators took his family and the rest of the village to the forest and shot them. He fought with the resistance, enlisted in the Soviet army, and was sent to work in a Siberian coal mine where he almost died.

His talent for languages helped him assume five fake identities, enabling him to survive. He was born Zelick Tziman. At one point, he taught himself Polish from a book and posed as a lost Polish soldier to escape Russia. At the end of the war, on his way from Poland to Czechoslovakia, he pretended to be a lost Greek Jew with the name Yitchak Yehovi. His name in America was Isaac Zelig Zieman. Zelig—like the character in the eponymous movie who transforms his identity to match the needs and desires of the people he meets. Only after the war did Dad learn he was the only survivor of his family.

His survival. Truly the definition of unlikely.

His story explained why I had three first names, Gilda for Dad’s mother Golda, Miriam and Tzila for his two sisters. I struggled with my name. It never felt like me. What did I have to do to make up for those lost? In Jewish school we learned, If I am only for myself, what am I? We were to honor those killed by improving the world, a defining sense of duty. But being named for three murdered relatives was a heavy load.

The day I learned my father’s history, my trust in the world—in people, in the future, and in myself—was shaken. Dad’s presence confirmed life could shift unexpectedly. Because of what he’d been through, I thought I couldn’t ask him for help, so I’d need to figure things out on my own. As he did. As Mom and Amama did, too. This unspoken expectation landed on me, a weight, as painful as it was inevitable.


When Mom came home from work, she cooked a full meal each night, with meat, a starch, and a vegetable, usually canned. Thursdays were the exception, always crunchy fried flounder, pillowy mashed potatoes, and frozen creamed spinach. I savored every bite. We never had dessert, of course, because we were watching our weight. Yet the pantry was stocked with Devil Dogs and Ring Dings, which we ate whenever we wanted. Like other parents of the time, Mom said, “Clear your plates; there are children starving in Africa.” The nightly news in 1969 showed Biafran babies with skinny arms, swollen bellies, and eyes too sunken and dry to shed tears, victims of a civil war in Nigeria. The images troubled me as a six-year-old, but the babies seemed as far away from me as my dead relatives.

I wondered about my family’s obsession with eating. Is it because Dad nearly starved to death working as a slave laborer in the coal mine?

In Novosibirsk, Siberia, a military officer had sent him to the miners’ infirmary. “I had no idea such a thing existed,” Dad said. “I was emaciated. A kind woman took pity on me. She brought me a bowl of thin broth each day.” He described her intervention as random—and the reason he survived. Also, the reason he savored food, taking time with each slurped spoonful of the soft-boiled eggs he ate from special, oval egg cups.

I’ve since learned that Holocaust survivors, or their children, often develop pathologies related to food, whether over- or undereating. Despite our joy at being allowed to eat all the treats we wanted, we were ashamed of our girth and felt guilt about our privilege. This abundance was an accident of where and when we were born: not in Biafra and not during the Holocaust. Another random circumstance of good fortune, like Dad’s soup lady.

It makes sense that those palpable events, the ones that make our throats tighten and stomachs clench, that change our matter and our sense of self, that have a before and after, can transfer not only psychologically but also physiologically. They may be woven within the expression of our genes, an encoding, a remembering, a shifting within, a process called epigenetics.

While Dad’s trauma might have been passed in cellular form, my body had its own memories buried deeply.

On the snowy New Year’s Eve my mother went into labor with me, six weeks early, Amama babysat Josh. Mom was farpitzed for a New Year’s celebration, her Yiddish word for dressed up, her dark hair set in a high pouf with spray, her brown eyes smoky with blue shadow, her lips and long nails swiped siren red. I imagine she would have leaned into the mirror to powder her olive skin, which glinted as if she, herself, had been plucked from a tree in the Mediterranean. She loved to be the life of the party.

Dad also would have been dressed smartly, his dark hair slicked back, smelling impeccably clean, sealed with aftershave. His eyes, the color of not-here-not-there hazel, befitted his displaced-person lot. I picture Mom leaning closer to the mirror to apply mascara, as she always did, when the first contraction came.

Amama dipped doughnuts into an enormous gleaming pot of oil, her traditional German treat for New Year’s Eve, as my parents dashed to the hospital.

“Can you put more sprinkles on, Amama?” Josh asked.

“Ya, Pushkin. As much as you vant.”

She heaped powdered sugar and colorful sprinkles on the doughnuts while ashes from her cigarette dropped onto the stove and the plastic ladle melted near the flame. When she moved to the table, Josh climbed onto her ample, crumb-filled lap.

Dr. Lapid, Mom’s obstetrician, rushed into Mount Sinai Hospital. Mom was bleeding heavily, and I was positioned feet first. He quickly scrubbed in the delivery room, pulled on my ankles, and declared, “At least you will get a tax deduction.”

“If she wanted to come early, in this blizzard,” my father said, “she will be fierce like a Cossack!” He knew about such things from his time in Siberia.

It was a dramatic delivery for a future OB/GYN.

After birth, they placed me in my first box. A literal one. The incubator was typical for four-pound preemies, who were ogled through faintly distorted glass portals.

Another box came quickly. At six months old, my legs were bound in plaster casts, forcing me to lug my body by
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