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			I LOVED Linda Bakst’s memoir, More Than Matzoh Balls: My search for Jewish Identity, so much that I have already read it twice. The author’s depiction of her in-laws’ experiences during the Holocaust were gripping and the stories of love and loss in her own childhood and adulthood were profoundly touching. The issues Linda grappled with as she negotiated her Jewish identity, in the context of a marriage to a son of Holocaust survivors, were thought-provoking. Although the specifics may differ, the journey to understand one’s Jewish identity is very relatable. I could not put this book down and will recommend it to all my friends and family. 

			—Merle Keitel, PhD. Author, Psychologist, and Professor, Fordham University’s Graduate School of Education. Division of Psychological and Educational Services.

			Linda Bakst’s touching and insightful memoir, More than Matzoh Balls, intertwines the lives of a Jewish family across three generations that include those who were trapped in Eastern Europe during World War II, those who migrated to the United States earlier, and the author and her husband’s experience as a second generation Jewish-American. Bakst’s honesty and empathy make this a must read for those who appreciate sagas of bravery, cultural identity, and love.
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			For Evelyn and Laurence, 

			the next generation, with love and hope.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I am a Jewish-American. I am an American Jew. Does the order matter? I prefer the former; I am more comfortable emphasizing the American part of myself. With antisemitism rising here and globally, it feels urgent to ask the question: What does it mean to be a Jewish-American? I explore that in this book. 

			 Most Americans have dual identities. Italian-American, African-American, Mexican-American, to name just a few. After all, whether it is one, two, or more generations back, almost all of us can trace our roots to an immigrant. The challenge of being an American is finding a way to live with those dualities. Do you want to preserve the traditions of your culture or religion, and to what degree? Do you assimilate into the mainstream? Will you be accepted into the mainstream? As I try to answer those questions, I realize that the Jewish-American experience is both unique and universal.

			“Who am I?” – an essential and vital question for all of us. Finding the answer has been a lifelong search. My identity isn’t limited to those two descriptors either. There are many other aspects of me: I am female, a wife, mother, daughter, friend, and grandmother. I am a reader. I love sports – playing and watching. I am a New Yorker, a Brooklynite by birth. I am 66 years old as I write this, so by most standards, I am old, and yet I am still trying to understand who I am. I am writing this memoir to clarify my identity for myself and for others on their own journey of discovery. I imagine many people wonder what it means to be a Jewish-American in this time, in the heat of the conflict between Israel and Hamas in Gaza, with the intense divisiveness that threatens our democracy. I can’t presume to answer for everyone, but I can share my experience.

			Being a Jewish-American has always been complicated. All identities are. But one thing that is unique about being Jewish is that it is both a religion and an ethnicity. It is a culture and a faith. It is a history; one filled with pain and pride. It can literally be part of one’s DNA – my daughter took a DNA test and learned that she is 98% Ashkenazi (a Jew of central or eastern European descent), which in turn means that I am. The fact that being Jewish is all of those things simultaneously can make it hard to sort out. One may resonate with the culture but have no belief in God. One may believe in God but not feel attached to religious practice. One may be a patriotic American but have a deep connection to Israel. One may feel shaped by the Holocaust; another might view those events as distant history.  We may not be alone in facing these tensions within our group and within ourselves, but the long history of our persecution, which again threatens us, makes it worthy of examination.

			I want to shed light on these elements. I explore the way the Holocaust impacted my life in contrast to my husband’s experience. I look at the role of God—or the lack thereof—and how that shapes my beliefs. My Jewish identity has influenced my approach to parenting. We face many choices as parents; we have to decide how to impart our values and culture. This is where the rubber hits the road in terms of Jewish identity. I was surprised by what I learned about myself in the process of raising our children with my husband. 

			In sharing my story, I recount the experiences of my husband’s parents, Paula and David Bakst. The story of Paula and David that I reveal throughout this memoir is from several sources: David and Paula’s oral testimony given as part of Steven Spielberg’s Shoah project, a book written by their granddaughter, our niece, Laura Bakst, “The Shoemaker’s Son,” research I undertook that included other books, newspaper articles and scholarly pieces, and most importantly, perspectives gained from conversations with David and Paula over the course of the 40 years I knew them. When I first met the Bakst family, Paula and David didn’t talk much about their Holocaust experience, though they didn’t keep it a secret either. As the years went by, they spoke more about it, but unfortunately, as they aged, Paula was showing the effects of Alzheimer’s disease, so she was unable to provide more details as David did. In recent times, Gary and I had lunch with David and Paula almost every Thursday during the summers and falls of 2017, 2018, and 2019. During those long lunches, David offered many more details, and I took notes.

			This is my journey.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter One

			Nana’s Kitchen

			The door to Nana and Zada’s apartment was always unlocked. On this day, like every other day, when I came home from school, I dropped my stuff off in my bedroom, climbed the stairs, and let myself in. Though it was a two-family house, with separate apartments, I lived in it as if it were one. 

			Nana, my maternal grandmother, sat at a small, round marble table. The gold threads in the marble caught and reflected the light from the amber glass fixture suspended above it. The marble tabletop rested on a black cast-iron pedestal. Both were unforgiving on misplaced elbows and knees. 

			“Hello, Sunshine,” she said, her daily greeting to me as I opened the door. Nana’s arthritic hands were wrapped around a large teacup with steam rising. She lifted herself from her chair and shuffled across the yellow linoleum floor toward the refrigerator.  I settled comfortably into a chair next to hers. 

			“Zada brought home a chocolate crème pie.  Do you want a piece?” She was already removing the pie from the refrigerator shelf – she knew my answer. Zada, my maternal grandfather, often brought home surplus goods from the commercial bakery where he worked—large black-and-white cookies, corn muffins, or assorted pies —and I was always happy to indulge. As the refrigerator door swung closed, I saw Nana’s supply of insulin bottles lined up on the bottom shelf. 

			On the table sat a small black-and-white television tuned to the Dinah Shore Show. 

			The Mike Douglas Show came on shortly after. I ate my pie.  

			“Linda-leh,” Zada bellowed from the bedroom, his one concession to his Eastern European origins was in the pronunciation of my name. “Bring me my aspirin!” Another part of my daily ritual.  Zada worked an early morning shift and was resting in bed while I visited with Nana. 

			“Coming!” I got a glass of water, went into the bathroom, poured three aspirin from a huge bottle, and brought them to him. Zada was propped up in bed, his long, thin legs crossed at the ankles, wearing his sleeveless T-shirt, boxer shorts, and horn-rimmed glasses, reading the Daily News. He took all three pills at once and washed them down with a gulp of water. 

			“Did you have the chocolate crème pie?” Zada asked. 

			“I did, it was delicious.” 

			“Good.” I took the glass back and returned to the kitchen, my job done. 

			The four o’clock sun streamed through the slats of the shutters in the window. I sat in my cocoon, watching television and chatting with Nana until Mom called me down for dinner. 

			  That was my childhood routine with my grandparents, who lived above us in our house in Canarsie. Canarsie is the southernmost neighborhood in Brooklyn; if you kept going, you’d end up in Jamaica Bay. My block was defined on one side by the Belt Parkway, which skirted the outer edge of the borough, and on the other by Seaview Park, home to the local little league and a place one did not venture after dark.  

			After renting various apartments in Brooklyn, Mom and Dad took a leap of faith and bought this newly constructed two-family house in a neighborhood built on landfill. That home was purchased specifically so Nana and Zada could live in the upstairs apartment. It was August of 1964. Mom and Dad were 30 and 31, respectively, and they were not at all sure they could afford it on Dad’s teacher’s salary, though Dad juggled several part-time jobs to supplement his income. Nana, Zada, and my two teenage uncles occupied the apartment upstairs.  

			Long before moving to Canarsie, in 1941, Zada bought and managed Miller’s Bakery on Rochester Avenue in Crown Heights, another neighborhood in Brooklyn. Nana worked in the bakery alongside Zada, and the family lived above the store. A master bread baker, Zada made outstanding challah and rye bread. In fact, he had trucks delivering his product across the borough. As a teenager, Mom worked the cash register. 

			By 1962, the neighborhood in which Miller’s once thrived was changing. Zada thought that the new immigrants, mostly from the Caribbean, would buy his high-quality rye, pumpernickel, and challah. But, they didn’t. He didn’t change his product, and he didn’t follow his customers to Long Island. So, for the second time in his life, he lost everything. The first time was the hurricane of 1938; this time, he went bankrupt.  At 61, after losing his business, he went to work at a commercial bakery in Greenpoint and moved his family to our Canarsie home at reduced rent, thanks to the generosity of Mom and Dad. 

			I started kindergarten in the fall of 1964 and thus began the routine that would stretch over the next seven years: go to school, visit upstairs with Nana, join my parents and two brothers downstairs for dinner, do homework, go back up to watch TV with Nana, and finally go to bed.  

			On any given day, my visit with Nana might have included one of her friends from the old neighborhood. Like Nana and my mother, they relied on public transportation or car service because they didn’t drive. The nearest bus to our house left them with a long, windy walk  across Seaview Park.     

			Alex, the tailor, who had one leg shorter than the other and wore a clunky orthopedic shoe, trudged across the park. Alex repaired the holes in my winter coat pockets, replacing them with a colorful, satin-smooth fabric. I loved the orange and yellow cloth so much that I wished I could wear the pockets on the outside. 

			Dora, Yetta, and both Goldies made the trek to Canarsie, too.  They climbed the stairs to Nana’s second-floor home, and settled in at the marble table, like I did. 

			Invariably, they would bring me a small trinket— a large chocolate coin wrapped in shiny foil or a miniature stuffed animal. Nana smiled as they gave me my small treasure. After asking me what grade I was in and if I liked school, they went on to speak to each other as if I wasn’t there. I listened. Nana served tea and cake.  

			Nana was a collector of lost souls. Some had physical problems, some would be considered spinsters, but they had a place at her table. So did I.

			As much as Nana’s kitchen offered me routine and comfort, the world beyond those walls was more complicated – and often far less forgiving. 
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			Me and Nana in Canarsie, circa 1969

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Two Kitchens, Two Worlds

			 “You talkin’ to me?” Vinny asked, looking at me suspiciously. I was talking to him, but I knew that my right eye must have drifted. Unfortunately, this was not unusual. I was with a bunch of kids on the playground just after lunch at school. We were dividing up teams to play kickball. I asked where he wanted me to play, and he looked at me, confused. I clinched my lids shut and hoped that when I opened them, my eyes would be going in the same direction. At that moment, I wished the earth would swallow me up.

			I had my first eye surgery when I was 12 months old. I was born with strabismus, crossed eyes. Unfortunately, the surgery didn’t work. My eyes were still focused firmly on my nose. I had another surgery when I was in kindergarten.   I woke up from that procedure with the cloying smell of ether in my nose, the nausea overwhelming. I was released from the hospital wearing an eye patch, hoping it would strengthen the weaker eye muscle.  

			After that surgery, instead of fixing inward on my nose, my right eye drifted out, especially when I was tired.  “You talkin’ to me?” was a question I heard often, long before it was used in a different context in Taxi Driver. Like the movie, though, the question had a very unsettling effect. I would take a deep breath, close my eyes in a kind of prayer, concentrate hard, and hope my eyes would line up. The combination of my uncooperative eye and innate shyness made making friends a challenge. I was infinitely more comfortable at Nana’s table. 

			Family was a huge part of my life. Maternal aunts, uncles, and cousins came and went from Nana and Zada’s apartment, providing a welcome distraction from my insecurities.  

			My paternal grandparents, whom we called Grandma and Grandpa, lived on the other side of Brooklyn. Neither Grandma nor Grandpa drove, and since our neighborhood was very inconvenient to get to by public transportation, it was up to Dad to drive us to visit.  My mother believed that family connections needed to be nurtured. It was at her insistence that we visited them once a month.  

			One route to my grandparents’ apartment took us down Eastern Parkway, a wide thoroughfare through a neighborhood home to a large community of Hasidic Jews. As we passed by, my father once commented, “Sometimes I envy them.” 

			“Why?” I asked, surprised. They looked so out of place, like from another century with their long black coats, side curls, bushy beards, and fur-trimmed hats, even in the summer heat. 

			“Because they have certainty – they have complete faith in God, and they don’t question their place in the world.” It was clear from his remark that Dad didn’t share their faith or certainty.

			I was curious about God. His name was invoked regularly, on television, in many figures of speech, sometimes in anger or pain, other times in an appeal for help. I observed Nana lighting Sabbath candles many Friday nights, reciting the prayer, “Baruch atah Adonai….” I knew Adonai was the word for God in Hebrew prayer. Other than that ritual, we didn’t pray. We didn’t go to synagogue either. 

			 We drove across Brooklyn to visit Grandma and Grandpa, me squeezed between my older, bigger brothers in the backseat, straining to look out the window. My grandparents lived in an apartment on Prospect Park West. The huge park of the same name was across the street. We didn’t often venture there. On those rare occasions when we did, we found the ground littered with shards of broken beer bottles, cracked pavement, and only one working swing. Instead, we amused ourselves inside, sitting next to the window, counting cars by color and model, playing cards, or watching TV. Horsing around wasn’t an option like we did at home. Grandma worried that we’d split our heads open on the pink marble coffee table in the living room. 

			One thing was clear: Grandma ran the show. With an apron tied around her ample waist, a cigarette balanced between her index and middle fingers, she chatted and joked with us as she prepared broiled shell steak, spaghetti, and tomato sauce from a jar. Grandma was generous with her smoker’s laugh. 

			 Grandpa sat quietly in a club chair in the living room, reading the Forward (the Yiddish language daily newspaper) and smoking a cigar. Grandpa didn’t initiate much conversation, but his smile revealed that he was delighted to see us. His classic Eastern European Jewish accent and manner offered a stark contrast to my maternal grandfather. Zada, who came to America from Strickover, Poland, as a baby, spoke unaccented English, was a storyteller, and a bon vivant. Zada was comfortable chatting with his grandchildren (or other visitors) while wearing only his boxer shorts and a sleeveless T-shirt as he dined at his kitchen table. On the rare occasion that we slept over at Grandma and Grandpa’s, Grandpa wore pajamas and a robe. I suspect he did that every night, even when he didn’t have guests. Grandpa was buttoned up in all respects. 

			 Leo Bruder, Grandpa, came to this country alone to seek his fortune. He was 17 in 1921 when he left his parents, Yeshaia and Frumet, his sister, Leah, and his extended family in Poland to fulfill his ambition. He assumed that they would eventually join him in America. He changed his name to Brody upon arrival. Why he did so is a mystery, though perhaps he thought it sounded more American. From 1921 through World War II, my grandfather built a life for himself, marrying an American-born Jewish woman, having three children, going into business, and enduring the Great Depression.  

			When World War II ended, Grandpa searched for information about the fate of his family. Tragically, he found out that they had all been killed by the Nazis. I learned this as a piece of family history, but no specifics were provided. The impact of that loss was shrouded in silence. I didn’t learn the painful details until many, many years later.

			 The apartment on Prospect Park West had two bedrooms – one for my grandparents and one that was shared by my two aunts when they were teenagers.  I noticed that Grandma and Grandpa, unlike my parents and Nana and Zada, who shared a bed, had twin beds separated by a nightstand. There was no bedroom in the apartment for Dad; when he lived there he slept on the living room couch or on a cot in the dining room.  

			 Dad claimed he had no memories of his childhood. He said that his young life consisted of going to school, working in his dad’s business as needed, and playing ball whenever he could. When he got old enough to get a paying job, he did. He spent as little time at home as possible. He was athletic, so whatever was in season —baseball, basketball, handball, stickball —he was game. He was a devoted fan of the Brooklyn Dodgers. Grandpa had no interest in sports. 

			 Dad wanted to be what he thought his father was not – decisive and strong. Grandpa had narrow shoulders, wore thick glasses, and a hearing aid; even with that, he didn’t hear very well. Grandpa was mostly bald and maintained a carefully groomed mustache and overall appearance. He was beset regularly by indigestion, which my grandmother managed by offering him Maalox and strictly limiting his diet. Dad, on the other hand, was broad-shouldered and thickly muscled. He could be mistaken for a wrestler rather than an academic. I thought he was the strongest man in the world. Aside from teaching social studies, he was the administrative dean of Canarsie High School. His bald head, piercing, intelligent eyes, and resonant voice were intimidating. I was about ten years old before I realized he was a marshmallow. His gruff exterior masked a soft center. Indeed, he had little in common with his father. 

			Dad told us that when he was accepted to Harvard and Yale Law School after being in the Air Force, his parents wouldn’t lend him the tuition money (he didn’t believe it was a matter of having the resources). They had already provided funds for his older sister to go to medical school. In most Jewish families, the son was the anointed one. Somehow that didn’t apply to Dad. There was layer upon layer of resentment that smoldered in him. 
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			(l to r) Clair, Selma, Leo and Barry Brody, my dad at age 13, Diane Brody seated

			Even with my father’s complicated relationship with his parents, family ties anchored me. But outside in the schoolyard, questions about identity had to be negotiated and sometimes defended.

			  

			Chapter 3 

			“What Are You?” 

			“What are you?” When I was growing up in Canarsie in the late 1960s, it was one of the first things we asked each other in the schoolyard.  

			 We took for granted that we were all Americans; that wasn’t what we meant. When we asked, in that place and time, we were determining whether the other person was Jewish, Italian Catholic, or Irish Catholic. There weren’t that many other possibilities. I was a young adult before I realized there were many other possibilities—and how small a minority I was part of. I thought at least 50% of the world was Jewish.  

			 As kids, we were figuring out our identities and where we fit in. In asking the question ‘what are you?’, it felt to me like we were looking for connection, searching for common ground. The question was a shortcut to understanding something essential about each other. When I disclosed that I was Jewish, I was revealing an important component of my identity, even if I wasn’t religious.   

			 My family belonged to a Reform synagogue where my brothers were bar mitzvahed. I went to Sunday school there, but only through second grade; that was the end of my formal religious education. After second grade, if you continued your Jewish education, you moved on to Hebrew school, where classes expanded to two days a week after school. When I finished second grade, my parents gave me a choice: continue or stop. In the early 1970s, it wasn’t common for a girl to have a bat mitzvah, so there was no peer pressure. The message I received both from my family and the broader Jewish community was that it wasn’t that important. There was part of me that wanted to continue. I enjoyed learning, and though I couldn’t put it into words then, I was looking for a place to belong. But, given the choice of sitting at Nana’s kitchen table or going to additional classes, not surprisingly, I chose the former. My parents were not disappointed. Once my brothers celebrated their rites of passage, we were no longer members of a synagogue.  

			My Jewish education, though, was not limited to Hebrew school. My father, as a high school social studies teacher and lifelong learner, was always reading. In fact, ironically, Dad had a second job as the principal of a Hebrew school. I saw thick books like William Shirer’s The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich and Albert Speer’s Inside the Third Reich next to his reading chair in the living room. While I didn’t read those books myself until many years later, I studied the covers and read the book jackets. The thick black lettering and the ominous swastika frightened me. The Holocaust wasn’t spoken of in terms of our family history. I knew of my grandfather’s loss, but I didn’t connect it in my mind; it seemed remote and separate. Even without that direct personal connection, the weight of the Holocaust hung heavily on my shoulders. 

			  In March of 1968, though I was only eight years old, I watched a documentary with my father based on Shirer’s book. For three consecutive nights, ABC aired black and white footage detailing Hitler’s rise to power. Although I didn’t fully understand what I was seeing, the images left an indelible impression. I saw a madman, who looked almost cartoonish, exhorting masses of people. I didn’t understand the words; they were in German, but he sounded so crazy: his tone, his beady eyes, his foolish mustache, wearing a military uniform, waving his arms. He looked like Charlie Chaplin. The crowd cheered wildly, faces upturned, focused on the figure on the stage. There was footage of torchlit parades, everyone in formation. Goosestepping soldiers, saluting their leader. I recoiled at the images. It was like watching a horror movie. 

			The narrator’s deep voice intoned the gravity of the events. The spectacle unsettled me; it felt dangerous. The idea of falling into line, of becoming robotic, repelled me. I asked my father why everyone followed Hitler. Whatever answer he gave, it wasn’t satisfactory. I have been preoccupied by that question for most of my life. 

			 The documentary explained how Jews were targeted, how Jews were excluded from public life. They showed the shattered glass of Jewish-owned storefronts. They didn’t include many images of the concentration camps or emphasize the fate of Eastern European Jewry. Even without the horrific images of walking skeletons and bones stacked like cord wood that I would see years later, it was overwhelming.  I was riveted, even if I didn’t truly grasp the scope and meaning of the events depicted. I came away knowing there was evil in the world; that, as a Jew, I was particularly vulnerable, and that we had to be vigilant to keep it at bay. Though I didn’t directly connect what I was seeing on the screen with my dad’s family, and Dad didn’t bring it up, I was devastated. 

			 Even at eight years old, I had a sense of ‘otherness.’ Mostly, my sense of being different was attributable to my eyes, my Achilles heel. I was teased and chased by neighborhood bullies, the Italian boys and girls who lived a couple of doors down, because of my eyes, or at least that’s what I thought at the time. Whatever the reason I was being ostracized, I was very sensitive to injustice. The story documented in The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich hit a nerve.  Watching those images of goose-stepping soldiers made me deeply uncomfortable with participating in activities that demanded conformity. It may seem silly, but I generally don’t join in when something as innocent as the wave sweeps through a baseball stadium. On a more serious level, I instinctively reject anything that smacks of group hysteria or the pull of a charismatic leader. 

			 Aside from inheriting a deep skepticism about conformity and an almost morbid curiosity about the Holocaust, I absorbed a broader Jewish ethic and culture from my parents and family – one that venerated learning and critical thought. They emphasized justice, fairness, and truth – and I understood that those values connected to our Judaism.  

			On the heels of watching that documentary with my father came the Olympics in Mexico City the following October. We were all sports fans in my family. Between my two brothers and two uncles, I followed all the seasons – baseball in the summer, football in the winter, and basketball from fall through spring. The Olympics were exciting. I rooted fervently for the American athletes. I felt pride when our anthem was played, signifying that we had captured another gold medal, no matter the sport. It was at that Olympics that Tommie Smith and John Carlos raised their gloved fists during the playing of The Star-Spangled Banner to protest discrimination against African-Americans in our country. This created a firestorm of controversy.

			I wanted things to be simpler. I wanted the athletes to represent America without reservation. I wanted to cheer for their success without having to consider anything else. Once again, my eyes were opened. Even though I was a child, I was learning another lesson: our country was complicated. 

			Up until then, in school, I learned a story of America. The narrative we heard was that we were the home of the free and the brave; we were founded on the principle of religious freedom; we were endowed with fundamental rights of equality, justice, and the pursuit of happiness. I took those principles to heart. We were in the heat of the Cold War – I thought our system was far superior to the Soviet one. Somehow, if our athletes beat their athletes, it reflected on our righteousness. I didn’t want our Black athletes to detract from that message, but I could not ignore their statement.

			In fourth-grade social studies, we learned that many groups contributed to the success of our revolution. We learned the name of one representative of each group and what they did to help the cause. We read about Crispus Attucks (the first American to be killed in the Boston Massacre who was Black), Baron Von Steuben (the Prussian military officer who made the American army a disciplined fighting force), Tadeusz Kosciuszko (a Polish military engineer who sailed to America to contribute his talents to the war), Marquis de Lafayette (a French aristocrat who came to assist the Revolution and became a confidante to Washington), Haym Solomon (Jewish-American financier of the Revolution), and, of course, Washington, Jefferson, and Adams. It was a simplistic approach to the telling, but the idea that our diversity was a strength was a notion I internalized. I didn’t realize at the time that this was a superficial understanding. I didn’t think about who was left out of the story, and I didn’t question whether some of the individuals responsible for our founding documents may have been flawed.

			When Smith and Carlos raised their fists, amid riots in our cities and ongoing protests of the Vietnam War, I started to wonder about my understanding of our country. I was only nine, but something started to change. My faith in America was shaken.

			My perceptions – of identity, conformity, and justice – began to mix with personal experience of loss, showing me another facet of what it means to belong and to grieve.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4 

			When Grief Moves In

			I climbed the stairs to my grandparents’ apartment, knowing Nana was no longer there. I opened the door and found Zada sitting at the huge mahogany dining room table in his suit and tie. I crossed the room and sat with him to wait for everyone else to be ready to leave. 

			 I was wearing the same dress —a brown one with white polka dots, cinched at the waist —that I had worn a month earlier to my grandparents’ 40th wedding anniversary party.  That party, with its frivolity and craziness (there had been a belly dancer!), seemed ages ago. 

			 Zada looked at me and said, “Nana would be so happy to see you looking so pretty,” his voice breaking. He made a strangled sound, and his shoulders heaved as he sobbed.  I didn’t know what to do. I had never seen a grown man cry. I stood up and ran back down the stairs to my bedroom with the sounds of his grief following me. I didn’t know how to comfort him or myself.  

			Two days before, I’d awakened to the sound of Uncle Mike calling to my mom. “Feige, it’s mommy.  She’s sick.” I heard his panicked voice in the hall outside my bedroom.  Then I heard rustling sounds as Mom got out of bed, “I’m coming!” the slap of her slippers on the linoleum as she followed him upstairs. I pulled the covers over my head, trying to block out any more sounds. I couldn’t help but hear the voices calling back and forth, the frantic phone calls being made.  

			Despite my growing fear, I got out of bed and slowly climbed the stairs to see what was going on. I stepped into Nana’s kitchen, and Dad stopped me. 

			“Nana would not want you to see her like this,” he said. 

			“Can I make her some tea?” 

			“Okay, why don’t you do that.” 

			 When it was ready, I wanted to bring it to her, but an ambulance was just arriving. I put the cup down on the marble kitchen table and retreated to our apartment. When I heard movement on the steps, I went back out into the hallway to try and see Nana. I couldn’t see her face, just her wavy white hair as they carried her out. 

			 All the adults piled into cars and followed the ambulance, siren wailing. It got very quiet in the house. Mark, my 14-year-old brother and an unbelievably heavy sleeper, had finally awoken in the tumult. I explained to him what was going on. Steven, my oldest brother, was away working at a resort hotel in New Jersey for the Easter/Passover holiday break from school. 

			 Mark and I didn’t know what to do with ourselves. Mom and Dad had returned the night before from their first-ever vacation without us. They went to Florida while Nana and Zada watched us and came back happy and tan. That happiness lasted only a few hours.  

			 They also brought back souvenirs. With nothing to occupy us but our worry, Mark and I took our new alligator-shaped water guns and chased each other around outside – down the alley next to our house, into the backyard, and back to the front. Squirting each other, we laughed to relieve the stress. Eventually, we tired ourselves out, went back into the house, and just waited. 

			 After what seemed an interminable amount of time, though it was still afternoon, we heard people at the door. As it was being unlocked, I could see Aunt Simma through the sidelight, tears streaming down her face. Dad came into the kitchen.   

			 “Come, sit with me,” Dad said. He ushered Mark and me to the couch in the living room.   

			He took a deep breath. “Nana died,” he said quietly. 

			“What happened?” I asked, “How?” 

			“We don’t really know—maybe a burst blood vessel or blood clot.”  

			Mark burst into tears. 

			 How did he do that? How did he understand it so quickly? I was numb. Dad patted Mark’s shoulder and rested his hand on mine. “It’s okay to cry.” I don’t know if he said that for Mark’s benefit or mine. I’m sure he offered words of comfort, but I don’t remember what they were. 

			 I learned a lot over the next week. I learned about sitting shiva — the Jewish ritual surrounding death. I watched the mirrors in the house get covered with sheets; Mom, my aunt, two uncles, and Zada each wore a black pin and ribbon to signify their loss; mourners used small, hard stools instead of regular chairs. Each morning, my uncles walked across the park to the nearest synagogue to say kadish. The house was filled with people, day and night. Platters of cakes and cookies overflowed from Nana’s kitchen table. It almost felt like a party; Nana loved a party. It was strange – the happy chatter mixed with grief. I learned that grown men do cry. Uncle Jack, Nana’s youngest brother, was sitting quietly one moment and then was overcome the next. I didn’t shed a tear, not then, not since. Nana was my comfort and heart. I felt a deep sadness, but tears would not come.  

			 At the time, I thought Nana was old. She was 56. I tried to make sense of her death. I tried to convince myself that Nana was in a better place. I would close my eyes as I struggled to fall asleep, and I would imagine her kitchen table magically moved to heaven, on fluffy white clouds. Nana, sitting comfortably unencumbered by arthritis or diabetes, elbows propped on the marble tabletop, chatting on the phone (she loved talking on the phone), smiling. Somehow, the image didn’t hold; I wasn’t comforted. I didn’t have that kind of faith; it wasn’t real. I missed her. 

			After Nana’s passing, I found myself turning inward, questioning not just my beliefs, but those of my family – especially when it came to God and tradition.
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The
xperiences during the Holocaust

ILOVED Linda Bakst’s memoir, More Than Matzoh Balls:
for Jewish Identity

so much that I have already read it twi

author’s depiction of her in-laws

were gripping and the stories of love and loss in her own childhood

and adulthood were profoundly touching. The issues Linda grappled

with as she negotiated her Jewish identity, in the context of a

marriage to a son of Holocaust survivors, were thought-provoking.
Although the specifics may differ, the journey to understand one’s
Jewish identity is very relatable. I could not put this book down and

will recommend it to all my friends and family.

—Merle Keitel, PhD. Author, Psychologist, and Professor,
Fordham University’s Graduate School of Education.
Division of Psychological and Educational Services.

Linda Bakst’s touching and insightful memoir, More than Matzoh
Balls, intertwines the lives of a Jewish family across three generations
thatinclude those who were trapped in Eastern Europe during World
War II, those who migrated to the United States earlier, and the
author and her hushand’s experience as a second generation Jewish-

American. Bakst’s honesty and empathy make this a must read for

those who appreciate sagas of bravery,

-ultural identity, and love.

—Mark Berger, Something’s Happening Here:
A Sixties Memoir from Brooklyn to
Woodstock, State of New York Press, 2019.
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