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Fraidy Reiss

Escaping a Death Wish Sentenced
by an Entire Community

BrookeAllen
Allen
ByByBrooke

W

ithin her first week of marriage at 19
years old was when Fraidy Reiss’ husband
threatened her life. He would describe in
graphic detail how he planned to kill her. He often put
his fists through walls, leaving gaping holes.
Reiss, now 42, was pressured into an arranged
marriage by her family. Growing up in an ultraOrthodox Jewish community, arranged marriages at a
young age was a common occurrence. In fact, every
single person she knew as a teenager was already in an
arranged marriage. She feared still being single by her
20th birthday.

In Orthodox Jewish communities, matchmakers
are sometimes hired by families to find marriage
partners. Once Reiss’ matchmaker found a possible
spouse and her parents approved of the suitor, her
wedding date was set for three months away.
The “dates” with her match could only be in
public places and no physical contact was allowed.
Still, signs of her future husband’s abusive behavior
quickly surfaced. Reiss said, “Twice when we were out
on our so-called ‘dates,’ he got into physical fights with
other strangers on the street, like rolling around on the
ground and physical, punching, violent fights.”
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Even with his problematic behavior, Reiss
continued with the marriage. If she were to refuse
the wedding, then it would be an insult to her family.
Scared of offending her parents, she stayed quiet
about his behavior, not even reaching out to friends.
Reiss also blames her young age and lack of dating
experience for agreeing to marry him. She said, “I
was a 19-year-old clueless virgin who had never
been in a relationship before. I never dated before,
so it wasn't just the age, it was more the experience
and maturity level.”
Reiss was also told by her matchmaker that if
she were to turn down her future husband, then the
possibility of finding a different match was slim.
She compares matchmakers to car dealers because
of their “aggressive” nature. According to Reiss,
matchmakers use scare tactics to push brides into
marrying because “they only get paid if there is an
engagement.”
When Reiss and her ex-husband married after
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"He never physically assaulted me, but was constantly
breaking things, smashing things, threatening to kill me
and describing to me in detail how he would kill me.”
their three-week engagement, his temper escalated,
and he turned his anger towards her. She said, “He
never physically assaulted me, but was constantly
breaking things, smashing things, threatening to kill
me and describing to me in detail how he would kill
me.”
Not only was her life controlled, but her body
was also. She was not allowed to use birth control and
was also “required” to have sex with her husband.
So, 11 months after her wedding, her first child was
born. She also had a second daughter soon after, and
the children “only made [the abuse] worse.”
At the age of 27, Reiss filed a restraining order
against her husband. She was secretly seeing a
therapist outside of the Jewish community, and the
therapist urged her to file the restraining order. Reiss
didn’t even know she had the ability to take legal
action against her husband.

Once the community learned of the restraining
order, everybody, including her family, turned against
her. She was told, “How dare you do something so
awful. Who goes to the secular authorities? That's a sin
punishable by death.”
She said, “The community's reaction to the
restraining order was so severe. That's what made me
think, ‘Oh my God, these people are just going to let
me die here.’”
The entire community ran to her ex-husband’s
aid and took action against the restraining order. The
rabbis sent an Orthodox Jewish male attorney to Reiss’
house to drive her to family court, where he forced her
to stand in front of the judge and drop the restraining
order.
“It was when I was standing there in that
courthouse when I thought, ‘This is absurd. I mean,
this is crazy. These people do not care at all about my
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safety. They'd rather see [my husband] kill me than see me
go to the so-called secular authorities to get help,’” Reiss
said.
Not only did Reiss fear for her own life, but she began
to fear for her daughter’s lives also, so she formed an escape
plan. She realized she had no money and no education,
so she decided to enroll at Rutgers University to obtain a
bachelor’s degree. After five years in college, she graduated
at 32 and “was able to file for divorce, change the locks and
get the hell out.”
Life at university was like a different world for her.
She said, “I had never taken a class before. I went to a high
school where I learned how to cook, and I actually had to
sign a paper in high school promising that I wouldn't take
Driver's Ed.” High school was like “Jerusalem 15th century”
for Reiss.
After graduating college, Reiss bought a small house for
herself and her two daughters. She said she felt “financially
and emotionally stable” enough to buy her own home, and
she decided to help other women who are in need of support

from forced and arranged marriages. With her “incredible
sense of survivor’s guilt,” she founded Unchained at Last.
Unchained at Last is a nonprofit organization which
fights to eradicate child marriage in the United States, and
also provides a safe haven for women trying to leave forced
and arranged marriages.
When she started helping women leave their marriages,
she was “struck” with how much she had in common with
women from different backgrounds and cultures. She said,
“We just have so much in common because this is a form of
gender violence that really transcends cultural and ethnic
barriers.
“This is a very widespread form of abuse that's
happening in so many different communities and cultures
and, to me, that's been very empowering and healing. Yeah,
it's depressing that this is happening on such a widespread
basis, but it's also empowering because that means we can
all work on this together — we can all solve this together.”
The majority of the women she helped all had a common
story — their families encouraged the marriages. “We were
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betrayed by our own families,” Reiss said. “We were betrayed
by our own parents, the ones who are supposed to love and
protect us.”
Reiss believes sexism is the reason why child marriage
has not been legally banned, and she believes the government
needs more female legislators to eliminate the present
sexism.
Although child marriage is illegal, there are numerous
loopholes that allow adults to marry children under the
age of 18. For example, with parent’s permission, underage
children are allowed to marry adults. Also, if a judge
approves of the wedding, then the marriage will be legal.
According to Reiss, these loopholes are present because
of old, sexist laws. She said, “What you can tell from the way
these laws are written, in many cases, it's because there is a
concern that this girl gets pregnant. For a very long time,
legislators could not envision any other path forward for a
pregnant teenage girl other than marriage.”
She believes legislators are more concerned about
babies being born in wedlock than the fact that young girls
are being raped. With male legislators concerning over
unmarried, pregnant girls, Reiss says these legislators are
encouraging pedophiles to marry and rape their victims. “If
you have sex with an underage girl, it’s rape and you’ll be
charged, unless you marry her. Talk about encouraging child
marriage and child rape,” Reiss said.
Although child marriage is prevalent in the U.S.,
statistics are not widely known. According to Unchained at
Last, around 248,000 children, as young as 12, were married
in the U.S. between 2000 and 2010. Also, 77% of the children
were minor girls wed to adult men, in most cases with a
significant age difference. “I spend most of my day, every
day, screaming about this and complaining to whoever will
listen about it,” Reiss said. “I'm doing this constantly, but
somehow the issue still remains a well-kept secret to a large
extent. So, I'm trying to change that.”
Although she receives backlash from people she
identifies as pedophiles, she always reminds herself, “You’re
not doing anything important if you’re not pissing at least
one person off.”
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