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Words 
Surviving

I am good at many things, such as caring, loving, baking, writing, needlepoint, sewing, listening, gardening, learning, understanding, taking care of my four-legged children, cleaning my house, connecting with people, making strangers feel comfortable in my home, embracing changes, determination, perseverance, helping others, and surviving. 
Surviving is the thing I do best. Let me explain. I grew up in a totalitarian regime, the former Soviet Union, where I experienced hate daily. On the first day of school, my teacher mocked my name, making me an outcast and inviting antisemitism into my life. The suffocating grip of hate followed me for the next decade as a second shadow. 
The persecution I lived through had nothing to do with religion. In the country of my birth, religion was outlawed. In the country of my birth, I became a Jew by default. I did not know there was a religion called Judaism until, at nine years old, I ran toward a group of children in the neighborhood we moved in the night before to make friends. 
It was a beautiful morning after the snow had fallen the previous night. I pretended to be in a fairytale, where the tall, ugly Kruschev-era apartment buildings suddenly looked like mansions covered by pristine white snow, with old trees standing sentinel in the front. Everything was good in the world. 
But my revere was interrupted as I approached the children. Suddenly, I heard a squeak from an open window, and a woman’s voice yelled, “She is a Kike! Don’t play with her!”
The children scattered, leaving me dumbfounded. At this age, I did not know the word’s ugly meaning, but I felt the sting of rejection. Tears rolled down my cheeks as I turned around and ran home. 
Inside, Mama asked, “What’s wrong? Why are you crying?” 
“Mama, the children ran away from me, and the woman called me a Kike,” I hiccupped between words.
“Oh, dear. I hoped you would never hear this word. I will explain.”
She gathered me in her arms, stroked my hair, and whipped my tear with a hem of her apron. 
She then told me about a religion called Judaism, and the people who practiced it were called the Jews. She continued to describe the pogroms, another unfamiliar word to me, and what the people who hated Jews did to them. Her explanations made little sense to me because, as far as I was concerned, the Soviet people did not believe in God. God was an anathema to the Communist Party and outlawed in the country of my birth. I had never seen a copy of the Bible or any other religious artifacts for sale inside the USSR. 
In the Soviet Union, every person I knew was an atheist and a believer in the doctrine of the party. I was also taught that everyone was equal. Mama’s explanation confused me. 
How can I be a Jewess if I do not practice Judaism, the religion of my ancestors, I wondered. 
“Mama, but why the woman called me a Kike?” I asked. 
“Little one, people who are taught to hate will use this disgusting word to describe a Jew,” Mama said.
“But how did she know I was Jewish?’
“I do not know how to answer that. We just moved in, but the word about our nationality must have spread around the neighborhood before we arrived,” she sighed. 
She then explained that the government turned the religion of our forefathers, who practiced Judaism before the communists took over, into our nationality to promote antisemitism, putting a target on everyone born of Jewish decent back, making them scapegoats of the socialist society. 




