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            Author’s Note

         
         This is a work of nonfiction. The events and experiences detailed herein are all true and have been faithfully rendered as
            I have remembered them, to the best of my ability. Some names, identities, and circumstances have been changed in order to
            protect the integrity and/or privacy of the various individuals involved. Though conversations come from my keen recollection
            of them, they are not written to represent word-for-word documentation; rather, I’ve retold them in a way that evokes the
            real feeling and meaning of what was said, in keeping with the true essence of the mood and spirit of the event.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue

         
         
            August 12, 2012

         

         I was stark naked, a young woman crouched across a young man, a rigid tension in the air. We were facing each other, two damp
            gremlins facing off in a steaming glass shower. The water coursed down our bodies, the luxurious rainfall-style showerhead
            a stark contrast to our inelegant, squat postures. We each stared fixedly at the ground. No, this wasn’t a hostage situation.
            This was my wedding night.
         

         
         An hour before, we’d checked into the honeymoon suite, courtesy of my new husband’s parents, at the fanciest hotel I’d ever
            stayed at, in Zion National Park, Utah. After a long wedding day, it was finally just the two of us. I suppose I should have
            been excited, giddy, frisky. Instead, I was panicked.
         

         
         We’d set our bags on the floor of the high-ceilinged, wooden-beamed room. A sense of discomfort crept in as I surveyed the
            plush, desert-toned décor. This is too fancy for me. I don’t belong here. But the stage was set, the wedding was over. There was only one task left. He’d waited twenty-three long years for this special moment. And for twenty-three years, I’d dreaded it.
         

         
         His hand gently slipped around my waist. “Let’s check out the bed; it looks amazing,” he said. I twirled away from his grasp, feigning innocence, pretending I didn’t understand what we were supposed to do next, racking my brain for a distraction. Brightly, I suggested, “Let’s open all the gifts first!” my voice chipper, my eyes averted, and my nervous system in overdrive. 

         
         He hesitated awkwardly, glancing toward the bed, then at me. “Why don’t we just open them tomorrow?”

         
         But I was determined to delay the inevitable. We opened gift after gift, unwrapping cheap Tupperware, clunky vases, and cards
            with small bills, pretending everything was fine. Each gift was more than a physical gift, it was a gift of time. His expression seemed mystified at how his evening was progressing;
            mine was forced into a never-ending smile, like a demented clown at the end of a long shift.
         

         
         My eyes darted around, searching. There were no presents left. Not even an envelope.

         
         He approached me again, this time wrapping his sinewy arms around me from behind, nuzzling my neck with his freshly sprouting
            stubble. “Should we . . . get ready for bed?”
         

         
         My heart dropped. I was afraid. I didn’t have the tools to communicate how I really felt, so instead of saying, “Hey, I really
            don’t want to disappoint you, but I feel really stressed and unprepared and overwhelmed, and I’m having a lot of uncomfortable
            feelings I can’t even explain,” I said:
         

         
         “We should play Speed Scrabble IN the shower! That would be so fun, right!?”

         
          

         The warm water from the showerhead meandered down, from my tan shoulder, to my arm, my wrist, and finally past my French-tipped
            finger, plopping itself on a little wooden tile with the letter “Q” engraved in black. I slid the Q across the wet shower
            floor, triumphantly ending its journey in front of two other tiles, “A” and “T.”
         

         
         “Ugh,” he exclaimed, water pouring down the sides of his head. “Is qat even a word?!” We both knew resistance was futile. I was a Scrabble aficionado, trained in the warmly decorated kitchen-cum-dojo of my mother’s retired friends. 

         
         “Yesss,” I insisted. “You could waste your time and check the Scrabble dictionary, OR I could save you time and tell you it’s
            a Chinese unit of measurement.”
         

         
         As our wooden letters clicked on the tiles in the warm shower, the looming clock on the wall ominously ticked on.

         
          

         It was our first time seeing each other naked. But instead of looking at each other, or exploring each other, we were looking
            at a Scrabble board.
         

         
         And it was all my fault.

         
         *  *  *

         For all my life, up until that moment, virginity had been the foundation upon which my every decision was built. At my college,
            Brigham Young University, a Mormon aka Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints school, sex was a punishable act—you would
            be literally expelled, your hope for a degree lost, your marriage prospects and reputation destroyed—no matter how far along
            you were in your degree. No pressure! Just your entire future at stake. Shorts and skirts above the knee were forbidden to
            help avoid temptation and promote modesty. Men couldn’t grow beards without a “beard card” for special permission. And as
            for shoulders? Those sexy surfaces were to be completely covered at all times. No tank tops allowed.
         

         
         Once, I wore full-length black leggings under a loose midthigh-length dress to our massive, beautiful, mountain-framed campus to take an exam. As I entered the silent testing room, in which you could only hear the clacking of keys as students futilely tried to recall where the accent went on “éclair,” the girl checking me in scanned my outfit. “I’m sorry, you’ll need to change to be let in,” she said. I was not allowed to enter the testing center because my dress was not all the way to my knee, despite the thick leggings underneath that went down to my ankles. Panicked about failing, I frantically searched the dark hallway and spotted a friend, who ran with me to the ladies’ room, trading me her jeans for my leggings so I would be allowed to take my French exam and thus avoid losing my credits for the entire course. 

         
         But even in these moments that felt unfair, all these rules were as normal as the rising sun; they were to be expected, and
            there were no exceptions. They were what I’d signed up for. I’d been raised with the message that bodies were to be hidden,
            that sex, and anything close to it, were absolutely forbidden until you were married. But the mandates and the secrecy didn’t
            make me excited about sex and, as I’d later learn, even the sex I’d eventually be “allowed” to have. I didn’t truly know it
            before my wedding night, but instead of feeling like sex was sacred, I had developed the belief that my body was not my own.
            Almost as though it were on loan to me, gifted with a complicated set of rules and conditions that if broken would release
            a torrent of shame and repercussions that could mar the rest of my life. I’d somehow internalized that any sexuality, even in marriage, was something to be suppressed.
         

         
         *  *  *

         My wedding day, externally sunny, perfect, and bright, had started under an internal cloud of anxiety that expanded and darkened
            my consciousness as the night wore on. By the time we were leaving the reception, I wasn’t even sure I knew where I was or
            whose car I was getting in or who the nice-looking boy next to me was (spoiler: I’d just married him).
         

         
         My heart was twisting, my mind was racing. The disassociation of earlier in the day and throughout the night had abruptly
            turned into self-loathing. It was my wedding night! And this was the moment my entire life had been racing toward! Why was I so afraid?

         
         We got to our room. As I stared down at my own hands, I was surprised by the ring on my finger. It looked more like a band,
            a modest mosaic of small diamonds with sapphires.
         

         
         As I looked up, my heart squeezed, and on some level I wanted to ignore, I knew. None of this was what I wanted.

         
         The beautiful wedding was someone else’s idea of beautiful.

         
         The white dress was someone else’s aspiration.

         
         My husband? We’d barely known each other for eight months. And whatever “perfect bride” I was manifesting as to him and the
            rest of our wedding guests, well, I’m not sure she was real.
         

         
         Did this guy really know me?

         
         I couldn’t have sex with him. Not tonight. But I had to. The meet-cute, the dating, the engagement, the wedding. It all flashed
            through my mind and led to this. He was smart, cute, thoughtful, and funny. What was wrong with me?
         

         
         My chest filled with dread, and then with guilt and shame that I even felt dread, and then with resolve to figure it out—but I didn’t show any of it. If you saw me, you’d see a smooth-skinned, glowing
            young woman, eyes sparkling, straight white teeth on display in a friendly smile. You’d see a perfect, young, dazzling bride,
            putting on the performance of a lifetime. No one knew how I felt but me. And I wanted so badly to change it. To be the blushing
            bride I was playing at. Maybe I’ll relax. I’m just psyching myself out. But . . . somewhere inside, on that bone-deep level scientists can’t explain, but we all feel, I knew. It will not, in fact, be fine.
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            Chapter 1
A Mormon Marries a Jew

         
         
            Los Angeles, 1995

         

         One of the most pronounced memories of my childhood is the sound of our tall, white wooden gate clanging shut. To the untrained
            ear it wasn’t especially foreboding, yet for me the distinctive sound elicited paranoia, and panic. A flurry of hiding: first,
            the scriptures mom and I had been reading under the couch, then the expression on my face. The gate’s metal latch loudly clanking
            shut meant one thing: Dad was home from work. My heart would pound, but I’d try to control how I looked. Sit naturally. I’d hear his rubber-soled work boots, thwap thwap, getting louder as he approached from our back gate, across the sand-colored tiles he’d installed, and up two steps to our
            glass backdoor that he’d also built. It took him five seconds at most. Five seconds between Mom and I being discovered or
            continuing to live a double life.
         

         
         I sat and smiled, urging the book further and further under the couch with my mind. I hope it’s not poking out. But I couldn’t look—it would just draw more attention. Its presence burned beneath me like a tiny, rectangular fire I couldn’t ignore. 

         
         Luckily, Dad didn’t seem to notice.

         
         “Shalooom Chamuda Sheli!” Hello my cutie!

         
         He plopped his 6-foot-tall frame down beside me on the on the small couch, releasing that typical after-work breath of air
            that all dads do (“Ahhh!”) as he ruffled my hair. Unclipping his fanny pack full of keys and work worries, he placed them
            on the table, to be forgotten until tomorrow. His body language was relaxed as he reached for the remote, but I started to
            sweat, my skin sticking to the white pleather. Would he somehow know?

         
         Dad wasn’t a villain, but he wasn’t a Mormon like Mom. When they’d gotten married, they’d been in love, and made promises
            they couldn’t keep. “Sure, we can raise the kids Mormon,” Dad had agreed. But over the years, as he learned more about exactly
            what that entailed, his open mind started to swing closed. At the time, I didn’t know why he stopped liking the church. Years
            later I asked my mom why Dad didn’t support us being in the church. “I don’t think he liked the idea of tithing or missionaries.
            It bothered him that I was sending 10 percent of my income to the church every month, and the idea of missionaries trying
            to convert other people threw him off.” Now that I’m an adult and understand relationships better, I wonder if there were
            other, interpersonal issues in their relationship that were manifesting as he slowly started to dislike and blame the church
            (I could be wrong—I’M NOT A PSYCHOLOGIST). Whatever the true reason, soon, everything about the church started to bug him,
            so Mom hid more and more of what she was doing in order to save the marriage. And that meant she also hid that she was teaching
            it all to me.
         

         
         That’s why the blue book with the gold block writing, The Book of Mormon, sat slipped out of sight, under our couch.

         
         Dad stretched out a long leg, his heavy work boots atop our pink and white Persian patterned carpet, the white tassels around the oval edge slightly gray from all the times Mom and I had snuck our dog, Fuse, inside, another secret we kept from Dad. 

         
         “Alyne, do you want to take off my shoes?”

         
         “Yes!” I jumped down off the couch and onto the rug, crossing my skinny legs and setting to work detangling the thick laces.
            I loved taking off his boots. I felt noticed, and useful. He might not have been Mormon, but he was still my dad. He was Israeli,
            born and raised across the world in Lod, Israel, with his parents and eight siblings in a three-bedroom apartment.
         

         
         My parents’ lives—and therefore my life—were full of contradictions.

         
         The thing about Mormons like Mom: they are supposed to only marry other Mormons.
         

         
         The thing about Jews like Dad: they are supposed to only marry other Jews.
         

         
         The one thing Jews and Mormons are definitely not supposed to do is marry each other.
         

         
         So, how did a Jew and a Mormon get together?

         
         Like all family stories, it didn’t start with my parents.

         
         *  *  *

         My mother’s mother, Carolyn (my partial namesake), was Mormon; in fact, she was of “pioneer stock.” Grandma Carolyn’s ancestors
            were living in Denmark when they were converted to Mormonism by missionaries sent over from the United States. Because the
            religion had been founded in the US, they emigrated here to join the fold and escape persecution. Her ancestors had crossed
            the Great Plains from the east in wagons, like on the computer game Oregon Trail that we used to play in elementary school. “You have died of cholera” a little pixelated pop-up would inform you, as you sat safely in a computer lab reveling in a break from math and teachers. But the Oregon Trail was real life for my grandmother’s ancestors. Babies died and were buried beside rivers. Mormons crossed the Plains in search of safety, the promised land, and a place to practice their religion in peace. 

         
         Why did they need safety? In the 1830s, Joseph Smith, the founder and prophet of the Church of Christ (later known as the
            Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints) had proclaimed that Independence, Missouri, would be the location of the second
            coming of Christ, and for all the to gather there (the nickname “Mormon” refers to The Book of Mormon, a sort of bonus bible).
            Smith had been tarred and feathered and jailed for his beliefs, and those who believed him were treated much the same. But
            when he spoke, people listened. Soon there were so many Mormon church members moving into Missouri that tensions rose. Non-Mormons
            saw the new arrivals as cultish and fanatical and didn’t like them having political power. The state governor made it legal
            to expel the Saints from the state and kill the ones who wouldn’t leave. That’s what happened to one of our ancestors: just
            because of his religion, he was chased, beaten, and murdered by a mob, leaving behind his pregnant wife and ten young children.
            This extreme persecution made the Saints push even farther into the Wild West in search of safety and religious freedom.
         

         
         The journey was a hard one. Long and cold winters. Tall mountains and icy rivers that had to be crossed. Miserable days of
            walking, pushing hand carts with all your belongings through this new and unknown nation with no roads, no mini-marts, and
            no motels. One of the women on this tedious journey was Karen Marie Pederson, my third great-grandmother. Her persecution
            had started in her native Denmark, where her husband had been tied up and dropped into the freezing cold water of a deep well,
            left to die simply for being a Mormon. And here she was, all the way across the Atlantic in the land of freedom and opportunity,
            going through the same thing again.
         

         
         Under the pain of the journey west, Karen Marie went into premature labor, giving birth to her baby girl, my third great-aunt, right on the banks of the Platt River. The conditions were so harsh, the baby died right after birth. They couldn’t travel with the body, so they had to bury her baby by the river where she was born. Platine they named her, after the river that had been the only place on earth she’d known. Her story was just one of many.
         

         
          

         Luckily by the time my grandma Carolyn was born, the family had reached California, and Mormons and times had changed. The
            Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was more of an accepted religion, and life was more or less normal.
         

         
         In the same tradition as my mother decades later, Grandma Carolyn married an outsider: Grandpa Reiford’s family was not Mormon
            at all. Triggered by the Dust Bowl, his family had blown across the southern United States during the largest migration in
            American history, abandoning draught-racked Oklahoma for opportunities in California. I didn’t hear that much about him growing
            up, just that he was a quiet man who ran a construction company in Los Angeles, slowly shaping the landscape of a city that
            would someday become my own. I have seen only two pictures of him. In one, he is young and traditionally handsome: blond,
            blue-eyed, strong jaw, in a military uniform, a little smile on his face. In the other, he is middle-aged, his jaw now rounded,
            hair thin and combed over. The smile is still there, just with a softer, more serene expression.
         

         
         There were more pictures of Carolyn, and she always looked pulled together. Petite—unlike me—maybe only 5 foot 2 with that
            classic hourglass 1950s figure. I would sit on the hardwood floor in my living room, poring over big old photobooks with two
            faded 4 x 6 photos per page, stuck behind little plastic pockets that I would fold open to pull them out and peer more closely
            at the people I’d never get to meet. Carolyn in front of the old house, a baby on one hip, fitted khaki pants belted primly
            at the waist and tailored-looking blouses perfectly gracing her small frame. My uncle Sammy, just 12 years old, the classic
            rainbow surfer boy with eyes so blue and swishy straight hair so blonde I could tell their color even from the black-and-white
            photo.
         

         
         I have no idea how Grandpa Reiford, this working man from Oklahoma, and Grandma Carolyn, this straitlaced Mormon with a tough past, came to meet and fall in love. But fall in love they did, and they had proof in their eight children (yes, eight.) My mom’s family was the picture-perfect family on the block. All eight kids could have been magazine models. They kept
            a literal pony in the front yard and fed stray cats behind the wood pile. Their huge and cheery corner of Mar Vista, Los Angeles, served
            almost as the unofficial community center of the neighborhood, where everyone was welcome. My mom drove me past her old house
            often as I was growing up, taking whatever sharp, dangerous left turn it took to change our route on a whim. She had nothing
            but happy memories of that house, and I would see her eyes sparkle and her voice animate when it came into view.
         

         
         She’d slow down and roll down the windows. “See that door, and how the top half opens separately from the bottom half?” she’d
            say. “One day the pony came up and didn’t realize the top half of the door was closed, and he tried to poke his head into
            the kitchen and broke the glass!” Then she’d inch the car forward. “Right over there, it’s just grass now, but we used to
            have a bathtub in the front yard! Not sure how it got there, but we filled it with dirt and turned it into a planter! Our
            house and yard were always so full of the neighbor kids that one time we were all watching TV, scattered around the room,
            and Dad said, ‘Carolyn, isn’t it about time all these kids get going to their own homes?’ She turned to him in surprise saying,
            ‘Well, they are all home, Reiford!’”
         

         
         This was the house my mom grew up in, where my parents married in a big backyard wedding, and where I’d spent my first year
            of life.
         

         
         *  *  *

         By the time my mom, Kathy, was 18, she was the oldest of eight children.

         
         I know that she was vibrant when she was young, figuratively and literally. Bright blue eyes, sun-kissed SoCal skin, and a bright white smile that Colgate would have offered her a sponsorship deal for. 

         
         Most of her family were active members of the Mormon church, with the notable exception of Grandpa. Grandpa Reiford left the
            religious upbringing of the children to Grandma Carolyn, until one surprising day, when the kids were all much older, he finally
            converted to the church. I imagine it was a great relief and cause for great celebration within the family . . . unfortunately,
            the celebration didn’t last long.
         

         
         On August 28, 1981, Carolyn and Reiford loaded up their station wagon in front of the big blue corner house. They were traveling
            to Texas that day to visit their second-oldest child, my aunt Lisa. Lisa and her husband had made them grandparents, and Carolyn
            and Reiford wanted to bask in their new titles by meeting the baby. Into the car went their bags, some apples and oranges
            for the road, and their youngest son Sami, a surfer-looking kid with big blue eyes, tan skin, and straight, blond, swooshy
            hair. He was 13 years old. He added in his prized orange zephyr skateboard last, placing it on top of the pile of luggage.
            The other kids still living at home had work, school starting soon, or were out of town, so it was just the three of them
            hitting the road. Despite the California sunshine, the air was a little tense. Moments before driving away there’d been a
            routine family squabble. “The King Family Temper,” as my mom called it. It’s no big matter, I’m sure Carolyn calmly thought. It’ll all blow over by the time we’re back. They jumped in the car and waved goodbye.
         

         
         Carolyn lowered herself into the driver’s seat, and her delicate ankle, framed by her light-colored capris, pressed down on the gas pedal to reverse the white Chrysler LeBaron away from the house. It was the last time she’d see the corner house’s white trim, the kids in the green grassy yard, the toys strewn around. But she didn’t know it. No one did. Reiford sat to her right, his off-brand black work slacks crinkling as he got comfortable for the long ride. Sami in the backseat, cozy in his knit Baja California–style hoodie, eyes already gazing out the window, anticipating the drive’s beautiful views. No one in the car fastened their seatbelt. 

         
         Sometimes in life, you know when it’s your last time experiencing something. Your last day of school, your last time in a
            house before you move. But most “lasts” happen without us realizing their significance. It is a fact of life: there will come
            a day when you will get dressed for the last time, button up your collar for the last time, close your car door for the last
            time.
         

         
         During a beautiful Texan sunset, just hours away from their destination, Carolyn dozed off at the wheel for one second. The car was racing straight down the road, and then slowly, without a driver’s guidance, it eased right and then off the
            road. The car, with all three of them asleep inside, crossed an overpass, flipped in the air, turned, and fell down, down,
            in slow motion, onto the cement underpass below. One second can change the course of so many lives.
         

         
         Grandma Carolyn, Grandpa Reiford, and Uncle Sami’s last day here on earth was August 28, 1981. Eighteen years before my arrival.

         
         They’d given their eight kids a close to perfect childhood, on a sunny corner in California—blond toddlers growing into sunkissed
            teens, running with ponies, and building their first skateboards from their old roller skates. That day, the fairy tale all
            came to an abrupt end. The car accident was a tragedy that marked the lives of my mom and her surviving siblings—before death,
            and after death. It was one of those monumental moments, a shift in life that can never be adjusted, a light turned off that
            could never be switched back on.
         

         
         *  *  *

         In an instant, life went from dream to nightmare. Dinner dates, lesson planning, and folk dancing were replaced with death certificates, funeral arrangements, and dividing family assets. As the oldest (now 27), and the family’s only college graduate, the massive responsibilities of Life After Death fell on my mom. Bright days as a young, carefree teacher were instantly replaced by long, dark nights as an orphan and executor trying to understand endless legal documents, and the impossible task of dividing things fairly between the surviving kids. All while teaching full time and feeling the looming pressure of dating as an almost “geriatric” Mormon. (She’d be kicked out of the Singles ward—a special congregation of the church that was just for 18–30-year-olds so they could meet and marry—in just three years!) All this left her with no room to navigate her own feelings about losing her parents so abruptly. No wonder I’d always hear her sigh “I hate paperwork,” as her long, delicate fingers sifted through piles of school papers waiting to be graded or bills nagging to be paid. When she most needed time to pause and process her grief, what she got instead was paperwork. 

         
         The surviving kids got shares of life insurance policy payouts, and my mom set hers aside for something special. After she’d
            moved back home to Los Angeles from Brigham Young University in Utah to teach school, she went to a church dance but . . .
            since she was a few years older than everyone else, no one except her next-door neighbor (bless his soul) asked her to dance.
            But she wanted to dance! So, she took matters into her own hands. She’d heard of a place where they did circle dancing, no
            partners needed, and everyone got to participate. Café Danassa. There, she not only got to dance to her heart’s content, but
            she also met Bracha, a 6-foot-tall Israeli beauty with a personality even bigger than her height. Bracha was in town visiting
            her boyfriend, but soon she and Mom realized they were just a few blocks away from each other, and the two social butterflies
            became close friends. “You need to come visit me someday!” Bracha insisted, and when another of Mom’s friends from college
            mentioned, “Let’s go on a trip this summer!” the stars aligned, and she called a travel agent to book it. She’d get to see
            the land of the Israeli folk dancing she so loved, a new culture, and the land of Jerusalem and Nazareth that she grew up
            reading about in the Bible. Plus, they’d be hosted by Bracha’s family!
         

         
         Like a lot of single women in a foreign land, Mom had a lot of fun. But probably PG fun, because remember, she was Mormon. (Unless she’s been hiding things from me, which WOULDN’T SURPRISE ME, MOM). While in this exciting, hot, desert country that had literally not existed forty years before, Mom met her folk dancing friend Bracha’s equally tall and handsome brother. Ami (pronounced AH-ME, not “Amy”) was tan, muscular, and naturally lean from years of wrestling with his brothers and playing basketball in the park, and he had a little afro of curly brown locks. High strong cheekbones and bright brown eyes, seriously, his jawline was to die for. But . . . there was a little hiccup. He was 27 years old, 11 years younger. 

         
         “Why worry!” he exclaimed to her, “No one would believe your age anyway. You look so young!” It was true. Even at a doctor’s
            appointment they had double-checked her chart in surprise.
         

         
         Despite the age difference, Ami was charmed by this energetic foreigner, and he expertly deployed the classic handsome-man-abroad
            game plan.
         

         
         “Let me take you and show you around Israel,” he offered.

         
         They toured hot Eilat in the south, went rafting in the cold Jordan river, and traveled to cool Galilee in the north. He took
            her dancing at a kibbutz (aka a modern commune), and even took her to all the family Sabbath dinners. After her trip, she
            flew back home to Los Angeles, thinking, Well, that’s the end of that. A summer fling. But the end of that it was not. Ami hand-wrote her love letter after love letter (this was before the internet),
            surprised her with a very expensive overseas phone call at her school, and finally appeared before her one day in Los Angeles
            with a proposition.
         

         
         “Let’s get married,” he said.

         
         She said yes.

         
         Now, this sounds very romantic and adorable, “like a fairy tale,” Mom describes it, but no fairy tale is complete without its villains. “When your dad told his family we were getting married,” my mother remembers, “his parents ripped the edges of their clothes. That’s usually what you do when someone dies. And one of your uncles sent someone to slash my tires and leave a threatening note on my car! Daddy even checked underneath for a bomb. I think it was to try to scare me off.” Yes, I think so too, Mom. This story sounded very Mafia-like to me, and it’s hard now to imagine any of my gregarious aging uncles sending a tire-slasher to Los Angeles, but the Jewish bloodline had been at risk! “One of your aunts actually hand-wrote me a letter asking us not to get married.” If you knew my aunts, this would sound crazy. They are cuties who bought me Tweety Bird blankets and invited me for sleepovers. But for anyone who has seen Fiddler on the Roof, you know that the one thing that keeps Jews together is TRADITION.
         

         
         While this makes my family look like they had a flair for the dramatic, or at least a plausible plotline for a Netflix show,
            the truth is, my grandma and grandpa (or Safta and Saba as we call them in Hebrew) were very sweet, very religious village
            people who had been raised conservative and orthodox. And marrying a non-Jew was THE WORST. JEWS MARRY JEWS ONLY. That had
            been the religious and ethnic law of every Jew, and every family, for literally thousands of years. Judaism is not only a
            religion, but also an ethnicity. We’re DNA trackable, my friend. Now, their proud Jewish bloodline that had survived the Babylonian
            exile, the Egyptian exile, the Holocaust, and thousands of years of persecution, would end with their youngest son?! Cue *panic*.
         

         
         The funny thing is, Mormonism is similar. While it’s not considered an ethnic, DNA-testable group, and it’s relatively easy
            to convert, Mormons are absolutely only allowed to marry other Mormons in the temple. If you marry a nonmember, it’s not a
            valid Mormon marriage in heaven; it’s only a legal marriage on earth. Why are Judaism and Mormonism so strict about marrying
            other members? I’m sure it’s because they want to keep the religions strong, and marrying people from the outside will dilute
            the power and traditions of the religions, leading to their eventual extinction.
         

         
         Either way, the message was clear. Marrying against such strong traditions would not be taken lightly. Safta and Saba diligently withheld contact. Their son was dead to them. Until . . . 

         
         Me.

         
          

         Once I was born, an irresistible fresh bébé, my family in Israel begrudgingly reached out. “I would like. To see. The baby”
            I imagine them muttering through clenched teeth. Luckily for them, my mom was Mormon, which meant she was very forgiving.
            So that summer, and every summer, Mom made sure I went to Israel. She wanted me to feel close to my Israeli culture, even
            if we lived far away—“They’re family! Just because they don’t live close by doesn’t mean we can’t all be close”—and in the
            180-degree-turn of the century, Safta and Saba and the rest of the family treated me like a celebrity every time I arrived.
            “ALYYYNE, WE MISSED YOU!” A literal cheer would go up as I landed at the airport, with thirty relatives awaiting me (and the
            suitcases full of American shoes, jeans, and clothes we would bring!). My parents were middle-class, and these yearly pilgrimages
            were not only expensive but also time-consuming. The flight to Israel, if we were lucky enough to fly direct (which we usually
            weren’t), was fifteen hours in the air at best. But my mom saw this as an investment in family. And thank God she did, because
            as an only child, my only surviving grandparents, cousins, aunts, and uncles helped fill the void.
         

         
          

         After two years of semi-communal living with other siblings in the house my Mom grew up in and my parents married in, the family decided to close the Mar Vista chapter and sell the house. Even though I was a baby and don’t remember living there, I am still sad about it and wish they hadn’t. Driving by it now, twenty years later, I can still feel my grandparents and their whole family’s energy. My parents moved to Culver City, a calm enclave in a Los Angeles suburb, to a street lined with large trees, and small square houses, for one reason only: so we’d be in a school district where I would have a chance to get into El Marino Language School. 

         
         It was a public school, with free tuition, but it was competitive to enroll. Everyone wanted their kids to go there, not only
            because it was a Blue Ribbon school (a sign of academic excellence), but also because everyone would graduate speaking not
            one, but two languages. There were two tracks, Spanish Immersion and Japanese Immersion. All the students would graduate from
            fifth grade fluent in either one or the other. Since Mom was fluent in Spanish, and Los Angeles is practically an extension
            of Mexico, she decided Spanish was a good language for me to know. And that’s how I ended up spending my elementary years
            plopped in a classroom reciting Yo estoy, tú estás, nosotros estamos. All my classes, from math to language to history, were primarily in Spanish.
         

         
         If the way I learned Spanish was scholastic, the way I learned Hebrew was anything but. No classes were taken, just Dad speaking
            to me in Hebrew from the moment I was born, trusting I would pick it up. I’d fallen into the habit of responding to him in
            English though. Every summer, I’d prepare for our trip back to Israel to see all our family. I knew I’d have to speak Hebrew,
            even though I spent all year just listening to it, and it made me panicky. What if I didn’t understand my grandparents?! Or
            my aunts and uncles?! What if I missed all the jokes?!?
         

         
         While my parents agreed on my yearly trips back to Israel, and which elementary school I should go to, that was about where
            their agreements ended.
         

         
         Before I was born, and for my first two years, my father agreed that my mother could raise me as Mormon. A few hymns, some friendly meetings—how bad could it be? But this wasn’t a casual “Sundays only” religion. Daily prayer and scriptures, and Mom and I driving to the three-hour church service every week, were just a little preview. Sitting on a little shelf by our piano was a set of heavy, navy-blue, leather-bound books. Our family history. I’d sit on the floor, cross-legged, leafing through the thousands of photos, records, and over 700 pages of family stories, birth certificates, and more. “Look, you’re in here!” my mom said, thumbing through until she found a little black-and-white school photo of me. The largest private database of DNA on earth is owned by Ancestry.com, a Lehi, Utah–based Mormon company. Why do Mormons care so much about genealogy? We’re raised to keep records, accounts, and journals. As a kid I thought it was so we’d appreciate our ancestors. Then I turned 12. 

         
         “Good morning Beehives! This week you get the opportunity to do something very EXCITING!” Our Sunday school teacher looked
            around at the straggly group of preteens gazing up at her. “This week we’ll be entering the temple to do Baptisms for the
            Dead!”
         

         
         Baptisms for the WHO?!? I clocked the reactions of the other girls in the sunny attic church room. A mixture of bored faces
            and smiles. Why was no one alarmed?
         

         
         Three days later, I was in a white jumpsuit, being dunked under water by a middle-aged man in a larger version of the same
            attire, in what essentially amounted to a giant hot tub held up by a circle of twelve life-size ceramic bulls. The baptisms
            were held in the basement of the Mormon Temple in Santa Monica, Los Angeles, in a stunning massive white building that beamed
            over a hill like a religious, more impressive White House as you drove down Overland Avenue. You couldn’t miss it if you tried.
         

         
         I looked down at the pink slip an elderly, smiling volunteer was handing me: “You’re being baptized as a proxy for Emma Marie Johnson, a woman from the 1800s!” it read. Emma, as you can imagine, was now dead, and had never been baptized (at least not in the Mormon Church). Baptism for the dead, it turns out, is exactly what it sounds like! Mormons believe that to get to the best, highest part of heaven, you need to be baptized in our church. So they had us, the living members, be literally baptized, dunked under water, in place of the people who had died. In heaven, the person who died could accept or deny the baptism, and have a chance to go to the highest level of heaven (“the celestial kingdom”). Makes total sense, right? RIGHT?! 

         
         As part of this religious focus on ancestry, we were trained to record and journal everything. Records were how they would
            find new names to baptize. And like the obedient kid I was, journal I did. I have a pile of journals dating back to when I
            was 7 years old, my precious stories messily written on soft purple pages in a Lisa Frank journal, complete with a definitely
            super-secure pink plastic lock for the safety of my top secret thoughts about school (“I don’t like my teacher!”), my friends
            (“Sara was mean to me today.”), or my home life (“I love Fuse [my dog]. Today I took pictures of her!”). As I got older, the
            topics changed only slightly (“Alex is cute! He smiled at me in math class today!”) It was revolutionary stuff, truly. But
            at least the grammar improved!
         

         
         Journaling aside, things in the “Mormon household” my Mom was hoping to create weren’t perfect, and my parents—like all humans—had
            limits. When I was maybe 3 or 4 years old, I remember sitting on the edge of my bed, cozy on the 101 Dalmatians sheets. My mom sat on my right, my dad on my left. And it was Sunday.
         

         
         “Alyne, do you want to go to see the ponies?” Dad asked nonchalantly in Hebrew.

         
         “Or why don’t we see them another time, and instead we go to Church today!” suggested Mom, hopefully.
         

         
         I felt annoyed and uncomfortable. Mom wanted me to go to Church, and Dad wanted to tempt me away. Make the right choice, Alyne. But what is the right choice? Even at age 4, I could feel the push and pull between my parents, and that this was about a lot more than ponies.
         

         
         While the first couple years of my existence were relatively religious-conflict free, these face-offs became routine by the time I was a more sentient being. Dad’s initial neutrality toward the church slowly grew into resentment. The tithing, the missionary work—the more he learned, the less he liked. If Mom took me to church, he would protest not by screaming or yelling, but with the silent treatment, at first for hours, then days, and, finally, weeks at a time. She wanted to keep the family happy, didn’t want me to notice the growing tensions, so she’d talk and talk to fill the deafening silence, keeping the dinner conversation going with just me and her as the participants. 

         
         I could sense that my mom was also torn. She wanted to keep the family together, to keep Dad happy, but she equally wanted
            me to be raised in the church. To her, the church represented a chance at happiness, a structure to make the world make sense,
            the truth. So when Dad was at his basketball league, or working late, she’d sneak me to Achievement Days, a church activity
            for young girls held at a member’s home.
         

         
         For my first Achievement Day, my mom dropped me off at the curb in front of an apartment. With a sinking rock in my stomach,
            I approached the dark apartment door and knocked, aware of the strange chattering of girls inside. I didn’t know them, I hadn’t
            met them, and I really did not want to be there. But I didn’t protest because Mom so clearly wanted me to be there. I knew
            that it would disappoint her if I put up any kind of fight. I saw how she acted when Dad put up a fight. The door swung open.
            Inside, four smiling girls stood behind a nervous-looking woman. I recognized something on their faces I had never seen before—pity.
            I realized how they saw me: like a religious refugee, neither in the church nor out of it.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Where Sundays were tense, Monday was a relief. I could escape to school. Early in the morning Mom or Dad would drive me there.
            If it was Mom’s turn, she and I would leave early and she’d park outside school to have us read scriptures and say our morning
            prayer, since we couldn’t at home. I’d grit my teeth and roll my eyes. I just wanted to go inside, not sit and read these
            boring Bible stories.
         

         
         After she dropped me off, she’d drive just a mile or so to Mar Vista Elementary, where she was a second-grade teacher. My impression was that she was the strict teacher that everyone was a little afraid of. While she was quick tempered and could rule with an iron fist, the truth is she wanted the best for her students. She always checked out piles of books from our local library about childhood development. She’d take classes at the local community college. She bought her students giant exercise balls to sit on instead of hard chairs so they could bounce, which she had read could help with concentration. She used her second language, Spanish, to help kids learn English. 

         
         But on the days Dad dropped me off, there were no scriptures or prayers, just a simple “Lehitraot!” (Hebrew for “Goodbye!”)
            as I jumped out of his large white work van (the kind with the big sliding doors that grown-ups warned you about being kidnapped
            from), skipping past the chain-link fence into the noisy elementary school. Inspired by his older brother, Dad had become
            an electrician in Israel. But like most expats/immigrants, once in the United States, he’d needed to relearn the different
            electric system, recertify, and restart from the bottom. Despite the language, financial, and cultural barriers, he still
            managed to build his own business: TAMIR ELECTRIC (the “T” was artistically illustrated like a telephone pole with electric
            wires), as the bright orange square on the side of his van proclaimed. After just five years, he was working in the homes
            of celebrities like Meryl Streep and Shaquille O’Neal. He didn’t mention these clients to me until years later by chance.
            That’s my dad, selectively communicative and strangely private, even to those closest to him.
         

         
         *  *  *

         “Opposites attract,” they say, but sometimes only for so long. While both were athletic (Mom was head cheerleader, Dad a basketball star), from lower-middle-class families, and good looking, that’s where the similarities ended and the differences began, as far as I could see. The twelve-year age difference. The two incompatible religions. Countries of origin 7,500 miles (and an Atlantic Ocean) apart. 

         
         Maybe being opposites is what made them compatible? Maybe it’s what pulled them apart. Mom could talk to you for hours! Dad
            could ignore you for days! Either way, I always knew that my parents, two people who fell in love but were from fundamentally different worlds, would eventually divorce.
            It was not a matter of if, but when.
         

         
         *  *  *

         “Daddy is moving to Israel to be with his parents; they’re sick. And . . . he is not coming back.”

         
         I was 11 years old. The age when we start to understand. When we start to grow up. Mom broke the news gently, as just the
            two of us sat in the backyard, supported by the same sand-colored tiles that Dad had installed and that he would walk across
            every day after work. It was a lazy day, the first summer after my first year of middle school.
         

         
         When I heard the news, I felt no surprise. I felt nothing. Feelings were things I had learned to expertly suppress a long time ago. All I knew was the shut-down father and the hurt mother who didn’t know how to navigate each other. I was so used to navigating the feelings of others, trying to remain neutral, that there was no space left for my own emotions. If anything, it was a relief. The release of a tension that had been building my whole life. I had never known the version of my parents that had been madly in love, both willing to throw their traditions to the wind to be with each other. I knew some kids freaked out when divorces happened, blamed themselves, but—perhaps thanks to all the books I read as a kid; I’d seen this story before—I knew I wasn’t meant to blame myself. Plus, truly, I couldn’t afford to feel. Who would I turn to? My emotional mother, now dealing with the devastation of divorce? My stoic father, now an ocean away? With no siblings, no close friends, and no close family, it was truly just me. 

         
         When I look back on this moment now, I realize that I had become so familiar with disappointment, so accustomed to tension
            and secrecy, that all I could think was, “This is fine.” If you had asked me, I would have said, “Lots of people get divorced,
            it’s no big deal. I’m fine.”
         

         
         I’m fine.

         
         I’m fine.

         
         Now I know the name for this. Disassociation. Disconnection from your thoughts, your feelings, yourself. But for little Alyne, this was not disassociation. This was just life.
         

         
         Survival.

         
         I’m fine.
         

         
         Or so I thought.

         
         When together, my polar-opposite parents had created a strange, comfortable balance for my life. But once they were apart,
            my world fell into two extremes.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
The Jesus House

         
         Just like Christianity divides life into Before Christ (BC) and After Christ/Anno Domini (AD), I divide my childhood into
            BD and AD. Before Divorce and After Divorce.
         

         
         In the secular, American world, divorce is normal. Almost everything about my parents’ divorce was unremarkable. One thing
            that wasn’t normal? Instead of asking about separate houses on opposite sides of the neighborhood or city, my parents sat
            me down one day at the kitchen table and asked me whether I wanted to live with Mom in LA or with Dad in Israel—houses on
            opposite sides of the world. I ran to the backyard of our house, needing to think. I felt the monumental nature of this decision
            the moment the question was asked. I had thought that they would have made this decision for me. To my 11-year-old eyes, the
            real choice was “Reject your mom, or reject your dad.”
         

         
         “I think because of the educational opportunities I’d rather stay here.” I finally shared, diplomatically.

         
         It wasn’t only Mom I chose; it was the United States. Living in Israel meant two years of required army service, speaking Hebrew, getting an Israeli passport that even at age 11 I knew wasn’t much of an asset. Mostly though, I knew that if I had to choose between Mom’s strict, overinvolved parenting style and Dad’s completely hands-off approach, I preferred Mom’s. Her involvement drove me crazy, but it also made me feel loved and cared for. So I stayed. 

         
         Mom and I drove Dad to the airport, and we were all calm and happy. One last drive as a family. At least, that’s what I thought.
            Now, I feel foolish. How Mom must have felt, as she drove her husband of twelve years, the father of her child, to the airport
            one last time. There were no big fights, no heated debates or arguments. Only an airport goodbye, as if we were a normal family
            who had arrived in a normal car for a normal send-off. In the airport’s food court, Dad and I sat face-to-face at a cheap
            resin-coated table, playing table soccer with salt and pepper shakers and a coin while we waited for him to board his flight.
            This feels like a scene in a movie, I thought. Disassociating. If a camera had been watching, its dolly sweeping a 4k close-up onto our faces, it wouldn’t have captured even a moment
            of hesitation or nervousness or unease. It looked like he was just going on a work trip, and we would be here waiting for
            him to return. But as always, my dad didn’t waver, and to this day, he has never come back to the United States again.
         

         
         *  *  *

         With Dad across the world, it was just me and Mom. And church.

         
         And church. Church. Church.

         
         The moment Dad was gone, Mom went Full Mormon, catapulting us from reading scriptures secretly in the car before school to
            filling up our free time with all things Mormon. We spent three hours at church every Sunday and every Monday night. Even
            more so, I had one hour of seminary before every school day, two hours of youth activities on weekday nights, and the occasional
            church cleanings on Saturdays. It was like a part-time job. Church was my mom’s savior, and she wanted it to be mine. It gave
            her a guideline for life, a strict set of rules that made sense, a promise that she’d see her family in heaven once again.
         

         
         Gradually, our house transformed into what my school friends dubbed “The Jesus House.”

         
         No, not because we remodeled with magnificent stained glass, but because of the cheap and faded Jesus pictures, quotes, and
            church magazine cutouts carefully cello-taped on the walls in an interior designer’s nightmare. He was everywhere. Above my
            great-grandma’s old piano. Atop the back of our ripped couch. Proudly placed on all the aging plyboard kitchen cabinets. And even on our washing machine. Whenever I’d toss my dirty soccer clothes into the
            laundry machine, I’d see “Do as Jesus would do,” written on a 5 x 7–inch index card in Mom’s pretty blue cursive. I resented
            “the Jesuses” and their presence in my life, these physical, literal signs that my world was changing from a nuclear family
            to a family going nuclear. Intentionally, I’d try averting my eyes from the signs, refusing to read them as a kind of protest

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            	Participate in a dance, speech, music, or drama performance at school, in your community, or at church. How did your participation
               in this activity strengthen your feelings of individual worth and self-confidence?
            

            	Carry out a project to improve the living situation of someone in need.

         

         
         
         
            	In your journal, make a list of your hopes and dreams for your future home, family, and education and some important things you would like to accomplish in your life, including becoming a wife and mother.

            	Study the importance of chastity and virtue. Write down the blessings of being sexually clean and pure. Write your plan in your journal.
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