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Author’s Note

Dearest Reader,

I want to thank you for spending some hours with me and reading my book. I began writing Brazen in 2017, a smidge over four years after I left everyone and everything familiar behind and time traveled to the 21st century. It was a journey born of such unendurable misery that I had to flee or die. I walked into a world where no one knew me. I had no past, no shared history. I was a zero. Now I pursue zeroes of a very different kind for thousands of women around the world.

I felt deep within my heart that this story could inspire others to change their lives, to go for their dreams, and to not wait for permission. Since my TV show My Unorthodox Life premiered, I’ve been blessed to receive tens of thousands of messages from people all over the world, sharing their own unorthodox lives, their own struggles and difficulties. Out of the tens of millions of people who watched the show, so many have written that they found the courage to make changes in their own lives, to leave whatever or whomever was causing them anguish and to jump into the unknown. The reality is that if I can do it, then so can anyone, and that fact is both wonderful and terrible.

For those people who are truly suffering and just need a push to get up and improve their lives and the lives of those they love, I say that extreme change is possible at any age, and I hope this story gives them strength and faith in a better future. May they arm themselves with my struggles and face their own with bravery and grace.

For those people who are petrified of the unknown, this fact is dangerous. I am dangerous. I am a woman who left and not only survived but succeeded. My story doesn’t fit the narrative of anyone who wants to maintain the status quo and sees any change as a direct defiance of God.

My Unorthodox Life is about my present defined by my past. Brazen, however, is my whole story as I remember it. This book takes you through my entire journey and believe me, I mean the entire journey. I am as hard on myself and my choices as I am direct about everything that occurred. I stand before you stark naked, without pretense or camouflage. I lay my heart and soul at your feet, dear reader. Sharing this book with the world is one of the most difficult things I’ve ever done. Part of me just wants to hide it away and leave it as a cathartic exercise for my eyes only. And yet I know I cannot. I feel my responsibility keenly. If my story can help people around the world find a better tomorrow, what is one woman’s difficulty measured against so many others’ joy?

To me, demanding change in archaic laws is the very definition of an act of love, as it comes from the desire for future generations to have more rights, more freedoms than we currently possess. Just as my children gave me the courage I needed to leave, the legion of people who have reached out to me with messages of change that they’ve made in their own lives after watching my show gives me the courage I need to share this book.

 You see a smiling and confident Julia now. That joy and self-assurance was hard won. It took me years to make peace with what was stolen from me and the burning anger that was in my heart. Sometimes I feel as old as Methuselah and sometimes I feel like an eight-year-old child, curious and excited by every new first, every extraordinary experience. I am an eternal student, always stretching my mind, challenging old ways of thinking to create new ideas, new possibilities. I urge you to do the same. Stop taking pride in what you already know. Find your inner child and become proud, once again, of how quickly you can learn and grasp new concepts. It is that trait, coupled with single-minded focus and intense determination, that I attribute my success to, as well as the hand of God. I have had many miracles happen to me since the day I walked out the door. To me, they are proof positive that if your will is strong enough, and you have purity of purpose, God (or whatever else you would like to call a Higher Power) will help you succeed.

There isn’t an iota of exaggeration in this book. I wish there was! I wish I hadn’t spent the first 42 years of my life in utter misery. Within these pages, I have brought the sources for every word I say about my old world. It’s important to me to share these with everyone, so I’ve put the sources on the book’s website: www.brazenbook.com. I strongly suggest you peruse them. I also include articles, references, and insights for those who want to delve deeper into the complex concepts you will find in these pages.

So, I ask all my dear readers, to truly feel my words. I am opening up the most intimate parts of my life to you. I hope my story gives you strength. I hope my story makes you stop and think. I hope that you read it with the same love and attention with which it was written. I hope this book encourages other women and people to come out and share their truth and fight for a better future.

With love,
Julia Haart


CHAPTER ONE

Our lineage is the ultimate prequel to our lives. To truly understand yourself, you must understand your history, the intricate thoughts and lives that brought yours into existence. My parents come from Russian “royalty.” On my father’s side, my grandfather, a decorated general in the Russian army during World War II, was a very influential Communist after the war. When my father was nineteen, he was named head of the Komsomol (the young-adult arm of the Communist Party).

My mother too had some helpful lineage. Her mother was a ballerina in the Bolshoi Ballet, and her dad was an inventor who created a chemical that restored old photos. Her family lived in Bender, Moldova, in the largest house in the center of the city. Sometimes Moldova was part of Romania, and sometimes it was part of the Soviet Union, and my grandfather managed, by some miraculous wrangling, to get a patent for his invention in a country that neither allowed personal business initiative nor recognized individual accomplishment. Yet, somehow, he did it. They both lived very privileged lives.

Lina, my mom, had one sister. My mother was considered “the smart sister” while her sister, Elena, was “the beautiful sister.” In photos of them as young women they look almost identical, both extremely smart and lovely, but there it was. Throughout my life, whenever anyone would compliment my mom on her looks, she would look at them with disbelief and shake her head.

My mom took her role of “the smart sister” very seriously. In her entire education, from kindergarten all the way through her two PhDs, one in mathematics and one in philosophy, she never got anything less than an A. She even received a gold medal from the Soviet government, for never getting a single test answer wrong.

When she was nineteen, she met a very handsome and charming young man named Alan. My dad is charismatic and great with people. Everyone always loves him. He’s the life of the party. On top of being brilliant, and an engineer (he and my mom both worked for IBM on the first PC computer), he’s also a concert pianist and guitar player and a fantastic dancer.

My mom is quiet and thoughtful and very serious—his polar opposite in every way. She is intense and somber. She loved his liveliness and he fell for her indifference. She was the only woman who wasn’t instantaneously charmed by him. She was tough and she challenged him and he loved it.

Within six months, they were inseparable. He was a committed and faithful Communist. She, however, had serious doubts. Eventually she would become more ideological and fundamentalist in her religion than my father ever was as a Party member, for it would be her faith that became the driving force in all our lives.

Due to my dad’s high standing in the Komsomol, he was given the unique task of traveling around the country preaching the Communist gospel, with the hope that as a bright and vivacious young man, he would inspire others to strengthen their faith in the system. Brezhnev was running the country at that point, and travel was verboten except to the very connected, because they didn’t want people seeing that the Communist reality was far from the utopia Karl Marx had promised. My father, however, was deemed so completely committed that they were unconcerned with him being disillusioned and felt that his positivity and charm would keep the faithful strong. He, of course, was ecstatic, and invited his girlfriend to accompany him. Lina, always curious though already doubting the truth of Communism, eagerly joined him. But what ensued was not at all what the Party had in mind. What Lina and Alan found was a country in complete disarray, where most of the people they met were drunk until noon from the night before and living intolerable lives. My mother, already disillusioned because she had been fighting anti-Semitism her whole life in a country not known for being kind to its Jews, lost the last vestiges of faith in Communism. My father’s faith, already broken during that fateful journey, crumbled completely under her irrefutable arguments.

My young parents were believers by nature and went looking for something to replace Communism. They found Judaism. Being Jewish had always hampered my mother, and she had felt its nagging presence since she was a child. She wanted to know more, to understand what it meant to be a Jew.

Of course, religion was illegal during that time, and the Gulag and prisons were full of people who had risked it all to practice their faith. Even reading a religious book could land you in jail, yet they embarked on a harrowing journey of learning about their heritage. Meetings of like-minded, curious Jews happened in basements in the dead of night. Any neighbor or stranger or even friend could be an informant. If one member of the group was caught, he could be tortured and reveal the names of all the other members. Learning about their Jewish heritage was fraught with danger and subterfuge. For two idealistic young people in their twenties, it was just what they needed: a cause to believe in and risk their lives for. It was what they had been taught was the supreme act of goodness: to find a reason for existence outside of yourself to devote your life to, even at the cost of your own. The Cause was what they had been fed their whole lives. They just changed causes.

Despite the risk, my mother even took it upon herself to observe the mikvah (ritual bath) to ensure I was born pure. Women are supposed to dunk themselves three times into a mix of rainwater and regular water seven days after their periods, to regain purity, but there was obviously no ritual Jewish bathhouse in Moscow. My mother, undeterred, found out that you could also dunk in an open body of water, and so, under cover of night, risking her life, she dunked herself in the Black Sea. For my mother, the more difficult the task the greater the reward.

Within a month of their trip across the country, when my mom was twenty-one and my dad twenty, they got married. Then two things occurred simultaneously: my father was “offered” (in the Soviet Union, the Party made “offers” you couldn’t refuse) a very high-ranking position in the Communist Party—a post that would have put him at the center of Soviet power and under the watchful eye of the KGB—and my mother got pregnant.

Now living their double life—learning about Judaism on the down-low whilst my father was a top Communist—would be impossible. But it was an offer he literally couldn’t refuse. So my mom went in front of the Communist Committee, seven months pregnant, and convinced them that if my dad got this new position, which would require extensive travel and time away from his family, she would end up killing herself and this unborn future Communist leader (yours truly) would be at risk. My mother is a force of nature, and these mere mortals were no match for her. They withdrew their offer, and my dad was allowed to continue his job as a research engineer while my mom worked on her first PhD.

But eventually living in the Soviet Union became too much, and so my birth and their desire for a better life for their baby were the catalysts for them to begin the strenuous process of emigration. The minute you applied for a visa you were an enemy of the state, because emigrating meant that you didn’t believe in the Communist vision and were a capitalist pig. Those who tried to leave were called refuseniks, because most often people who applied never received permission to leave. The Soviets even came up with a tax that any émigré with a college degree had to pay, which was equivalent to five years of income, making it impossible for most people. My family, however, was one of the lucky ones. The United States had sponsored the Jackson-Vanik amendment, which basically meant that America traded grain for Jews. Due to the Soviet Union’s rampant anti-Semitism, the United States had put an embargo on grain, and because the Soviet Union was in the midst of a hunger pandemic and grain shortage, that embargo made an impact. My family was literally traded for food.

They left with me, my dad’s guitar, and a single American dollar bill that one of the members of their underground Jewish network had managed to acquire. It was 1974, and I was three years old. At this point, my parents had been learning English and Hebrew illegally for three years and were fluent. My mother still speaks with a British accent, because the illegal records she listened to in Moscow were all from the UK.

A US nonprofit organization that dealt with Jewish refuseniks called the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS) sent us from Moscow to a processing center in Vienna. I don’t remember my time in Vienna at all, although we spent six months there waiting to find out which country would take us in. From Vienna, we were sent to another processing center in Rome to await our fates.

My first happy memories are from Rome: the first time I ever saw or tasted a cherry, the first time I ate a pizza. To this day I can close my eyes and recall the scent of the cheese mingled with sauce. I had never seen or even heard of a tomato, so marinara sauce was like something from another planet. The memories of walking around Rome with my father (my mother never accompanied us on these walks, as she felt they were a waste of time), of eating pizza on the street, the sauce oozing through my fingers, are some of the happiest of my childhood. I understood nothing of our predicament or lack of a home. All I knew was that I had gone from a world filled with gray buildings and boiled potatoes to a magical place filled with colorful people and cherries and tomatoes.

Rome is also the first time I can remember hearing my parents argue, as they tried to decide what country they wanted to live in. My father wanted to live in Israel, but my mother thought that was risky. It was still, in her mind, a third-world country. And what would two engineers do there? My mother wanted to move to Australia, to get as far away from the Soviet Union as possible. He wanted Israel, she wanted Australia, and they got the United States.

That leads me to my name. My parents wanted to name me Berenika (we ended up naming our dog that instead), because in history, there was a Russian princess with that name who was known to be Jewish. Permission to name me Berenika was denied by the Russian government, however, as the clerk who received the paperwork said my parents would be crippling me for life with such a patently Jewish name. Clearly, I owe this clerk big-time. My parents were at a loss, and I went nameless for a few months, and then, when most babies crawled, I started twirling. I would sit on my chubby behind and spin myself around and around, gurgling and cackling. They called me Yulia—from volchok yula, which means “spinning top” in Russian—until I was in my twenties and legally changed it myself to Julia, even though everyone I knew at the time called me Talia. For some reason, it didn’t occur to me to change it legally to Talia when I got married. I just wanted to eradicate that last vestige of my shameful Russian-ness, which set me apart from the rest of my peers. I didn’t want to be Yulia, so I changed the Y to a J.

There are other memories of Rome, like meeting the Pope and receiving his blessing. My parents received this honor because of my father’s exquisite piano playing. His reputation reached the Pope himself, who had been so supportive of the Jewish refuseniks. My father was asked to perform for the Pope and brought along his only child, as he felt it was beneficial for a young child to stand in the presence of greatness. All I can remember from that day is all the drama, and the fact that everyone made such a fuss over a kind man with gentle eyes putting his hands on my head.

There was another brilliant pianist in the processing center, and her son was responsible for my realization that I loved all things fashion. He was five years old to my four, and he did odd jobs—little tasks that people would pay him for because he was so cute. He used all that money to buy me my very first handbag. (Italian leather!) My love affair with fashion began right then and there.

To leave the placement center you needed a community to sponsor you, and a branch of HIAS in Austin, Texas, decided to sponsor my family. I have the picture that was sent to Austin, and I can understand why they chose us. My mother is twenty-six, young and slim, with emerald eyes and long, jet-black hair that falls to her waist. She looks so lovely and serious with her solid glasses, like a hippie librarian. My father looks like a shorter version of Clark Gable: luxurious mustache and wavy hair, guitar slung across his body. I was decidedly plump, and until I turned six, everyone called me Blintzy, because I look like a stuffed blintz. I have my hand on my hips and my legs planted widely apart. We looked adorable and eminently adoptable. And of course, there was the fact IBM wanted my parents to work in their new PC development program at the Austin Research Laboratory.

Once we made it to Texas, we were put up in an apartment that was paid for by the Austin Jewish community and given some food and money to start us off. Within two years, my parents, both employed by IBM while my mom finished her PhD, returned every dollar that it had cost HIAS to sponsor them, and they continued donating to them for years.

We began living the American dream. And our first holiday season in Austin, NBC even did a story about us. We were an oddity. A Russian Jewish immigrant family living in Austin, Texas. This is ten years before perestroika, when Gorbachev would drive tens of thousands of Russians to America’s shores. I wouldn’t meet another Russian until I was fourteen years old and living in New York. Within three years, we moved from our first apartment to an attached house and then to our very own home on Rickey Drive. It was a lovely house at the end of a cul-de-sac. I loved that house so much. My parents even got me the dog that we named Berenika. (I always called her Nikka.) She was a mix between a German shepherd and a collie, and I was madly in love with her. When she was fully grown, she was so big that when I would come home from school, she would jump over me instead of on top of me. I thought she was absolutely perfect.

I was enrolled in elementary school, and when I was seven, there was an important test to determine what kind of school you would get into. I had been in the country for less than three years and had just learned English, and I was so afraid my lack of an American education would mark me for the less educationally driven school. But I needn’t have worried. I got one of the top scores in the state of Texas.

My score brought me to the attention of Jeremy Wilmington, a very prominent Texan entrepreneur who was involved with one of the most prestigious schools in Austin. He was a real WASP and looked like an actor in a movie. He told my parents that I was too brilliant to be in a regular public school and that they should try and get me into the private school. My parents were ecstatic. It was such an honor to be noticed by this brilliant and enormously wealthy man.

I remember the first time I went to the Wilmington home. It was palatial. They had a daughter my age named Kristin, who had this messy mat of red hair that, in all the years I knew her, she never once combed. She had a parrot named Barkley who would scream out words that would make a sailor blush. She loved Barkley. I found him absolutely terrifying. She also had a tree in the middle of her bedroom. An actual tree! Her room was cavernous, and smack dab in the middle of it was an actual tree with a trunk and branches, and up on top, a tree house. It was her reading tree house. We would climb up there with muffins and cookies that her maid had just taken out of the oven and sit in her tree house in the middle of her room and read. It became my favorite place on earth. Her whole life seemed like magic. It was a warm, happy, completely mad house. It was a bit like being Alice in Wonderland, where up was down and down was up.

Jeremy was a giant. (OK, everyone over five-foot-seven looks like a giant from my perspective, but he really was super tall: six-foot-five.) He looked like a president. Perfect clothes, perfect diction, a full head of hair, like someone from a movie. And he was always smiling. Content and confident. Russians don’t smile so much. Get a Russian drunk and he gets somber and serious. Think of all the great Russian writers . . . Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Gogol. Everyone always gets killed or commits suicide. Happiness is for simpletons. My parents were not big on laughter or smiling, especially my mom.

At Kristin’s house, there was laughter. They had maids and a nanny and a chauffeur and a gardener and a cook, and yet there was constant chaos. Happy, absurd chaos. Kristin’s mom was the calmest human being I’d ever met. I understood why. The house was always complete bedlam. Kristin was something between a free spirit and a whirling dervish. There was ten acres of property attached to the house, and that first year when they came into our lives, they invited my family for Thanksgiving, where they served a turkey that Jeremy had hunted himself. I’d never even heard of someone hunting, and it just sounded like something out of a Wild West movie.

Jeremy thought that, with my incredible test score, it would be easy to get me into school. After all, I had beaten every other child in the state, and by that time, my parents were perfectly comfortable financially and had no issue paying the tuition. It seemed like a no-brainer. It turned out to be anything but.

After making excuses that they had no room for me, the principal finally had a private meeting with Jeremy and told him that they didn’t want to take me because I was a Jew. At the time, the school had 400 students, and 399 of them were white Protestants and 1 was African American—not a single solitary Jew. Jeremy came to our home and regaled my parents with the entire story, and with his stentorian voice I heard every single word.

The principal told Jeremy that he had managed to keep all the Jews out and he wasn’t going to make an exception with me, no matter how promising or intelligent I was. He thought Jeremy would understand, but he was wrong.

Jeremy couldn’t believe that this school, which he thought so highly of, was openly anti-Semitic. He refused to back down and after much wrangling, a deal was struck. I would be given an IQ test, and if I tested at genius level, I would be allowed to go to the private school. Let’s just say that after that, the principal had no choice but to let me in.

What strikes me as odd in hindsight is that I never felt uncomfortable there. I was only eight years old, and I knew the whole drama of them not wanting me because I was Jewish. And yet I walked in there thinking “I’ll show them,” not “What if no one likes me?”

The most important part of the Wilford School, though, was my friendship with a girl named Patricia. I did not make friends easily; I read the thesaurus and wrote poetry for fun. Not exactly your typical kid. Yet Patricia and I hit it off immediately. Her father was an artist, so writing poetry seemed perfectly normal to her. Her family had a weekend ranch on the outskirts of Austin, and I spent so much time there that they gifted me my own horse, who I named Windy. We would sit on her couch and watch Pippi Longstocking, my heroine. I thought it would be so wonderful to be in charge of your own life and have enough money to do what you wanted, and to travel the world with a monkey and a horse. She was also inordinately strong and could lift houses. She was the first strong, kick-ass, independent woman I’d ever come across. I prayed for red hair like Pippi’s for years, because I associated red hair with strength and independence.

While I was leading this wonderful new American existence, another influence was seeping into our lives. My father comes from a deeply religious Chasidic, Lubavitch family. After World War II, some from the town fled to Israel and America and retained their religious identities, and others, like my father’s parents, stayed and became irreligious Communists.

One major difference between the Lubavitch Chasidim and most fundamentalist Jewish religious sects is that the Lubavitch believe in proselytizing. Not in proselytizing to non-Jews, God forbid. In fact, converts are not encouraged. Being Jewish is so complicated, and considered such a privilege, that only those born of Jewish mothers have the right DNA to make it. People who try and convert are turned away three times, and only if they manage to stay the course will they be allowed to join the club. So, when I say that the Lubavitch community proselytizes, I don’t mean to non-Jews. I mean to lost Jews. Jews, like my parents, who, due to war or some country’s ideology, have lost their way.

Most religious Jews look down their noses at irreligious Jews and consider them members of the low-class, ignorant masses. If your family stayed religious throughout World War II and didn’t throw the yarmulkes and tefillin into the bay when they first saw Lady Liberty, then you’re religious royalty. Supposedly, the water surrounding Ellis Island is filled with the yarmulkes and tefillin of Jews who threw out the old to embrace the New World. America is called, in Yiddish, di goldene medina (the land of gold), and many traded in the land of milk and honey (Israel) for the land of gold.

If your family stayed religious, it’s like having come over on the Mayflower. It’s called yichus (lineage). It’s pretty much the same concept as nobility. If you come from a duke or a duchess and your family has noble blood, people want to marry into your family, and your descendants are “blue bloods.” In Judaism, if there’s an illustrious rabbi or two in your background, you’re Jewish nobility, and people who want their daughters or sons to be matched with a son or daughter of Jewish nobility had better pay a hefty price. Noble Jewish spouses don’t come cheap.

There are other major issues with irreligious Jews. The concept of “you are what you eat” is taken very literally in Judaism. Kosher food makes you a Kosher Person. According to Judaism, unkosher food is to the soul what a peanut is to someone allergic to nuts. It’s deadly. Just like when food gets caught in your throat, and you choke and can’t breathe and can die, so, too, unkosher food is toxic1. It prevents you from receiving spiritual beneficence and goodness, as it clogs your spiritual soul. An irreligious Jew who eats unkosher food is damaged goods. It doesn’t matter if it’s due to ignorance, because their parents or grandparents were sinners who relinquished their religion. Their souls are filthy and clogged with unkosher substances that dirty the soul. Who wants to marry or befriend someone with a dirty soul?

Now, the Lubavitch look at irreligious Jews very differently. To them they are lost souls who, through no fault of their own, have been estranged from Judaism. There is this concept of a “tinok shenishbah2,” which refers to a Jewish child who has been taken into captivity. They claim that, just as a tinok shenishbah is not held responsible for not eating kosher, so too a person who is ignorant of Judaism through no fault of their own cannot be held responsible and therefore can and should be brought back to Judaism, and should be loved and respected as much as a Jew who has been religious since birth. Someone who becomes religious of their own volition as opposed to being born into an ultrareligious family is called a ba’al teshuva, which roughly translates to “person of repentance.” There is a saying in Judaism that the place that a ba’al teshuva gets in heaven is even greater than that of a pious, righteous rabbi who was born religious, as the ba’al teshuva has a much harder road3. All religious Jews believe this as well, in theory. In practice, however, snobbery and entitlement win the day, and the ba’alei teshuva are always “less than.” This kind of thinking played a very crucial role in my life, as we were ba’alei teshuva. Most Jews who come back to Judaism spend an entire lifetime trying to be more pious and religious than their illustrious neighbors, as they have something to prove. It’s analogous to the nouveau riche in Philadelphia in the early 1900s, trying to outsnob their old-money neighbors.

The Lubavitch therefore made it their mission in life to bring ignorant, lost Jewish souls back to the fold. They call it shlichus, which means “the sending,” and they sent newly married Lubavitcher couples to the most far-flung places on earth to bring Jews “home.” It’s pretty much the same concept as missionaries, except their target is not the rest of humanity but only lost Jewish souls.

My father had a great-uncle, a rabbi whose name was Yisroel Leibov. He was extremely renowned in Lubavitch communities all over the world. He was a published scholar and founded Kfar Chabad in Paris (an enormous enclave and community of Lubavitch Jews that still thrives today) and Kfar Chabad in Israel. He had also done a great deed during the war, which gave him a lifetime of honor and respect. He had managed to smuggle the Lubavitcher rebbe’s mother out of Poland and saved her life. The Lubavitcher rebbe is as close to Jesus as Jews get. Many Lubavitchers believe that although Rav Menachem Schneerson died and his body is buried in accordance to Jewish law, he will be resurrected. (A rav is a rabbi who is specially trained in providing guidance.) The rest of the religious Jewish world is very antagonistic toward the Lubavitch community for this reason. They feel that the Lubavitcher rebbe has been deified, and that their beliefs are more akin to Christianity than Judaism.

When we moved to Austin, Texas, the Lubavitcher rebbe was still alive, and when my great-great-uncle would visit him, he would be given a seat at the rebbe’s right-hand side. It was the greatest imaginable honor accorded to any Lubavitch Jew. Think of it as sitting beside the Pope while millions of supplicants wait in line for days and days to kiss his hand. That’s what it’s like. So my great-great-uncle, when he heard we were in the United States, was determined to “save” our souls. He found my family almost immediately, and once he knew our location, he contacted the Chabad-Lubavitch rabbi of Austin, Texas. That one phone call was destined to change the course of my life completely. This rabbi was the single most influential person in the direction that our lives took. His name was Rabbi Feinstein, and he was a warm, friendly, kind, gentle man. It was literally impossible to dislike him. He was so incredibly charming and charismatic and, above all, sincere. You knew he believed everything he was saying. You knew instantaneously that he was not just spouting rhetoric for some ulterior motive. He practiced what he preached. He had eight children. (Lubavitchers don’t believe in using birth control.) His children were fun and rambunctious and his wife was extremely well dressed and elegant, although constantly tired and harried. Raising eight children on her own, anything else was impossible.

My great-great-uncle traveled from Israel to personally introduce us to Rabbi Feinstein, and to appeal to my parents to learn more about their Jewish religion. My great-great-uncle had a long gray beard and very somber eyes. I remember him watching me and thinking that he was trying to peer into my soul. He made me uncomfortable. Where Rabbi Feinstein was all warmth and kindness, my great-great-uncle Yisroel Leibov was formed of harder stuff. He had been through hell and survived to build Jewish communities all over the world to spread God’s word. He was a man on a mission. He found fertile ground on which to plant his seeds.

My mother was already trying to replace the ideology she had been born into. She had already risked her life for Judaism. She had already suffered as a Jew in Russia. She knew so little about the religion, but she was a sponge. Eager to learn more.

In his introduction to the Mishna4 (which is where the oral laws that govern all our lives are written), Rambam tells a story about a king who built a magnificent palace surrounded by a resplendent garden. One day, a tzaddik (a righteous Jew) sought respite there, against the cool stones of the palace walls. Unbeknownst to the king, the entire reason God allowed him to build this palace was for that tzaddik who would need to find shelter there. I am sure Rabbi Feinstein felt at that moment that the whole reason for his being sent to Austin, Texas, was for this very purpose. To be the one to bring back Rabbi Yisroel’s lost relatives. So, we became his raison d’être.

We became close friends with Rabbi Feinstein’s whole family, and we started spending more and more Saturdays with them having the traditional Shabbos meal. In the beginning, it wasn’t even remotely onerous. The nice Shabbos meals with RF and his family didn’t infringe on my life at all. It was just a fun thing to do on a Saturday, after I had watched my favorite TV shows. I liked She-Ra and Wonder Woman best, followed closely by He-Man and the hilarious Get Smart. For two years, the Chabad became part of my life in a very noncommittal way. My parents were still exploring other sects of Judaism. The community that had adopted them when they arrived were all Conservative Jews, who take the laws less seriously and are fully intertwined with the modern outside world, and so my parents spent time in the Conservative synagogue as well.

My only happy memories from my childhood are from those first years, before my world was utterly transformed. There I sat, unknowing and unaware that this man, my great-great-uncle, would forever change the path of my life and lead me into a world of servitude and misery. A world of No. He came not long after our arrival, so I was only six at the time, but that day is burned into my mind forever. My mother inhaled it all. She was so happy to learn that she had married into such an illustrious Jewish family, and she was hungry for more. At the time, she was getting her PhD in philosophy, always searching for the truth, always wanting to understand the purpose of existence. This was a panacea against the madness that was the outside world. Everything had meaning. Everything had purpose. You were part of a master plan, and you mattered, and your actions mattered and suffering mattered. And not only that, there was a rule book, a clear path toward goodness and righteousness. There was a manual for living that had survived thousands of years and been passed down from father to son, from generation to generation. To my brilliant, logical mother, having a rule book created by the Being that created this world to begin with made perfect sense.

I remember, when I was sixteen, meeting someone who had grown up in Communist Russia. He was living with his family in Brighton Beach (a very Russian neighborhood in Brooklyn), and bemoaning having had to leave his beloved Russia. I was so curious, because my parents had always made Communism sound like hell on earth, what it was exactly that he missed about his past life. He looked at me with his sad eyes and told me that even though he had no money and very little food in the Soviet Union, at least he always knew what to do, because Communism made all your decisions for you. With freedom comes choice and confusion. Freedom is onerous, and there are no guidelines. You’re left floundering alone.

Religion fixes that problem. Especially ultra-Orthodox Judaism. There is a rule for absolutely everything. You’re not alone. You don’t have to decide anything, because it’s all been decided for you in the Torah, and if something isn’t completely clear to you, all you have to do is ask a rabbi and he will decide for you. You never have to wonder what is the right thing to do, because it’s not your choice anyway. There is a law about which shoe to put on first (the right shoe)5. There is a law for what to do from the time you wake up to the time you go to bed. Everything is fraught with purpose and meaning. Yes, you have to relinquish your freedom and control of your own life, but you are given something vast and powerful in return: Purpose. Meaning. Community. Righteousness.

The feeling of righteousness is the most powerful drug in the world. Do not ever underestimate the power of that emotion. It floods your entire being. It’s a huge rush. You feel so much better than everyone else. So elevated. You look at others and feel so superior to them. Poor lost souls, they are walking around in a murky, ambivalent, meaningless existence, and I, I have the answers to all of life’s questions. I am a Chosen One. I am the one who knows the purpose of existence. To feel superior to others, and to feel part of something great and powerful, is the biggest rush imaginable. I remember days when I was particularly good and had managed not to commit too many sins, and I felt totally high. Your body feels airy and light, and you feel connected to this higher power. You feel so strong and so much better than everyone else. It’s that feeling of entitlement and righteousness that feeds people. Yes, it comes at the price of your freedom, but like any other drug, once you’ve tasted the high, you’re willing to give up anything to feel it again.

Later, when I attended religious school, they would always say that children are the holy ones: look how beautifully children daven (pray), how holy children are before they’re sullied by life and start committing sins. If a child can behave so piously, then surely an adult should be more religious and pious. It took me till I was almost forty to find the error in that thinking. It’s not because a child is closer to God and more holy that they believe so easily. It’s that the world is black and white to them. They’re not just innocent, they’re also ignorant and easily indoctrinated because they don’t see shades of gray. Children need order. They need rules. They’re not comfortable without boundaries and structure.

So when my family brought me to the Chabad house, I went comfortably and willingly along. I loved the warmth and the long Shabbos meals with singing and everyone gathered around the table. There was such a sense of camaraderie and friendship, and the rabbi’s kids were so lovely to me. I wasn’t super keen on all the rules, but they creep up on you so slowly that you don’t even realize.

Rabbi Feinstein’s first major victory came when he convinced my parents that I shouldn’t go to a camp with non-Jews. This struck a chord with my parents because they had seen the Jewish communities in Russia eradicated in just a few decades. They thought it was eminently reasonable that my befriending and playing only with Jews would help the continuity of the Jewish people. So I ended up at a Jewish day camp.

I was so excited to go to camp. It sounded like a huge adventure, and it would mean getting out of my house, which, since my parents fought frequently about religion and the path our life should take, was something to look forward to. But that first day, I came home crying hysterically and told my parents in no uncertain terms that I never wanted to go back. Those monsters had fed us dogs for lunch. Hot dogs! What kind of horrible people ate dog? My parents were quite perturbed, as I was not prone to lying, and the tears streaming down my face showed that I had clearly been traumatized. My parents called the camp and, as you can imagine, much laughter ensued. I went back to camp the next day, greatly mollified, and enjoyed the rest of the summer.

But after that, things began to change at home. First, my mother decided she wanted a kosher kitchen. She believed you couldn’t receive God’s light or His message if your soul was clogged with unkosher food. My father fought against it vehemently due to the prohibitive cost. To have a kosher kitchen, you need three sets of dishes and three set of pots and pans and three ovens and three sinks, since meat and dairy cannot be cooked or eaten together. Therefore, you need a set of milchig (dairy) dishes and a set of fleishig (meat) dishes and a set of pareve dishes, which are neither milk nor meat. Then, of course, you must buy kosher food, which costs three times as much as regular food because it requires rabbinic supervision, which doesn’t exactly come cheap and is something of a monopoly. They can charge extravagant prices because they have a captive clientele.

At this point, we weren’t eating kosher outside of the home, so my father didn’t see why we should have to spend $50,000 to keep kosher in the home. The arguments went on and on. My mother is nothing if not relentless, but my dad is an extremely stubborn Russian man, and he refused to budge. My mother calculated the precise figure that would be necessary for our kitchen to be turned into a kosher one. It was $51,225.

They were in the midst of their own personal Cold War when something happened that my father couldn’t ignore. His boss at IBM realized that in the three years my father had been working for IBM, he had never put in for overtime. My dad didn’t know such a concept existed. He received the check for his overtime, and it was exactly the amount my mom had calculated would be necessary for the kosher kitchen: $51,225! The argument was settled. God Himself had sent a sign that a kosher kitchen was the way to go.

It took me years to realize it, but the concept of kosher is a powerful element of control. When you can’t sit down and have a meal with someone, it separates you as effectively as a ghetto wall. It’s funny, looking back at it now, how in my mind, the worlds of my childhood were divided. There was all the Jewish stuff—the Chabad house, kosher food, Shabbos, the rabbis—and then there was the other part of my life—the Wilford School, my non-Jewish friends, horseback riding with Patricia. I never questioned the dichotomy. In fact, I was too young to realize it existed at all.

The summer of my tenth birthday my mother got pregnant. Before I was born, she had been told that she would never be able to have children, but then she proved them all wrong when she got pregnant with me. Despite having eight miscarriages between me and my first sibling, she would eventually go on to have seven more children. So my days of being an only child were over, big-time. Her pregnancy happened when we started keeping a kosher home, so to her, it was further proof that God was pleased and that she was on the right path.

I was overjoyed when my first sibling, Chana, was born. I was completely obsessed with her, and I wouldn’t let anyone touch or play with her. My mother was perfectly content with that, as just seven weeks after she gave birth to Chana, she was pregnant again.

That year, “tznius,” a word that would come to rule over and haunt me for decades, entered our lives. Like my mother, I swallowed it willingly and fervently. It means “modesty,” but it doesn’t just mean modest clothes. It means being totally unseen and never being special or exceptional in any way6. There is one story I remember so clearly that perfectly encapsulates the concept.

When I was about fourteen years old, attending Bais Yaakov of Spring Valley, my class was sitting on the floor in school having a kumzitz—a kind of campfire sing-along, minus the campfire and with religious songs. My friend Basya was a marvelous singer. Lost in the beauty of the melody, she sang her heart out, her voice rising above everyone else’s. When the song ended, the principal, who had been sitting on a chair, a little bit removed from the singing but ever watchful, rose from her chair, her voice quivering with rage and horror, and chastised Basya for upstaging everyone. “How dare you raise your voice above all the other girls? If you are born with a beautiful voice, it’s God’s way of testing you to see if you’ll be modest and never sing in public. You are an immodest, arrogant girl, and God will surely punish you for this terrible crime.” I will never forget Basya’s face. She was publicly humiliated and made to feel ashamed of her gift. She never once sang in front of a single person again as far as I know. That is the meaning of true tznius. Be invisible. Blend in. Do not stand out in any way.

Because it was tznius, my mother began covering her hair. According to Jewish law, a woman’s hair is very sexual and should only be seen by her husband7. So my mother cut off her beautiful black tresses and started wearing a kerchief from morning till night.

In the fall, school at the Wilford School went on as usual, but my life started becoming more complicated, as Rabbi Feinstein slowly introduced new strictures to our family. I was still wearing shorts and tank tops, but we no longer ate unkosher food in or outside of the home. It became difficult to hang out with my non-Jewish friends, since we lived in Texas, where pork barbecue is king. Since I couldn’t even eat on plates that had had unkosher food on them, or even kosher food if it was cooked by a non-Jew or an irreligious Jew (as anyone who isn’t Orthodox is not to be trusted and could sneak in some unkosher ingredient), it made eating at my friends’ homes completely impossible. You have to have a religious Jewish person turning on the flame or the oven for even kosher food to still be considered kosher.

The message is clear: the outside world is the enemy and not to be trusted. The same law applies to irreligious Jews as well. If a non-Jew or an irreligious Jew (such as yours truly) touches a bottle of kosher wine, the wine becomes unkosher instantaneously8. Even if a non-Jewish waiter opens a kosher bottle of wine at a restaurant, it is technically not kosher.

That winter, my mother stopped wearing pants and short-sleeved tops. She was totally covered head to toe: collarbone, ankles, knees, and elbows. These were the lines of demarcation, and anything exposing skin beyond those lines was a sin and would send you straight to hell. As she grew more pregnant with my brother, my world began to shrink. There were no more cartoons on Saturday. It wasn’t Saturday anymore; it was Shabbos now. On Shabbos you don’t use electricity. You cannot turn lights on or off, or change the setting of your air conditioning, or cook, or use your phone, or turn on your TV. It’s a day of reflection, when you commune with God and family.

We began spending more and more time at Rabbi Feinstein’s house, and he came to explain to my parents that in the eyes of God, my mom and dad weren’t actually married. They’d only had a legal, non-Jewish ceremony, and they had not had a ketubah (marriage contract) signed and witnessed. Plus, a rabbi hadn’t married them. My mother was horrified and set out to rectify the situation immediately. So, my parents got remarried. I still have photos from that day. My mother in a dumpy, shapeless maternity dress, pregnant with my brother Yitzchok, and with my sister Chana and I in attendance. I remember feeling so lucky; I was the only person I knew who got to be at their own parents’ wedding.

I have always loved to dance. When I was about ten years old, I became eligible to be a cheerleader, and I was dying to be on the squad. I figured it wasn’t really dancing, so hopefully God wouldn’t mind. I still remember the cheer that I tried out with: “Everyone’s got the fever, and everyone’s got the beat, it’s all very easy if you move your hands and feet. Now step to the right and step to the left and move up and down. Now step to the front and then to the back and turn yourself around.” I did all the accompanying moves really well, and I got in. I came home that day ecstatic and told my parents that I had made it into the squad. My parents explained that the cheerleading outfits weren’t tznius, as they were way too short, and that dancing was prohibited in front of men9, so it was out of the question. I felt so guilty that I hadn’t realized that myself, and that I had even thought to try out. Something must be seriously wrong with me that I am so untznius, I thought to myself. I wrote it down in what I had taken to calling my “book of sins” and cried for hours, begging God to forgive me.

In fact, I kept a running written record of my sins and good deeds of every day. You’re supposed to repent your sins on Yom Kippur10, and show your good deeds, and hope they tip the scales of judgment in your favor11. Being extremely logical and completely and utterly and without question believing that I was being judged and that life and death hung in the balance, I reasoned that there was no way I could repent my sins of the past year if I didn’t remember them. I would therefore, before I went to sleep, every night from the time I was ten until I turned forty, write down all my sins and good deeds so I would know what to repent when Yom Kippur came along. Most people just read the general list of sins in synagogue. I would bring reams of paper—all the documented evidence of my horrible sins—and cry my heart out over every single one of them, for more than ten hours every Yom Kippur. My daughter Miriam found some of these notebooks last year and read a few of them and felt so bad for me, because my sins were so pathetic. They were along these lines: (1) Had a bad thought about Yosef [my husband] today. (2) Forgot to pray the evening prayer. (3) Had bad thoughts about my mother. I didn’t act out. I kept my bad thoughts in the realm of the nebulous, too afraid to give voice to the daily inequities I suffered. To call my sins PG is a mild understatement.

In the summer, Yitzchok was born. We had the bris (formal ceremony of circumcision) in our house, with my mother cooking and making everything herself because there were no kosher caterers. She had given birth to Yitz only eight days before, and there she was, cooking for fifty people.

That summer, I wasn’t allowed to go to camp, since I had siblings to watch over. My summer was spent changing diapers, but it never occurred to me to complain. It was a huge mitzvah (good deed) and my responsibility, and that was that. And then at the very end of the summer, my parents dropped a bomb. I was too old to be going to a mixed school with non-Jews, and it was time for me to be in a religious school. But most importantly, there were not enough religious Jews in Austin. So, we would be moving to Monsey, New York—a haven of ultra-Orthodox religious Jews.

Kosher food was not as prevalent as it is now, and there was none to be found in Austin. My mother had to cook everything at home because there were no kosher restaurants, no kosher bakeries, no kosher grocery. Kosher chicken and meat had to be shipped in frozen from New York. I stopped drinking milk because my parents started keeping a religious stringency called cholov Yisroel. A stringency is an additional barrier decreed by the rabbis in order to protect us from committing the actual sin. For example, the law says you’re not allowed to write on Shabbos (Friday night sundown to Saturday night sundown12). The chumrah (stringency) is that you’re not allowed to even hold a pen13. The thinking is, if you don’t ever hold a pen, you will never come to the sin of writing. That is one kind of chumrah. The other, like cholov Yisroel, is meant as an additional restriction to make you even holier. To be holy, you had to drink kosher milk. To be superholy, you had to drink cholov Yisroel milk. “Cholov Yisroel” means that a rabbi had watched the cow being milked. Why? In case some non-Jew, wanting to trick people, substituted a non-kosher animal’s milk and called it cow’s milk14. The only way to be sure is to have a rabbi watch that milk from its very extraction from a cow until it was packaged. As you can imagine, there was no cholov Yisroel milk in Austin, Texas, so it had to be shipped in, also frozen, from New York, and it would come with all these nasty pieces floating in it, and I refused to drink it. Till this day, I can’t drink milk unless it’s hidden in very strong coffee, and I eat my cereal dry. I couldn’t eat bread unless my mom made it. We stopped going out to eat. It wasn’t very fun, but I thought it was wonderful and right, because it was what God wanted, and who needs a doughnut if God says it will destroy your soul? No doughnut is that important.

They promised me that moving would be wonderful, because I could start going to kids’ houses again, as everyone would be kosher, just like us. We could start eating out at restaurants because this special community had many kosher ones. I would no longer be the only girl required to cover her elbows and knees and ankles and wearing socks in the summer heat (which I had recently started doing), because everyone in Monsey dressed like that. I had just recently started keeping the laws of tznius, covering my whole body and no longer wearing shorts and T-shirts, and let me tell you, in 120-degree Austin summers, having to wear stockings (tights) and long-sleeved shirts and long skirts was torture. Of course, it was what God wanted, and I wanted God to like me and to let me into heaven, so I wanted to be very, very good.

I had very mixed feelings. On one hand, I loved Austin and my school. On the other hand, I couldn’t deny that it would be nice to not be the only girl eating kosher and wearing long skirts and socks. I had to say goodbye to Austin. We left almost at the beginning of the year. They told me we couldn’t take our dog with us, as the community we were moving to didn’t have dogs15, and so I gave Nikka to Kristin, because I knew she would take good care of her and Nikka would have plenty of space to run around and play in their wonderful property. It was the only time I cried during the whole transition: watching Kristin and Nikka and my whole life fade in the rearview mirror of my car. Nikka, who had loved me so dearly and so well, and who I loved with all my heart. I have a picture of myself and Nikka to this day. I am already covered from head to toe, and I’m eleven years old, and I look so happy with my arms around her. It’s a bittersweet memory.

And so, my real life began. All these memories from my very young childhood, and everything pre-Monsey, were locked deep inside my mind, only taken out in times of severe pain and stress, when I couldn’t control my thoughts and they wandered back to Rickey Drive and a different life.


CHAPTER TWO

The difference between Austin and Monsey was monumental. In Austin the houses were new, the streets were new, and the sidewalks were so clean that when it got very hot, for fun, we would cook eggs on them. Monsey was dirty and old and dilapidated. Nothing was new. There was garbage on the side of the road. The houses looked forlorn and gloomy. There wasn’t a single irreligious Jew, and definitely not a single non-Jew, for miles around. I spent the entire ride through Monsey trying desperately not to cry.

Our house on Smolley Drive was significantly smaller than our Austin house, and our family was now five instead of three. It was a split ranch with four bedrooms, three upstairs and one downstairs. I had the bedroom downstairs, which made me very happy as it meant I had a modicum of privacy.

My parents had chosen not to become Lubavitch, regardless of our great-great-uncle’s standing in the community, and chose to become ultra-Orthodox instead. So, they became Black Hatters, or yeshivishe people (which is what my parents called themselves). “Yeshivishe” literally means “coming from a yeshiva,” which is a religious place of higher learning. To make it simple for the uninitiated, Chasidim’s center of devotion is the synagogue, while for yeshivishe people, the center of devotion is the yeshiva.

Chasidus started relatively late in the Jewish world. It was begun by a rabbi called the Ba’al Shem Tov (One with the Good Name) in the eighteenth century, to help solve the prevailing religious issue of that time16: assimilation. Prior to Chasidus, the yeshiva was the center of the Jewish world. This alienated a lot of Jews, as many in Eastern Europe were excruciatingly poor and had neither the time nor the money to be able to sit and learn Torah. There are many holy books in the ultra-Orthodox world. First there is the Torah, which is essentially our Bible (the five Books of Moses, or the “Tanach,” which stands for Torah, Neviim [the Prophets] and Ksuvim, which are the Megilas [like the story of Esther and the story of Rus], and Ecclesiastes, etc., that non-Jews call “The Old Testament”). The Mishna is the compendium of the Jewish oral laws that govern our lives. It’s written in very succinct form, and so we have the Talmud as the commentary on the Mishna. The Babylonian Talmud and the Yerushalmi Talmud are the explanation of the oral Torah written by the rabbis when the Jews were exiled to Babylonia and other parts of the world. The Babylonian Talmud and the Yerushalmi Talmud are often known as the Gemara. (Women are still forbidden from studying the Talmud, Gemara, and Mishna, all the books that rule their existence.)

Since many men were illiterate and women weren’t even given a rudimentary education, they were leaving the religion in droves. The Ba’al Shem Tov realized that someone needed to create a less cerebral attachment to God so as to appeal to the mass of illiterate or poverty-stricken Jews. He made it all about prayer and the synagogues. Whereas yeshivishe people served God through study, the Chasidim served God with song and extended, lengthy prayer. It was emotion versus intellect. Of course, today, the reality is very different. The only thing that really separates the two worlds are attire and minute details of custom. All the core concepts are the same, especially for women. This is why my parents chose to be yeshivishe. The focus on study and knowledge appealed to my intellectual parents.

People always ask about the differences in observance and custom between Chasidim and yeshivishe people/Black Hatters. To the uninitiated, Chasidim, with their long payos (sidelocks) and their shtreimels (the big fur hats) look less connected to the outside world than their black-hat compatriots. The reality, however, is that the same rules apply to both. Women are treated under the same exact principles, and whether you wear a pillbox hat on top of your sheitel (wig) or just a sheitel, the same concepts apply. Chasidish women wear very short sheitels and then a hat on top of that as well. Yeshivishe women are allowed to wear longer sheitels and they don’t have to wear a hat on top of the sheitel. Whereas the short sheitel may look stranger to the outsider, both traditions stem from the same fundamentalist idea that women’s bodies are responsible for men’s thoughts.

For either group, a woman’s hair is shameful and not to be seen by anyone other than her husband17. The idea that women aren’t allowed to study Talmud is exactly the same18. Some Chasidic girls aren’t even allowed to study from the Bible directly and instead learn from a text called Tz’enah Ur’enah, which is a man retelling and dumbing down stories from the Bible for the “simpler” minds of women.

The two main concepts—the laws of modesty and the role/place of women in life—are exactly the same for both groups. Once you assume that women are less intelligent than men and put on this earth for only one purpose, whatever stems from that assumption is wrong and painful. Women cannot get divorced without their husbands’ permission. Women cannot study secular or even Talmudic works or go to college. Women get married off at seventeen to nineteen years of age, assuming their families can get a shidduch (match) for them. Their roles in life are all the same. All women’s destinies are the same. All women are put on this earth to be wives and mothers. Your biology defines your destiny.

Why does a woman need to study the Talmud19? It will take time away from her only purpose in life. It may also give her dangerous ideas and make it less likely that she will be obedient to her husband. An educated woman is a dangerous one in both those worlds.

I often get comments relating to how “normal” I looked when I was still in my black-hat community. My clothes may have looked more current than those of Chasidic women, and my wig may have fooled you into thinking it was my real hair, but I was still forced to wear a wig and to cover myself head to toe.

When I first arrived in Monsey, however, I went to neither a Chasidic school nor a yeshivishe one. I started, when I was eleven years old, at Adolph Schreiber Hebrew Academy of Rockland (ASHAR), which was Modern Orthodox.

For a fundamentalist, ultra-Orthodox Jew, Modern Orthodox Jews might as well be non-Jews. It’s something akin to how Protestants and Catholics felt about one another a hundred years ago. But my parents and I were totally clueless about the different sects at this point. At ASHAR, I was still the only girl in my class who wore long-sleeved shirts and stockings and socks above my stockings. I had never met a JAP (Jewish American Princess) before. I hated it! Every second of it. I had never felt more different in my life. I had felt so much more comfortable with my goyish (non-Jewish) friends than I did with these JAPs. I still have a picture of what I wore to school that first day. I was very excited about my outfit and thought I looked super cool. Boy, was I wrong! I wore shiny purple Jordache sneakers and a plaid skirt that was red and green and black, and a purple blouse to match my purple sneakers. I looked like a colorblind elf had dressed me. They were all in matching twinsets made of soft cashmere and perfectly pleated wool skirts from Chanel. Because ASHAR was a Modern Orthodox school, there were both boys and girls in the school, but all the classes were separate. It had a perfectly decent level of academics for a regular school, but coming from my special classes where I was learning about logarithms, it was laughable.

I really enjoyed learning Hebrew, because it was the only challenging part of school, but the rest was super boring. The biggest problem with ASHAR was that the kids weren’t religious enough for me or my parents. The girls talked to boys and wore pants. A lot of their houses didn’t have the same level of kosherness that my parents had. The moms didn’t cover their hair. I was back where I started, except surrounded by people who were supposed to be like me! It only made me feel even more alone. At least when I was the only girl wearing a skirt and eating cholov Yisroel in Austin, I knew I was the only religious Jew and that I should be proud to be different. Here it was so much harder, because they were supposedly religious Jews, just like me, but they seemed much closer to my non-Jewish friends than my family.

I changed schools and started the next year
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