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In Williamsburg, Brooklyn, just a block or two up from the East River on Division Avenue, Surie Eck-
stein is soon to be a great-grandmother. Her ten children range in age from thirteen to thirty-nine. Her 
in-laws, postwar immigrants from Romania, live on the first floor of their shared house. Her daughter 
Tzila Ruchel lives on the second. She and Yidel, a scribe in such demand that he makes only a few Torah 
scrolls a year, live on the third. Wed when Surie was sixteen, they have a happy marriage and a full life, 
and, at the ages of fifty-seven and sixty-two, they are looking forward to some quiet time together. 

Into this life of counted blessings comes a surprise. Surie is pregnant. Pregnant at fifty-seven. It is a shock. 
And at her age, at this stage, it is an aberration, a shift in the proper order of things, a public display of 
private life. She feels exposed, ashamed. She is unable to share the news, even with her husband. And 
so for the first time in her life, she has a secret—a secret that slowly separates her from the community.

Goldie Goldbloom’s On Division is an excavation of one woman’s life, a story of awakening at middle 
age, and a thoughtful examination of the dynamics of self and collective identity. It is a steady-eyed 
look inside insular communities that also celebrates their comforts. It is a rare portrait of a long, happy 
marriage. And it is an unforgettable new novel from a writer whose imagination is matched only by the 
depth of her humanity.
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Through one woman’s life at a moment of surprising 
change, the award-winning author Goldie 

Goldbloom tells a deeply affecting, morally 
insightful story and offers a rare look inside 

Brooklyn’s Chassidic community



QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

1. On Division begins the day after a wedding and ends in the days following a funeral, span-
ning the months of Surie Eckstein’s pregnancy. In the course of the story, Surie and her 
family observe several Jewish holidays. What do these rituals and customs reveal about Surie 
and her Chassidic community? How do the practices of Ultra-Orthodox Judaism both enrich 
and constrict the lives of Surie and her extended family?

2. Surie is fifty-seven years old, a grandmother, and about to become a great-grandmother. As 
the book opens, she has just learned she is pregnant with twins. What is Surie’s reaction to 
the midwife’s news, “Your due date will be the thirteenth of July”? What are her concerns 
about the pregnancy? Why is she worried that she will bring shame on her family?

3. What are your first impressions of Surie and her husband Yidel, who is sixty-three and about 
to retire? What kind of husband and father is Yidel? Do he and Surie have what would be 
considered a typical marriage in their community? When do you think Yidel realizes Surie is 
pregnant? Why then?

4. Secrets are a recurring theme in On Division. What are the big secrets, past and present, in 
the Eckstein family?  What other secrets do the characters keep from each other? In the end, 
does Surie come to believe it is better to have secrets or bring the truth out into the open?

5. How is Surie’s behavior during her pregnancy linked to her feelings about her gay son Lipa 
and her grief over his death? Besides Surie’s loss of Lipa, what are other instances of be-
reavement and grief in the story? How do various characters respond? What are the grieving 
rituals within the community? Do individuals express grief differently in private than they do 
in public?

6. Surie knows her pregnancy is high-risk. What is the quality of the care she receives at the 
clinic? Why does she choose to forgo prenatal testing and ignore most of the clinic staff’s 
advice? How do her religious beliefs, her past experiences and her relationship to her family 
and to her community affect the outcome of the pregnancy?

7. Val, the midwife at the clinic, is older than Surie and has delivered all ten of her children.  
What does she think about this eleventh, high-risk pregnancy? How does she try to help 
Surie?  What are her strengths and her shortcomings in her work with her Chassidic patients?  
As a kind of friendship develops between the two women, what does each learn about the 
other?

8. Why does the community protect the therapist who has impregnated a twelve-year-old girl?  
What is the girl’s mother’s response to her daughter’s pregnancy? Does Surie succeed in her 
efforts to help? How does the experience change her?

9. Chapter 6 recounts a conference among the members of Surie’s medical team. How do the 
doctors and other clinic staff view the Chassidic women and girls who are their patients?  
What does their conversation reveal about the lives of Chassidic women? What are Surie’s 
beliefs about the world outside her community? Do her caregivers’ perceptions validate her 
fears?
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10. What does Yidel mean when he says to Surie, “What would have become of us if there 
hadn’t been a Holocaust?” What happened to the Eckstein and Ashkenazy families who were 
in Europe during that time? Why is Surie surprised when her granddaughter Miryam Chiena 
talks about it?

11. What are the “divisions” in On Division? Who are the people Surie is close to? Who does 
she hold at a distance? What other fractures are felt in her family and community?  Do these 
come from within or outside?

12. What are examples of interactions between Yidel and Surie that give us insight into their 
marriage? Why is Yidel not able to support Surie in her yearning to remember Lipa or to 
encourage her studies?  Does she blame him, or is she able to reconcile her feelings with his 
and forgive him? How might Surie’s life change after her pregnancy?

13. When Miryam Chiena says, “It’s good to be us,” what does she mean?  Do you agree? What 
is good about Miryam’s present life and life to come? What is troubling? Is there a chance 
Miryam will have the life her grandmother catches a brief glimpse of as she reads textbooks 
and works at the clinic?

14. On Division introduces us to four generations of the Eckstein family. What is Surie’s place in 
the family. How does she interact with her in-laws, her children, and grandchildren? How are 
the members of each generation different in their adherence to ultra-Orthodox custom and 
ritual?  How are men’s roles different from women’s in marriage, family, and community?

15. Goldie Goldbloom is a member of the Lubavitch Chassidic community and an LGBTQ ac-
tivist.  She began her writing career after giving birth to eight children. In On Division, how 
does she use her characters’ strengths, weaknesses, and relationships with each other to both 
celebrate and interrogate Chassidic attitudes, beliefs and practices?

16. In what ways is Surie’s family similar to a non-Chassidic American family? In what ways 
are they different? How do these differences affect them on a day-to-day level?

17. How might Surie’s beliefs about loving a gay child change the ways in which the Chassidic 
community responds to issues of identity? Will her personal beliefs have any impact on the 
larger community? As more children within the community identify as LGBTQ, will more 
parents respond like Surie, or is she an unusual case?

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Goldie Goldbloom’s first novel, The Paperbark Shoe, won the AWP Prize and is an NEA Big Reads 
selection. She was awarded a National Endowment for the Arts Literature Fellowship, and has been 
the recipient of multiple grants and awards, including fellowships from Warren Wilson College, 
Northwestern University, the Brown Foundation, the City of Chicago, and the Elizabeth George 
Foundation. She is Chassidic and the mother of eight children.
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