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Her mind closed stubbornly against remembering, not the past but the legend of the past, other people’s memory of the past, at which she had spent her life peering in wonder like a child at a magic-lantern show.... Let them tell their stories to each other. Let them go on explaining how things happened. I don’t care. At least I can know the truth about what happens to me, she assured herself silently, making a promise to herself, in her hopefulness, her ignorance.

—Katherine Ann Porter, “Old Mortality”

 

 

 

Knowledge is always the inseparable twin of pain and suffering.

—Sashi Deshpandi, Small Remedies
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Prologue: Memory, History, and the Missing Creative Bone

As a book editor, I have usually urged writers to begin by explaining why they have written their books. What was their goal? Who was their inspiration? And, at the same time, I have also suggested that, in a concluding piece, perhaps they would like to explain whether they have accomplished their purpose. No matter that I knew the formula, I could not at first clarify the ingredients of my own book. No matter how I shook the contents, I could not then pull out a narrative line that moved from one year to the next. When I hired a professional consultant who had once been a notable editor, she said that I had to write either an “autobiography” or a “memoir.” Since I was in my late seventies when I met with her, she thought I didn’t have time enough to write an autobiography, for that would entail years of research, but perhaps I could write a memoir simply from memory. That is, if I could write. There, then, was the nub: Could I write? Was I a writer?

But setting aside that question for a moment, as I explained to the consultant who knew nothing about me, I had two quite different kinds of stories to tell, and for one of these I did have rapid access to “research”—in my files of correspondence, records of meetings, and forty years of lengthy journals typed often daily at home and written in notebooks when I was traveling in the years before computers. Thus, for the story of the Feminist Press, I had historical documents in hand along with my own contemporary perceptions, year by year, day by day. I could write an account of the forty-year history of an institution I had helped to found and  had stayed with to the present moment. And I had many reasons for wanting to write that history.

So, why not simply write a history of the Feminist Press?

Because there were other questions I longed to name, to unravel, even if I could not always answer them neatly. One might call this the “ backstory”: Who was this person who helped found the Feminist Press and then stayed with it for forty years? Why did I have a few very sharp memories and so many blanks? Why was my life so affected by moves—from school to school, from home to hospital, from a working-class Brooklyn household to an Upper East Side Manhattan high school, from plebeian Hunter College to waspy Smith College? Why could I not part with my childhood desire for a loving family? Why, though I left my first three husbands, did I not want to lose the fourth, though I knew he was not always as loving as the others? What motivated my life?

Like many young women of the 1950s, I wanted marriage and a family. The first mystery, therefore, is why I heeded my Hunter College mentors whose advice sent me away from those goals. My uneducated father understood that when he told me I would never have “a normal life.” Though I didn’t believe him at the time, I never forgot his prediction. He was right, of course.

Janet Zandy, my dear friend and the first reader of this book, a professor of English at Rochester Institute of Technology, saw as inspiration for my life the motto of Hunter College: mihi cura futuri—the care of the future is mine. As a wise theorist of working-class life, Janet saw that the experience at Hunter fortified my childhood battle against my mother’s insistence that nothing can be changed and her certainty that a woman had to “get used to” living in some measure of misery. My mother had endured misery, and, she was saying, so would I. From my earliest drafts, Janet surmised—and I acknowledged—that Hunter opened my eyes to the world and all of its possibilities for movement and change.

In the early 1990s, Janet wrote to ask me whether I’d like to contribute an essay to a volume she was preparing called Liberating Memory: Our Work and Our Working-Class Consciousness. She wanted me to write about my origins and how they were connected  to the Feminist Press. At first, I was dubious about her theory—and I told her there was no connection. At the same time, I told her that, because I was depressed about my mother’s Alzheimer’s, I had begun to write a portrait of her life in the hospital. “Send me what you’ve got,” Janet said. And from there, she encouraged me to write a bit more about my mother in other times, including her visits to the Feminist Press office. Before I had finished the essay, it was clear that, indeed, there was a connection, though I was still puzzling it out. So, Janet was right, too.

 



 

Janet Zandy and me, circa mid-1990s.
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But what was not part of that essay—and the puzzle—was the entrance into my life of Tillie and Jack Olsen, the working-class parents so different from my own. In 1971, I was forty-two when I first visited them in San Francisco. Tillie was fifty-nine, and Jack was sixty. They were the first to hear the stories of my family, and the first to provide some comfort, some kindness to soothe the raw grief I could feel about my childhood miseries, my father’s death, and my mother’s stingy ways. And I vowed then that, if I ever wrote a memoir, I would dedicate it to them. Publicly, I always cite Tillie as responsible for the most important aspect of Feminist Press work—the gift of her “reading list,” which led to the discovery of specific “lost” women writers and the reshaping of the American literary curriculum. But I have not cited her for mothering me  through various crises of my personal life and my life at the Feminist Press. She and Jack were, for many years, the people I went to for advice and comfort.

The only advice Tillie offered that I ignored was that I had to make time for writing. She told me that the ease and fluency with which she could write when she was young was no longer available to her even in her sixties. Again and again, she told me I was a writer. Again and again I didn’t believe her. I could write, I said, only when I had to give a lecture or even an informal talk. I could write only to assignment. Even as I began to work on this book perhaps for the tenth time in the last two decades, questions haunted me: Can I write? Am I a writer? Do I actually have a creative bone?

I never told Tillie the bone story. I felt too silly about it. How could a high school teacher’s view of me have controlled my view of myself with such power as to supplant rationality? I need to tell that story here, for it, too, is part of the backstory. In high school English classes, I rarely got more than a B for my essays. But one teacher singled me out, perhaps as we worked on the senior yearbook at Hunter College High School: Miss Brubaker told me one day that she was pleased to see me,“You are efficient and reliable, the perfect B student. You don’t have a creative bone in your body.” I knew what she meant, for wasn’t the future writer Cynthia Ozick in my class? I heard Miss Brubaker’s statement as a compliment and also as a powerful diagnosis. I knew that all the B grades I had had through high school English signified the absence of that creative bone.

As a college freshman, I took that bone business seriously. If I had no creative bone, how could I take creative writing in college? Barely a year later, when an A in freshman English at Hunter College placed me automatically into creative writing, I petitioned the chair of the department to be released from the class. She said that no one had ever done that before. I explained about Miss Brubaker, and my petition was granted. As an English major, I avoided creative writing and honors, for I would be an English teacher like Miss Brubaker.

But an English professor and the president of Hunter College changed all that. Astonished that I could clearly discern William Blake’s cosmology, Professor Hoxie Neale Fairchild suggested that I ought to be heading to graduate school. I was astonished to hear this, but continued on my path to high school teaching. A semester later, after his seminar’s concluding session, President George N. Shuster took my future into his hands, assuring me that he would write a recommendation for me, and Professor Fairchild would as well. “You must,” he said, “go to graduate school.” They were both convinced by my ability to write literary essays. They saw me as a college professor, and, fifteen years later, I was an instructor in English at Goucher College in Baltimore, teaching young women how to write essays.

One day early in 1963, I did something most unusual. I wrote a letter to the New Republic protesting an unenlightened review of William Burroughs’ Naked Lunch, a novel I had read because of my interest in satire. My brief, scathing letter was printed in the next issue.

A week or so after the letter appeared, I received a note on small New Yorker letterhead from William Shawn, a name that then meant nothing to me. Dated January 11, 1963, it read, “Your letter in the January 12 issue of the New Republic was extremely interesting, I thought. It occurred to me that you might do some work for the New Yorker one day. I’d certainly be delighted to hear from you any time.” The note was signed, “Best wishes, William Shawn, The Editor.”

I answered a week later, mentioning my work on Virginia Woolf ’s manuscripts and my interest in utopian satire. I concluded, “I should be glad of an opportunity to swing a light cudgel in favor of the moderns: News from Nowhere to way out there.”

Some days later, on a Wednesday, when there were no classes, the phone rang at home. A woman’s voice said, “Mr. Shawn would like to speak to you.”

Then a soft voice asked, “Would you come to New York to see me?”

I wasn’t sure I could do that, since I was in the midst of a semester of teaching.

“Perhaps you could come up on a Wednesday,” the soft voice persisted.

Two weeks later, I entered the New Yorker’s offices and was shown in at once to see Mr. Shawn. He was a small man with a pink, bald head and a very kind pink-cheeked face that matched his soft voice. I thought of the great white rabbit in Alice in Wonderland . He told me he had read my letter in the New Republic and that he knew from reading it—especially from its final sentence—that I was a writer. Before I could deny that fact, he said next that he knew I had a drawer full of poetry or prose that he would like to see.

I was mystified. I was also flattered that he had admired my letter, though I could not remember its final sentence. The letter had come out of the anger I had felt about the review. I said as much and then added, feeling a bit ashamed, that I had nothing to show him.

“Oh,” he said softly. “ I knew you would bring nothing with you.” He knew, he said, exactly the kind of writer I was. But perhaps I would now trust him and show him my work. I could return next week or I could mail manuscripts to him. I felt acutely embarrassed. I began to regret that I had nothing to show him.

Some weeks went by. Again I took the train to New York. Once more I sat in his office, this time comfortable enough to consider the dynamic between us: I was a fragile egg he was being careful not to crack. He would warm this egg, make this egg comfortable, and assure this egg that she could produce the literary work he wanted. Was I certain that I had nothing else in my desk drawer? No poems? No stories? No essays?

Then he brightened. “ Would you like to work at the New Yorker as a fiction editor?”

“Oh, no.” And I was more than shocked. I felt terrified. “ I love teaching. I couldn’t leave Goucher and my students.”

But Mr. Shawn was not to be put off. “Would you like to write fiction reviews for us?”

“ Why, yes.” I felt that this was the least I could do.“But on what?”

“You may choose anything you like. Look at Publishers Weekly and see what’s coming up.”

I chose Iris Murdoch’s seventh novel, The Unicorn, and Mr. Shawn was pleased. I said I needed several months, since I thought I had to read or reread the first six novels before I could write about the seventh. It never occurred to me to read New Yorker reviews as part of my preparation. And so I wrote what might have suited a graduate course in fiction—nine-tenths analysis and one-tenth narrative—rather than the New Yorker’s formula, which was almost the reverse. I received a three-hundred-dollar check and a short note from Mr. Shawn dated May 24, 1963: “A check for your fine piece on Iris Murdoch. I’m not sure whether we’ll be able to publish this one, and I’ll be in touch with you further on it. Meanwhile, I wanted to get the check off to you.”

The essay was never published. Two years later I knew I had disappointed his belief in me one more time when, instead of writing my own “Letter from Mississippi,” as he had requested, I invited a man I thought I was in love with to write with me. The manuscript was promptly rejected, and I never heard from Mr. Shawn again.

Now I am far older than he was then. Can it be that I feel the old war inside me: Miss Brubaker’s praise for my missing creative bone versus Mr. Shawn’s certainty that I had one? Though I became a writer of essays, I usually blamed history for that, not creativity. I wrote what had to be said. But this book has brought back the old fears. I long for Mr. Shawn’s confidence, his blessing on this manuscript. I want to bless him for inventing creative bones for me that I need to believe in now.

 

Growing older changes little. Life intensifies or merely continues. When I was fifteen, I said I was sixteen. At thirteen, I became eighteen for a summer. Over the past twenty years, it’s been a habit I’ve reprised. As soon as I touch a birthday, I move on to the next. No surprises, I seem to be telling myself. I’m prepared. And of course, I’m shedding some things as I add years and maintain habits of body and mind.

And this book? It’s been eleven years since I first began, in Bellagio, Italy, to write large sections of my early life. Why have I not finished before now, or even attempted to publish what I had written?

I never felt it was welcome. Certainly I had little faith in the literary value of my prose. Perhaps I measured myself too closely against my friends, Kate Simon, Tillie Olsen, Grace Paley, Marilyn French. I lost confidence in my story. After all, I was only one of many who began to teach differently in the 1960s, to focus on women’s lives, history, or literature. I was part of a surging movement that eventually claimed the name women’s studies.

Why now?

Now it seems urgent to write for a world that has forgotten how it was only forty years ago. If I don’t write it now, no one will have this story. No glamour. Lots of grit. And many people to be honored in the telling.

Fifteen years ago, when the National Women’s Studies Association and then the Modern Language Association invited me to give talks, I chose the theme of amnesia—the loss of historical memory and the assumption that the past doesn’t matter. I called this a root cause of ignorance and a very dangerous disease for a young movement. I had recently reread Maria Mies, one of the great European theorists of the women’s movement. Again and again, she wrote, even in the past hundred years, as women have raised the same questions, taken up the same issues, they have not had as weapon the historical memory and analysis that might have allowed them to progress more quickly in the struggle for women’s liberation. They have, she wrote, “not been able to appropriate” history. They have not been able to integrate “into their collective consciousness ... those changes for which they have actively fought, such as the woman’s vote.” Thinking about Maria Mies reminds me that history is still our most important weapon. If we have it these days, unlike the days of our suffragist sisters, it is because of women’s studies and because women have been willing to write memoirs like this one.

Even as I typed that sentence, I felt the foolishness rise in me: How could I not have followed my own edict thirty years ago when  I reacted in anger to the “boys” of the 1960s who were publishing memoirs depicting “the movement” as dead and departed? Their movement did not include the flourishing women’s movement. When friends suggested that I write “my version,” I said I wasn’t important enough, but that I would publish a series of memoirs by women whose consciousness—about race or gender or class—had changed them and turned them into change agents. I did that through the 1980s and into the 1990s, and in one sense this memoir, therefore, continues that stream.

But I fear that I’ve waited too long, that there is too much to tell inside the covers of one brief book. So I have had to leave some things out and only glance at others in order to include a rendering of the theme that has filled my life from its earliest days to today. Moving both literally and figuratively—from a working-class neighborhood to an upper-middle-class high school, from a city college to an elite campus, and from my middle-class home to the basement of a Mississippi church—has marked my life, perhaps preparing me for the national and international travels that began half a lifetime ago and that continue even today.

Half a lifetime ago also I began to see the Feminist Press as a way into a lost history, when Tillie Olsen gave me a copy of Life in the Iron Mills, a novella first published in 1861 and lost until that moment in 1971. Had not my beloved Hunter College professor Hoxie Neale Fairchild told me twenty years earlier that women writers were not important enough to study? Today, a decade into a new century, I tell the story of how it all came to pass, not only to honor those who came before me, but to amuse and to teach all who may follow.






I

A Family Girl

 



I am about five, on a Brooklyn street across from my grandmother’s apartment. Photos taken by a street photographer, cira 1934.
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1

Two Mothers

I speak for my grandmother. I don’t know what that means or why I typed that, but that is what I thought as I sat down at the typewriter today, facing Third Avenue.... I wanted to write more than I wanted to eat.

 

Journal, January 16, 1983



At eighty, I am as invisible as my maternal grandmother was on the streets of Brooklyn in the early years of the twentieth century. I think of her as I board a bus midmorning, filled with old people like me, anonymous, dressed in comfortable clothes, all but one or two clearly not headed to an office job. When someone stares at me, I know it’s because of the white streak in my dark hair, and sometimes a woman will ask whether I have dyed my hair white for effect. No, I say, the white has been there since I was fourteen. I dye the rest of it. Once, a young black woman with a streak of white told me that hers “came” from a great aunt. I tell interested people that my grandmother had such a streak, though I don’t mention that her head had turned snow white even before I was born, when she was perhaps in her late thirties.

When I went white in my midforties, I thought I’d dye my hair till I was sixty, then at sixty decided that seventy would be the right time to stop but put it off once more. And now I’ve stopped thinking about giving up the white streak in my dark hair.

Certainly, it’s not convenient or economical. So it must be vanity and the occasional pleasure that comes from a particular kind of recognition. Old acquaintances recognize me, often saying, “You haven’t changed a bit.” Even Goucher College students I taught in the 1960s will recognize me, some on the streets of New York City, some in rarer places like a retreat outside Delhi in India or at a conference in Washington, DC. Certainly, my hair allows me to feel the connection to Sarah Weiss Stilly, the grandmother who loved me unconditionally and who left me when I was seven without notice or explanation. Surviving that inexplicable loss—and the one that followed—only deepened my connections to her.

 

I never called them Sarah and Max. To me, they were Baba and Zaida. Baba came to the US in 1894 as a twelve-year-old in the company of her father; their goal was to earn and save money enough to pay for the passage of her mother and six younger sisters. Her father had worked in the Kiev garment trade and quickly found work in Lower Manhattan as a skilled cutter. She worked fourteen factory hours at unskilled tasks at first, then at a machine, six or seven days a week. Because she was small for her age, she could be popped into a barrel and covered with cloth whenever inspectors came round to look for children. When her sisters and mother arrived two years later, she continued to work—on “waists” in a shop near the one where the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire would occur—so that her mother might stay at home and her sisters might be enrolled in school where they would learn English. When I knew some of them, their voices were “American,” but my grandmother spoke English only haltingly and with a thick accent. With her, I spoke only Yiddish until I began school.

My mother always said that Sarah was very beautiful. I have inherited her broad forehead and the white streak. I remember a stout, white-haired woman with warm and enveloping arms. I think of her as stout and old, though she was only forty-six when she died.

At sixteen, she attracted a new and cultured immigrant, Max Stilly, nearly twice her age, who had been born in Safed, Palestine, and had trained as a rabbi. At nineteen, he had left a wife and two  small children behind to earn money presumably to support them. He traveled, somehow, mainly on foot, from Palestine to Europe, along the way picking up companions from whom he learned to peddle costume jewelry. Perhaps he stayed long enough in Germany to learn the language, for I have his Cassell’s New German Dictionary (1894), on the flyleaf of which, in a tiny crabbed hand, he wrote out in English a translation, “And Joshua spake out unto the Priests saying, Take up the Ark of the Covenant. ...” Ultimately he settled for a decade of peddling in Scotland and came to New York with a Scot’s brogue and enough money to invest in a small shop, selling costume jewelry. When he met Sarah, he seemed affluent enough to take on a wife. He married her without a word about that other family in Palestine.

I have their wedding photo, both of them elegantly dressed, standing stiffly before the camera. Max wears a shiny top hat and formal morning suit with satin lapels, a small orchid on one of them, and a thick watch chain visible through the slightly open jacket. He is more robust in figure than when I knew him but no more than five inches taller than his tiny bride. His dominant facial feature is a thick, angular mustache with twirled ends. Sarah is holding Max’s limply hanging arm just at the elbow. In her other hand, she holds flowers. If Max looks a bit glassy-eyed, she looks the stern taskmaster, her mouth thin and her jaw set. Her long dress and the train draped alongside her right foot are white and patterned in some fashion, perhaps of embroidered cloth. The long veil has been thrown back over her shoulders.

Who can say whether or not they were well matched? From the point of view of her family, he was a rich man, English-speaking, and successful. And she could escape the factory life. But what were his motives? Certainly, she was beautiful, but I have long puzzled not only about Max’s choice of an illiterate woman but also about his not teaching her to read and write Yiddish, let alone encourage her to attend English-language classes at night school. Literate in several languages, why did Max not teach his wife? Did her illiteracy serve another purpose, for Max was still corresponding with the other woman he had left behind?

Within the first decade of the twentieth century, Sarah and Max had three children, the last of whom was a girl: my mother, Frances. When his shop failed, Max tried selling life insurance for Prudential. But long before I was born, he had turned to his linguistic talents and original training and had begun to prepare young boys privately for their bar mitzvahs, perhaps at the rate of as little as twenty-five cents a lesson, clearly not enough to feed a family. Secretly, to augment their tiny income, my grandmother sewed for other people when Max was out of the house, hiding her work and even the sewing machine in a trunk. When my uncles were teenagers and left school for work, they gave their mother part of their wages. They advanced rapidly, so that I always knew them as different from us since the floors of their living rooms were covered in carpet, not linoleum.

While my mother often talked about her childhood poverty, saying that her most memorable Chanukah present was an orange, she never blamed her father for not supporting the family properly. She admired him, his learning, his collection of Hebrew books, his immaculate and well-groomed self. Nothing was too good for Max. She would not blame him for forbidding the college education she craved so that she might become a teacher. She thought he was generous to allow her to attend a high school business course, to which secretly she added Spanish. She knew, and perhaps she was pleased with his attention, that Max had plans for his daughter. Since his sons had escaped his control, he expected the more malleable Frances to bring a young rabbi into the family.

For five years, Frances lived at home and worked as a bookkeeper, giving half her salary to her mother. During those same five years, Max brought home young men with scraggly beards barely off the boat, barely English-speaking, as prospective husbands. When she talked about this part of her life, my mother grew animated, enjoying the memory of her open, sarcastic rejections of these young men. She praised her father for allowing her to marry a rabbi of her own choosing. Max never tired of the search.

But perhaps in unwitting retribution, Frances suddenly chose my father, an uneducated, un-bar-mitzvahed New York Jew who  had arrived at the port of Baltimore minus a father, in the arms of a mother who then spent her young life sewing buttonholes, throughout another marriage, two daughters, and more widowhood. Sam had begun his working life at eight, climbing a store ladder like a small monkey to fill orders for a busy shop on the Lower East Side. Even as an overweight, middle-aged taxi driver, still poor, now gambling and losing, he enjoyed making me laugh with him about his comic portrait of the lithe figure who had hoped to seize an opportunity as nimbly as he could reach for the correct saucepan. He had tried to go to school at night, but gave up long before high school. He supported his sisters through high school.

Sarah attended her daughter’s wedding ceremony, though Max did not. I was born nine months and one week later, shattering my mother’s plans to continue working and, with the income from Sam’s new pushcart, to save enough money to rent a small shop. They had hoped they’d both staff it: she on the business end, and he the stock and sales. The news about Frances’ pregnancy, combined with a severe pushcart fire, quashed the couple’s plans. Sociable, ambitious Frances was now at home with a colicky baby and no money; Sam, who knew only house furnishings, went from job to job. They landed in Hoboken for a year of isolation too extreme for her to bear. When Sam lost that job, they had not even enough money to ship their few belongings, and they decided to separate.

When I was two, therefore, Sarah took my mother in and took care of me so that my mother could find a job. Sam had returned to his mother in the Bronx, who was living with her daughters. Perhaps Sarah suggested they meet and try to reconcile their differences, for Sam visited on several Sundays, when Sarah and Max walked out with the baby carriage so that the couple might have some privacy. Frances had already survived an illegal abortion, but when she got pregnant again, she agreed to go on with the marriage.

Early in 1932, they moved into a large apartment in the Bronx along with Sam’s family, while Sam began to drive a taxi nights. Frances functioned as a housekeeper for her mother-in-law, her two sisters-in-law, one of whom had married by then, and all of whom went to work. She made five beds each morning, cleaned  the apartment, did the laundry and dishes, shopped for food, and cooked dinner for six each evening.

“You loved having all those people fussing over you,” she said once, describing that time. “They were happy with the arrangement, but I wasn’t.”

She resented being their housekeeper. Perhaps they didn’t thank her enough. Perhaps she was lonely, since Sam worked nights and she had only his mother and sisters for company, and they had not become friends. When they talked about their working lives, what could she say? Her only talking point was her daughter’s cleverness. She liked to tell me how cleverly bilingual I was one evening at the dinner table, when Uncle Sam, who found my lisp amusing, invited me to identify a spoon he held up. Unexpectedly, I said, “leffeler,” the Yiddish word for spoon, and everyone laughed. My mother’s way of seeing the incident suggests how out-classed she felt in the company of her in-laws.

“You fooled them all,” she said, perhaps wishing she could do the same.

But I think of them as my first audience, for I expect I liked the friendly laughter that made me feel clever.

Perhaps it was during those few months—for the first time without the worry about money and her husband’s lack of a job—that Frances had the time to consider why I would not eat. So one day she began to read to me from the back of the Rice Krispies cereal box. As she read a story, I opened my mouth to the spoon, chewed, and swallowed. She found other things to read to me, and eating became reading time. Perhaps she read some of these stories enough times that I could then begin to say them with her or even to read them with her. Perhaps that is the way I learned to read. By the time I was three and a bit, just before my brother was born, I could read these stories for myself.

Shortly after my third birthday, Frances told Sam that she had found an apartment near her mother and she wanted to be her own housekeeper. In June, two months before the new baby was due, they moved into a tiny three-room apartment, a block from Sarah and Max, at 1675 Sterling Place between Ralph and Buffalo Avenues, on the edge of Crown Heights, but more properly in Brownsville, also a Jewish ghetto. The ground-floor apartment was especially narrow, since some of its space was used as an entryway for the three-story tenement. The apartment opened into a narrow, windowless room that had two doors. The one on the left led into what was supposed to be the “front room” or living room, but my parents used it as their bedroom and kept the dark shade on the window down all day. The other door, in the middle of the opposite wall, opened on a room that could hold a cot and a crib. This room had a window from which one could see the neighbors across the yard who lived in the back apartment on the ground floor.

Through most of the 1930s, working-class people could save two months rent by moving each year and gaining what were called “concessions” from landlords needing to see their buildings filled. Frances knew that they could have the apartment for a year with a concession of two months rent. She wanted that apartment, but I expect she knew she could make the same deal with other landlords from year to year. Once I came of age, I attended a different school almost each year of my first six in school. We moved in and out of 1675 Sterling Place at least three times. Because we moved each year, we made no friends. Baba and Zaida anchored our lives.

My brother, Jack, was born when I was three and a half. Months before that birth, when I fell ill with lobar pneumonia that turned into pleurisy, the doctor advised that I be separated from my pregnant mother. I lived for weeks in my grandmother’s bed, where I was expected to die, for a high fever sent me into a deep coma that lasted ten days. Perhaps Sarah’s nursing saved my life. Certainly she was the only person who believed I would live, or so she told me afterward, again and again, when she apologized to me for cutting off almost all my hair, which had become too matted for combing. So certain had she been that I would survive, she had used a precious dollar to buy two little china dolls to give to me the second I opened my eyes.

A few weeks later, when the new golden baby boy was born, I became totally Sarah’s child, for Jack was everything I had not been and Frances was fond of comparisons. He was blond and with a  perfect olive skin and brown eyes. He was also chubby and ate all given to him. He smiled a lot, and when his baby teeth came in, they were straight and strong, not crooked and cavity filled like mine. I was still, at three and for years afterward, undersized, underweight, my thin body disgraced by a head of limp dark brown hair that had to be cut in bangs to cover the birth scar on my forehead. Told my teeth were a disgrace, I never smiled broadly so that my teeth could be seen. I didn’t laugh easily for the same reason. Even before I began school, my mother sang an especially hurtful litany: “Isn’t it a pity,” she’d say happily,“that he has all the looks and she has all the brains?”

After my brother was born, I was still constantly in my grandmother’s house or in her care, feeling loved and only mildly curious about the new baby. But before long, I understood that the baby had changed my position in the family. While my mother had always claimed, in my hearing, that I had been a “difficult birth,” describing her first sight of me as a horribly mauled, bloody, screaming thing she wanted out of her sight, and complaining about her months and months of suffering with a colicky infant who was very fussy about food, she might have also assumed that her body was partly responsible. Never did she mention the shift in medical practice between the two births. In 1929, she was helped to rid herself of breast milk so that she could bottle-feed me in comfort on a rigid schedule, no matter how loudly I screamed; in 1932, she was told to breastfeed on demand.

On my fifth birthday, in March, the new baby was nineteen months old, and I was still spending most of my time with Baba. Perhaps to compensate for her focus only on the new baby, perhaps remembering the small china dolls Baba had given me, my mother decided to do something special for my birthday. She took me into a large toy store and asked me to choose a doll. I remember walking through the aisles, knowing exactly what I wanted and then seeing it: a doll that looked as real as a baby with short, curly red hair all over its head. It would be, I remember thinking, my own little boy baby to cuddle, and it came with a bottle, the sales person said, into which you could put water and the baby would “wet,” and you could change his diaper. She, too, thought the baby was a boy.

 



My maternal grandmother (back row, center), behind her mother and father, and surrounded by five of her six sisters.
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Sarah and Max’s wedding picture, circa 1900.
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My mother, my brother, and me in the Catskill Mountains, 1937.
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“I want this one,” I said, and held it lovingly in my arms. But when I looked up at my mother, I knew she was not pleased with my choice, and I knew she had to be pleased.

“No, no,” she said, “that’s not the right doll for a little girl like you.”

If I’d been my brother, I would have had a temper tantrum, but I simply held on to the doll.

“Are you sure you want this doll?” My mother sounded stern. She was disappointed. She didn’t understand.

“Yes,” I said, glancing down at the doll rather than up at my mother.

“Let’s look at some other dolls before we decide,” she said, taking the doll out of my arms and handing it to the sales woman, who placed it back on the shelf. Then, taking my hand, my mother walked me to another part of the store, where there were rows of Shirley Temple dolls in various sizes. She took one of the dolls off the shelf: “There,” she said, “isn’t this much nicer?”

I took the doll and held it stiffly, vertically before my face, for I knew I couldn’t cuddle Shirley Temple. Perhaps the doll hid my feelings; perhaps I was afraid to show them to my mother. I knew I couldn’t love Shirley Temple. I knew I didn’t want that doll. I wanted the baby doll left behind. But I also knew I could do nothing to get what I wanted. I knew at five that it was to be Shirley Temple or nothing. Did I know also that if I refused Shirley Temple, I could risk my mother’s anger? I opened my mouth a few times, as though to speak, closed it, and fell silent.

My mother read my silence as accepting her choice and directed the clerk to “wrap it up.”

Shirley never signified family to me. When I thought of “family,” I remembered that curly red-haired doll baby I had wanted. Did I ever play with that Shirley Temple doll? My mother packed it carefully when we went off one summer to the Catskills to a rooming house with my grandparents. They had a room and we had a room and my father came up weekends. Baba taught me card games, which I could play with her especially when it rained and I had nothing to read. Or I played with my brother while Baba knitted  and crocheted clothes for Shirley Temple, sweaters and hats from the leftover gray and rust wool she had used to make similar sweaters for us. But no play was possible with an icon before which I could only feel inferior—plain, skinny, and awkward in movement. I was taken to Shirley Temple movies each year at the Roxy so that I might see the beautiful, dimply, and talented child who was allegedly exactly my age, though we all know now she was more than a year or two older at a time when years make a real difference. When my mother was not comparing me to my beautiful, cheerful brother, there was always the talented, golden, curly-haired, toothwide smiling Shirley. Why could I not be more like Shirley?

Only one incident contains a bit of ironic humor. My mother always described my brother as “a real boy,” by which she meant that, as he moved through childhood, he became more and more demanding, louder in his cries for whatever he wanted, and capable of throwing a red-faced, screaming tantrum if denied. One day the object of his lust was Shirley Temple, and I had been instructed to give him anything he wanted to stop his screaming. When I handed him the doll, he promptly hit her face against a table, thereby splitting her lower lip in two and igniting my mother’s fury, divided between him and me.

“Why did you give him the doll?” she demanded, and in my head I was seeing again that lovely red-haired doll baby she had not given me. Once again I was silent.

 

If the loss of the baby doll was a singular iconic memory of my childhood, the loss of Baba, the only person I felt sure had loved me, was far more traumatic She died in February, a month before my seventh birthday. I remember the day of her death as though it were yesterday, though I did not know its cause until I was in high school.

The morning began strangely, since Baba did not come in to see if we were awake and to help us dress and come to breakfast. She was our caretaker, for our mother had grown very ill after neglecting an infected throat that eventually had to be lanced. Now home from the hospital, she slept during the day on a cot that filled  almost all the space in the kitchen. A small table had been moved against a short wall. Because we had only an icebox, fresh milk had to be bought each day, and usually my father brought it in on his way home before six in the morning. But this particular morning he worked until nine and, when he arrived, he found no milk and no Baba and so set out to look for her.

He opened the door to our room, saw that we were still in bed and told us to stay there, and closed the door behind him. We got out of bed but stayed in the room. We were tickling each other and giggling when the door opened sharply, banging into both of us, and my father, red faced and hoarse, shouted down at us, “Stop that laughing! Baba is dead. This is no time for laughing,” and slammed the door shut. Did I know what “dead” meant? I can still feel the stab of shame and guilt. What could I do to make amends? I walked the few steps to the corner of the kitchen where my father had gone to sit beside the icebox, and then I knew something very bad had happened. For my father was making strange noises and tears were running down his cheeks. My happy father was crying. And the room was full of people. He hugged me for a second and then pushed me away.

“Go back to your room. Close the door. Be quiet.”

Frightened, I went back to my room and to my brother, silenced.

Did we understand that we would never again see Baba, feel her hug? Someone must have taken care of Jack and me during the funeral. There must also have been a week of sitting shivah. But my memory refuses to yield so much as a glimpse into the days after Sarah’s death. Perhaps the shock closed all memory except for those strong feelings of shame and guilt: I was laughing when she was dead.

Baba’s death haunted the family for years and years, though no one would talk about how she died until I forced the question when I was in high school. In some versions, my grandmother’s alleged glaucoma is the villain; in others, the hypocrisy of the Orthodox grocery store. But she had never seen an eye doctor, and they had not sued the grocery store. My grieving father blamed his perennial  bad luck, his working a few extra hours to earn a few more dollars to pay for the doctor and the medicines for my mother’s throat. And of course my mother blamed herself for being ill.

The story itself begins with the Sabbath, when the corner grocery—owned by Orthodox Jews—closed its front door and would sell on credit only from its back door during the early hours of Saturday morning. The back door could be reached through the general entrance to the tenement apartment house, built over the store. Since my father was late coming home, Baba had apparently decided to go for the milk herself, even before the children had awakened. It was still dark when she left the house and hurried to the store that cold morning of February 25, 1936. In the dim unlit hallway she entered, she had to choose between two doors, only one of which led to the grocery store.

She chose the wrong door and fell to her death onto a concrete basement floor. Her body was discovered at about ten thirty Saturday morning after my father had searched for her in her own apartment and through the short street between our block and her apartment.

When I first heard this story as a strident adolescent, I wanted to know what the family had done to punish the grocery store or the apartment building for not having had the cellar door locked. Anyone could have had this accident. I wanted to know, was there a sign on the door? My mother shook her head and said simply, “You don’t understand the way things were.” And, of course, I didn’t. My mother said all they could do was grieve, and that the whole neighborhood grieved, for they knew Sarah as a kind woman, a caring person.

There are no photographs of Baba and me. But there are two photographs taken by a street photographer one day when I was out walking with Sarah, which she gave to my mother as a gift. I am perhaps four or five, bare-armed in a light-colored summer playsuit, light socks, and sandals, my dark hair short and straight, the way it grew back after pneumonia. In the first shot, I am sitting on a stoop across the street from Sarah’s apartment, a block from where I lived, outside a house with some steps in the left background. My legs hang down, my ankles crossed, one hand on one thigh, the  other resting on the stone seat. My closed lips are smiling slightly, and there is merriment in the almond-shaped eyes I’ve seen in no other young photograph of me. I feel sure I am looking at Baba.

In the second photograph, my mood is totally different. Someone has tidied my hair, though there is still a separation in the bangs now pushed about three-quarters to the left side of my forehead. I have been posed more traditionally, one leg crossed beneath the other, one knee coming into the camera, my right hand on the other. My left hand holds an airplane—something I never owned as a child—and my face is as sad as though I were looking straight into my Baba’s death.

How do I remember her most clearly? On a sunny Saturday morning, hand in hand we walk to the small synagogue near her apartment. I’m wearing the freshly starched, new white linen dress she has made for me with the navy blue yoke piped in red. Half a block away, we walk through an alley to the rear of the building, against whose sunny wall a few young children are playing. She opens the door and begins to climb the steep steps, checking at each step that I am following her broad figure. We enter the small women’s section, an alcove hanging above the men below. A few of the women, seated in hard chairs, are seemingly praying, moving their bodies back and forth as they chant, even as the men move and chant below. But most of them are simply sitting. It is very warm and airless. Baba sits and I sit as well, but soon I am squirming, and she whispers in Yiddish, “Go, go downstairs and play with the children,” and she reaches into a pocket, draws out a handful of hazelnuts, and gives them to me. I go downstairs.

Once again, I remind myself that she could not read, that perhaps none of the old women upstairs could read. And I have to remember also that the short, stout “old” woman with white hair rolled into a bun was no more than forty-four that year. She taught my hands the cleverness that had saved her own life and had earned money for her young family. By the time of her death, I could knit, crochet, and embroider. She sewed dresses for me and knit sweaters all the years she lived. I still have the miniature marvels of elegance she made for Shirley Temple. Most of all, hugged to her ample body, I felt her love for me.

Sarah’s soft Yiddish voice comforted me especially on Saturday evenings in the winter, when the sun waned early and we could not turn on electric lights until Max returned from synogogue. On Saturdays I could not cut, write, paint, or color. I could not knit or sew or crochet. I could only read, and only while the light lasted. Baba urged me to rest, told me Yiddish stories I wish I could remember, sang Yiddish songs I have never again heard, and coaxed me to be patient. “He is coming soon,” she’d say in Yiddish. “I will watch from the window and I will tell you when I see him in the street light.” She’s been dead seventy-four years, and I still long for her, the first person who made me feel beloved, who was never critical even when on at least one occasion that I can remember, I was rude.

I returned from the first day in kindergarten smiling as broadly as I could with my mouth closed. Baba had baked cookies just for me and placed a glass of milk beside them. “Nu,” she said in Yiddish. “How did it go? Did you like your teacher? Did you learn anything?”

“Oh, yes,” I said, “and the teacher hit two boys with a ruler, but not me.”

“ Why?” Baba looked puzzled.

“ Because they spoke Yiddish.” I was speaking English to my grandmother. “The teacher said that in school we were to speak only English and that, even at home, we should speak only English. So I can’t speak Yiddish to you any more.”

My mother translated, and Baba looked pleased, her eyes shining and smiling at me. I was not declared rude. I would become a real American who would speak only English. No one urged me to speak Yiddish. The word of the schoolteacher was law.

When I questioned my mother years later about what this meant, she regarded me scornfully: “You still don’t understand anything.” Her tone was withering. “Baba was happy to see you learning in school to be American. She didn’t matter. Only you were important.”

But Baba disappeared from my life when I was seven, and I was left with a mother I felt had never loved me. Her grief for the loss of Sarah must have been deep and boundless, though I never understood any of this until my mother grew old and ill and talked about her mother as “her only friend.” I think she meant that Sarah had accepted her marriage, even as she had accepted her leaving that marriage—that Sarah had loved her unconditionally. I suppose that ability to love unconditionally was Sarah’s unique gift.

My mother was never my friend, nor was there any way for my mother to make friends of her own, for she was forced by circumstances to focus totally on the finances of a family that now included Zaida, her father. Her brothers’ wives would not have him in their homes. One of them had two very small babies, the other was a businesswoman. Neither kept a kosher household. I’m sure that for Max, in his midsixties, Frances was a comfort. She had always been his favorite, and he had grown to respect my hardworking, taxi-driving father. As kind and caring as Baba was to me—and probably to my mother—so was my mother to Max.

But to me, the daughter whose arrival had thwarted her plans, she could feel only ambivalence. She bragged about my early accomplishments only when they demonstrated her brilliance as a mother. I don’t remember hating her, but I did fear her moodiness, her biting tongue, her mockery. When my father took a rare day off and tried to play with us, invariably the play turned into roughhouse, which my mother hated. She’d say, “You may be laughing now, but you’ll end in tears.” And when we did, she’d seem glad and say again and again, “ I told you so. You never listen to me.”

 

Without my grandmother, school became my refuge. The worst punishment my mother could offer was to keep me out of school. She used that threat daily in the war to get me to eat her menu. As clearly as I remember sitting always in the first seat in the first row of the classroom through elementary school, so do I remember sitting at the kitchen table with a full plate of food before me and my mother saying, “Eat, so that you can go back to school.”

The one meal I would not eat she prepared at least once a week, insisting that it was prescribed by the doctor for my anemia. I had heard the doctor prescribe liver and spinach, and I could have managed to eat each of them presented separately, but she insisted that I  had to eat them all together on one day. She cooked the liver until it was too tough to chew with my weak teeth and mixed the mashed potatoes, which I loved, with spinach, which I hated. On some of those days, if she wanted to go out, she’d let me go with a verbal beating about how starving children in Ethiopia would appreciate this food she now had to throw away. But one day when I came home excited about a reading I was to do aloud in the afternoon, she may have seen an opportunity as she produced the plate of liver with the spinach mixed into mashed potatoes. I tried to swallow one piece of liver but could not get it down and had to spit it out or throw up. Incensed, she said I could not move until I had cleared the plate. She sat opposite me into the afternoon. My brother was told to play quietly, and for once he did. I sat stoic, silent, not a tear in sight. Only eight, I was as hard as she.

In midafternoon, she said she was going to teach me a lesson. I could go to my room and stay there until dinner, when I would find the same plate at my place. If I still refused to eat it, I could go to bed hungry. In the room I shared with my brother, now being dressed to go out for a walk with my mother, I did cry silently so that she couldn’t hear me. Undoubtedly, I was angry, but my only way of showing it was not to show it. I had learned early that such behavior could get me through difficult moments. I had learned to value privacy and silence and never to show suffering. How had I learned this behavior in a household where shouting and open anger ruled?

Perhaps from my grandparents, who never raised their voices as they spoke Yiddish to each other. Perhaps also from closely observing what happened in school when some children behaved badly. The teacher remained calm and even polite as she asked the children to quiet down or as she asked a child to go to the principal’s office. Perhaps I carried that mode of behavior home with me. Perhaps it also helped me endure the feeling that I was not my mother’s favored child. The only way to please my mother was to be good in school, without bragging about it. No matter, she was never shiny-eyed as Baba had been. Still, my teachers sometimes were.
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Two Fathers

The heart of another is a dark forest, always, No matter how close it has been to one’s own.

 

Willa Cather, The Professor’s House



Shortly after Baba’s death, we moved to a four-room apartment on Saratoga Avenue, one floor above street level. The front door opened into a square kitchen, which, with a table in its center, became our dining and living room. After school, when I sat at the table, drinking milk and eating cookies, I could see Zaida through the open door to my left, a thin man, slightly stooped, clean shaven, with only a fringe of white hair on his head, formally clothed in a black suit, a white shirt, and dark tie. Regularly, this was his moment in the room’s sunlight to stand before his glass bookcases, first winding the grandfather clock above them, then checking his pocket watch and making tiny adjustments. Only then did he pick up two books and the Jewish newspaper and walk the few steps into the kitchen.

He and I sat across from each other at the kitchen table, the red, bound Hebrew book opened to the place we’d left off the day before. The Jewish newspaper, folded between us, was next. I’d read from it for forty-five minutes. Then we’d have Yiddish dictation from the newspaper into the lined notebook I’d fill each day, and he’d correct my pages of writing, never commenting on my errors, assuming I would learn from them. We began on the dot of 4 p.m.,  and we stopped on the dot of 6 p.m. By then my mother would have returned from shopping or a playground with my brother and would have begun to prepare dinner, which my grandfather liked to have exactly at 6:45 p.m.

We were alone, for every day as I returned from school, my mother left the apartment with my brother. I never asked where they went. I was aware that she was more pleasant when she returned on those days than when it rained and she had to stay in one of the bedrooms while I had my lesson.

My father was still driving a taxi nights. After supper, sometimes I was allowed to wash the dishes, standing on a small stool so that I could reach the taps. I liked especially to wash the drinking glasses with steel wool and kosher soap. My grandfather was very critical of this practice and insisted that steel wool should not be used on glass.

“Leave her alone, Pa,” my mother interceded on my behalf in a rare moment that I have never forgotten. “She likes to wash that way.”

 

“How did it happen?” I asked my mother once when I was in college studying German. “ Why did Zaida begin to teach me Hebrew and Yiddish when I was seven?”

Frances shrugged. “What’s the point of asking hows and whys? It happened. That’s enough.”

Certainly, it was unusual. But I have wondered for many years what reasoning—perverse or generous—led that learned man who had never taught his wife to read and write in Yiddish, let alone English, to decide to teach a seven-year-old girl. It was true that I was the only grandchild capable of being taught—my brother was four. It was also true that he knew I was a good student. Did he know that in three years, he would be dead? Was this a calculated decision?

I felt no joy from him. I felt only his sadness, his constraint. He never smiled. He never praised me. To my mother’s occasional question about my progress—and how could she have felt, since he had never taught her?—he’d say only, “For a girl, she’s not bad.”  Though I never understood it then, he had to have included in his Orthodox daily prayer the sentence, “Praise to the Lord that I was not born woman.” He spent all of each morning at shul as well as all day Saturday. Did he ever tell anyone he was teaching a granddaughter?

I was fluent enough in spoken Yiddish so that I learned to read and write very quickly, perhaps within the first few months, and I enjoyed those parts of the lessons. Learning to read Hebrew was more difficult, in part because of the missing diacritical marks for vowel sounds beneath the letters. These were removed after the first reader, and then it was difficult to know how to pronounce the words, and, of course, I made many mistakes. From the first, I asked what the words meant, and from the first, I was told that I could get to that only “later,” when I could “read fluently.” Fluency and speed were the goals of the Hebrew parts of the lessons each day.

 

One of the lessons I learned from my mother was that children who got sick were bad children. Should I catch cold, my mother made it clear that I had not been following her instructions to button my coat. Getting sick was something I did to plague her. At the same time, she was usually kinder to me when I was sick. On a sunny June day in 1938, I came home from school, saying I had a sharp pain in my side, so sharp that I could not walk easily. My mother put me to bed, but the next day I felt no better and she noticed green stains on my panties. At the clinic I heard the stains called a “discharge” and, within an hour, was admitted to a children’s ward in Kings County Hospital. It was just two months past my ninth birthday, and I could not have imagined that I would be away from school and lessons with my grandfather for the next nine months.

Did my mother understand—when she signed me into the hospital—that there would be no treatment but bed rest, which I could have had at home? Did she understand that she could visit me only through glass? Did she understand that she could not change her mind and retrieve me at will? How could she have made the decision to leave me there without consulting my father or grandfather or anyone else? And when did she learn that I was to stay there  until I began to menstruate, since that was the only “cure” for my disease, now treated easily with penicillin?

(When Grace Paley read an early version of this memoir, she questioned me at length, urging me to explore in detail how the experience had marked me, physically and psychically. When I told her I had written all I knew, she said there had to be more. I am grieved that she is not here to read the “more.”)

Perhaps my mother was not given all the information to begin with, or perhaps she was frightened by the word contagious. The green discharge was “contagious.” Perhaps she was told that she had to protect herself and her family and others. And, of course, there was the pain that made it impossible for me to walk, although in bed she knew I was comfortable.

To me, she said only, “ Be a good girl,” her customary admonition each day as I left for school. This day, she also gave me a quick hug and kiss before she left. I could see she was carrying my clothes out of the room, and all I had on was a hospital gown, open at the back. The nurse asked me to lie down and, as she pinned me into a diaper, she said she was sorry she had to do that, but it was easier to wash the “discharge” out of diapers. I felt humiliated and glad no one was there to see me so disgraced.

The bright room on the tenth floor was ringed with windows on two sides. At first I thought I would be in the hospital overnight, as I had been when my tonsils were removed. But no one came to get me the next day or even to visit. I was alone in a very large room with many beds, all empty. My iron bed had sides so that I couldn’t even get down from it. When I asked the nurse when my mother was coming, she said visiting hours were Wednesdays and Sundays, 2 p.m. to 4 p.m.

Promptly at two in the afternoon—there was a large clock in my room on the wall—my mother appeared but was not allowed to come into the room. Through the glass wall, she waved at me, threw kisses, and showed me two books she had brought. She smiled and waved and stood there for two hours. Sometimes she shouted words I couldn’t hear, and I tried to shout back.

“ When can I go home?”

“I’ll ask the doctor,” she shouted, and at first I believed her.

But nothing changed. She came again on Wednesday, with two more books. More shouting through the glass. And then Sunday my father came with her, his face red and wrinkled up. I could see he was crying, and my mother shouted, “Stop that!” at him. I knew then that there was no point in asking when I could go home. I cried when they left, but silently so that the nurses would not notice. They also told me sometimes that I was a “good soldier.”

A week after I had arrived in the hospital, two nurses pulled down one side of the iron gates and moved me onto a cart. For a brief moment, I thought I was going to go home, but they took me down a long hall, into an elevator, and down another long hall to a room in which there were several white-coated men. They raised my knees and opened my legs and told me to lie very still. I could see a long thin stick at the end of a long thin arm. The stick had some cotton at one end. A second later, pain jerked my whole body, though I did not utter a sound. One of them said, “Just a second and it will be all over.” Again, the pain, the involuntary bodily jerk and again, another. I had made no sound; I had cried no tear. And I was rewarded by one of the young men who said, “You’re a good soldier.”

My mother arrived regularly on Wednesdays and Sundays, each time with two books, which she couldn’t borrow from the library since I was contagious. She had found a secondhand bookstore and had thoughtfully chosen to mix fairy tales with novels by Louisa May Alcott and Johanna Spyri. Later, when these had been exhausted, she began on series: the Bobbsey Twins, Beverly Gray, Maida, and the Little Colonel books. My father came only very rarely, and my grandfather never. My mother bought over one hundred books for me during the nine months I was confined but, in a mean-spirited moment years later, sold them for a pittance, even as she sold my grandfather’s Hebrew books, though she knew I wanted them.

No matter how slowly I tried to read, I finished the two books by the following evening. Often, the nurses, knowing that I was restless and lonely, filled in with True Confessions and similar magazines and with such adult authors as they could find, including Pearl Buck and Edna Ferber. Why did I not have embroidery or knitting or games? Of course, there was no one to play with. Occasionally the room was filled with infants who were so ill that they were quiet. And only once was there another little girl seemingly with the same illness as mine.

The nurses rolled her bed down the room and moved an infant’s back to the other side so that we might talk to each other. One night we both sat up very close to the bars on our beds, our diapers down, our legs in the air, so that we could see each others’ vaginas since we couldn’t see our own. The light was poor, we could not reach across the space to touch. But we could see the soft pink flesh. Sadly for me, she was taken away after only a few days.

About two months of bed rest released me from pain, and the nurses allowed me to wander around the room, providing I touched nothing. I could look out the windows for some extra entertainment. Most memorable was a hurricane that September, which flattened trees and hurled the lids of trash cans high in the air.

Weekly, I continued to travel on a cart to the men who continued to poke my vagina with a long stick, as though it was not obvious from the diapers I wore that the green discharge was still present. Once I had the courage to ask one of those men when I could go home and was told, “ When there’s no more discharge.”

Early in the winter of 1939, the nurse saw blood on my diaper one morning and showed it to me. All I could think was that this meant I’d never get to go home. Perhaps I’d even die. But she was smiling, so she must have known something I didn’t. Though I had endured the nine months stoically, I was still only nine years old. I was eager to return to school and even to my grandfather’s lessons. My mother was not in a mood to celebrate when she came to get me. The first thing she said was that I was to tell anyone who asked that I had had “stomach troubles.” She also scolded me severely, reminding me that my disobedience had landed me in the hospital.

“ I told you time and again,” she said, “that you must never sit on a dirty toilet seat at school. You were punished for disobeying me. Now don’t disobey me again.”

 



My father, probably in his twenties, around the time he married my mother.
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I am wearing the coat my father bought for me in the early 1940s.
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Frances and Sam in the mid-1940s.
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I didn’t understand why I couldn’t tell people about my disobedience. Yet, I acceded to her wishes, embarrassed not by the disease itself but by its elements—the diapers, the poking, the discharge, the vagina itself. My mother had already conveyed to me that nothing about the vagina was healthy or pleasant to discuss.

Forty years later, a psychotherapist identified the disease as trichomeniasis, a virulent parasite, and said that one might pick it up from a dirty toilet—my mother’s story. But he thought that I might have gotten it from incest, but not with my father. His candidate was my grandfather. I can’t believe that either man would have touched me, nor do I remember any other experience that might have been responsible. But I have thought that my inability to become pregnant or to carry a pregnancy through might have been related to that early illness. I’ve learned that the same parasite in cows causes their sterility.

 

Although I had missed the second half of fourth grade and the first half of fifth, I was sent on to the second half of fifth grade, forever missing fractions and forever therefore confused about how to translate dollars into pounds, marks, liras, or euros. Lessons with my grandfather began again with my asking what the words meant. I would have to get my reading speed up, he said, before he could teach me anything new.

Six months later, I was back in the same hospital with pleurisy, also on the tenth floor of the children’s building, but in a small freezing-cold room with a wide-open window. Buried under many blankets, I heard the nurse tell my mother that the cold air would help cure my illness. There was, seemingly, no other treatment. But, one day, my mother told me tearfully that she had been asked to sign a paper allowing the hospital to “tap” my chest. She had done so, and I could not understand why my mother, who never cried, was crying.

I tried to comfort her by saying, “The doctor taps my chest every morning, doesn’t he? It doesn’t hurt.”

“No,” she said. “This tap is a long needle that can draw the fluid out of your chest. But yesterday’s X-ray,” she added, “showed it wasn’t necessary, that the fluid has begun to go down on its own.”  Within weeks I was home again, catching up at school and at lessons with my grandfather. I knew I was reading Hebrew more and more swiftly and I kept nagging Zaida about what the words meant. One day at the end of December 1939, my grandfather pointed to a Hebrew word and told me it meant “particularly,” a word he said very slowly, separating each syllable and trilling the “r” sounds in a manner I could not imitate but loved to hear. I wanted more right then and pointed to the next word and the next and asked what they meant. But he held up his hand. We had come to the end of the lesson. And then he said, “Tomorrow, you will begin to learn Hebrew vocabulary.” I was delighted.

But the next day he was too ill to leave his bed. And the day after as well. Two days later, in the middle of the night, Frances called an ambulance since Zaida couldn’t seem to catch his breath. A week later, on January 7, 1940, he died. I never saw him again, and again was forbidden to attend the funeral. This time I had to care for my seven-year-old brother.

 

Was I surprised that no one thought that my Hebrew lessons should continue? I remember asking no questions. As a girl in an Orthodox household, I shouldn’t have had those lessons in the first place. Perhaps I felt relieved, since I could now play after school like other children. I could not then understand that those lessons had marked my mind as indelibly as the trichomeniasis had marked my body. The lessons are linked irrevocably to the scholar-teacher I became. They are linked also to some of the rare, joyous family days of my young childhood, the seders that also ended with Zaida’s death.

From age four on, I read the Four Questions in English. And, from the first, I was allowed to help with the preparations since Baba was in charge of the cooking and she always found something special for me to do, including tasting the things I liked. I went shopping with her to choose the special fish—now swimming in the tub—from which we were to make gefilte fish, a process that took an entire day. We also made chopped liver, sending the liver, onions, and hard-boiled eggs through a grinder that I was allowed  to turn. The grinder, brought from overseas, had been Sarah’s mother’s, and now it is mine. We made chicken soup with the knadles I adored and, best of all, tsimis with its raisins, prunes, and sweet potatoes. One whole day was reserved for baking, including my favorite honey cake.

My uncles came to the seders with their wives. They brought wine and more cake. I didn’t mind that we were crowded, or that we had to use a borrowed table and chairs. The room always looked beautiful to me. Everyone seemed friendly for the celebration, and I was proud of the white tablecloth, the heaped dishes, the red wine in the special goblets, the extra candles lighting up the room. Even I had wine in my little silver cup, like the larger silver one for Elijah.

Because of my lessons with Max, I read the Four Questions in Hebrew, slowly and distinctly, and then more quickly in English for those who knew no Hebrew—my aunts, my mother, father, and brother. The reading in Hebrew by Max and his sons continued for several hours. I knew that my uncles wanted their father to skip some parts, but I also knew he wouldn’t. My impatience wasn’t for the food, since I enjoyed the little bits of matzoh and greens and bitters, and I could follow the story that went with the ritual. But I was eager for the singing, for I loved it more than anything else. Uncle Joe’s voice soared above the others, and my mother’s sweet voice joined his. Uncle Joe sang “Keelaiynewah” with a rising final “wah” that filled my ears. Everyone smiled during the singing. Even my mother looked happy. My father was quiet. He couldn’t sing and couldn’t read any Hebrew, but he looked happy just the same. And my brother usually fell asleep in his chair and was taken to bed before dinner.

 

Immediately after Zaida’s death in 1940, we moved back to 1675 Sterling Place, this last time to the larger ground-floor apartment at the rear, where we could have a living room, since there were only four of us then. Like the front apartment, this one was also dark. A massive cherry tree filled the backyard, shading the windows in the living room and my parents’ bedroom. The front door opened into a postage-stamp hallway with a door on the left into the small  bathroom and with the kitchen straight ahead. On the left kitchen wall, a door opened into the tiny bedroom in which my brother and I were to sleep on the two cots we carried with us.

The war in Europe was a reality that for the first time I heard about directly from my mother’s mouth, for she announced one Sunday to my father—loudly enough so that I could hear her—that she had taken a job in a airplane factory. “It’s a good job,” she said, “and we can use the money. Your daughter is old enough to look after her brother.” She always called me “your daughter” when talking about me to my father. I enjoyed that label.

And that was the first I heard about my future. I was given more precise instructions directly: “You’re old enough to make sure your brother has his milk after school and behaves himself,” she told me. “And it wouldn’t hurt you if you made the beds and washed the dishes while you were watching him.”

For the most part, I complied silently. If the floor hadn’t been swept, she might ask when she returned home, “Are you allergic to brooms?”

But my first tiny rebellions were bred in this newly arranged household, my refrains a whining, “ It’s not fair.” I didn’t mind washing dishes and making beds. I didn’t mind picking up my father’s clothes from the floor where he had dropped them and carrying them to the hamper in the bathroom. But I asked, again and again, “ Why can’t Jackie put his dirty clothes into the hamper? Why does he have to throw them on the floor?”

“Because he’s a boy. He’s learning to be like his father. Boys do what they please. They don’t have to make beds or wash dishes.”

And to my steady refrain of “That’s unfair,” she had one steady response: “Life’s unfair. Get used to it.”

Nothing would budge her. I seethed some days: Jack was not only the preferred child, he was the privileged one.

 

For relief, now and then, I had the company of my father. During the years I spent with Baba and Zaida, I hardly saw him. Perhaps he’d drive us in his taxi to spend a day with his family in the Bronx. But in the year after Zaida died and my mother went to work, on  several Sundays my father took me with him on an errand to Chinatown. We’d travel in his taxi, me in the rear pretending to be a grown-up lady. He’d park the car and open the door for me and then another game would begin. He’d take my hand, and we’d walk down the steps into a restaurant on lower Mott Street, and he’d say to the man who’d greet him by name, “Say, I just found this little Chinee girl on the street outside your place. Did you lose her?”

I’d smile so broadly I’d forget that my teeth were showing. I’d even giggle.

“No, sir. Perhaps some other fellow lose her. She mighty pretty Chinee girl.”

And then my father would say, “Well, I think I’ll keep her. Can you give us something to eat?”

We’d sit at a table, and my father would order things, muttering, “Your mother wouldn’t touch this, but I know you’ll like it as much as I do.” And, of course, I did. He would joke with me through the meal. I tasted everything and felt really happy.

Once just before my thirteenth birthday, on a rare Sunday in March, my father asked me to take a walk with him. We left my mother and brother at home.

“ Where are we going?”

“ To Pitkin Avenue to buy you a birthday present,” he replied.

I was very excited, for there were beautiful shops on Pitkin Avenue, and I could not imagine what he had in mind. As we walked along, he suggested that I look at coats in the windows we were passing, some of which were having sales. Could he have guessed that I hated the green tweed coat my mother had chosen for me at Macy’s on sale two years ago, at least one size too large so that I could wear it for several years? My mother could have at least agreed with me that it was ugly, but instead she said, “It’s good enough for you to wear to school.”

I didn’t mention that coat, which of course, I was wearing. Its shapeless form made me feel ugly.

After several blocks and several brief stops, we came to a shop window where I was ready to pause. I looked closely at a light gray  princess coat, its curved bottom and the ends of its sleeves seemingly ringed with soft fur.

My father noted my face. “ Do you like that one?” he asked.

I nodded. The gray coat in the window was exquisite.

“Let’s try it on,” he said.

We entered the fashionable store—a man in rough trousers and a worn jacket and a girl in a shapeless green tweed coat.

“I’d like to see the coat in the window,” my father said, “the gray one in her size,” pointing to me.

The clerk brought out the coat, and I put it on. The coat’s borders were made of thousands of French knots so close together as to appear “furry.” The coat itself was of wool woven to feel like textured silk, and its shape fit my newly developing breasts and waist. Even at thirteen, I had reached my full height of five feet, two inches. And I had a waist, a young woman’s body.

Miraculously, the gray coat was even the right length. Nothing needed to be done to it.

“ Do you want it?” my father asked.

“Yes,” I barely whispered, nodding.

He pulled out a wad of bills and neatly stripped one off—a hundred-dollar bill. Even I knew that that was a lot to pay for a coat.

As we walked home, my father carrying the package, my anxiety rose, though I chattered on about school and the beautiful coat. We didn’t mention what we both knew—that my mother would not be pleased, that she had never bought herself a beautiful coat. But she could have, I thought to myself. Or he could have bought one for her. But I also thought that, no matter what she said, I was going to enjoy this coat.

When we showed her the coat and I tried it on for her, she said, her sarcasm heavy, “That’s a coat you buy for a young girl still a child?”

Before my father could respond, I said, “I wanted it. I chose it. It’s not Daddy’s fault.”

“And what do you know about coats?”

She had the last word, but I had the coat.
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Learning About Class at Home and in School

We carry our parents in our skin and bones, like it or not, and struggling to remember them—correctly or not—is still an act of love.

Janet Zandy



What was it like to grow up in a household where no one talked about religion, belief, the order of the universe, or politics, and where there were no children’s picture books that explained moon, star, sun, much less electricity, race, poverty, war? From somewhere I hoped for magic, which meant happy endings and laughter. To get there one had to pay attention to rules, learned through trial and error. First, if you want something, don’t ask for it, since that will assure your not getting it. Second, if you want something very much, pretend you don’t, and perhaps you may be surprised. Third, don’t expect praise: no news is good news; be glad when you are not criticized. Fourth, silence is golden, both yours and your mother’s. When there is silence, there is peace in the house. When there isn’t, there is war. Finally, don’t ask why something is the way it is. That annoys your mother who will simply tell you not to ask such foolish questions, and who will be unpleasant if you persist.

Uninstructed, I could learn from observation, from noting differences. The street we had lived on in 1936, the year Baba died, and that we returned to in 1940 after Zaida’s death, mirrored the class-divided extended family I lived in. Sterling Place between  Ralph and Buffalo Avenues lay on the cusp between what was called Crown Heights, a middle-class neighborhood, and Brownsville, a poor and working-class neighborhood inhabited mostly by Jews, though blacks had begun to move into the area. On the Buffalo Avenue end, the block began on our side of the street with Cherry Manor, a new red-brick apartment house built around a spacious courtyard that children learned never to enter. Beyond this building and on both sides of the street were two-story, brick, single-family dwellings, built in pairs with alleyways between them wide enough for cars to drive through to the garages at the rear. These families could make use of three bedrooms and a bathroom on the second floor and own an automobile. The space at the back of these houses, paved not flat but in little hills that sloped down to drains, was the only play space on the block. There, children could roller-skate and play stickball. Usually, we were not chased away unless we were exceptionally noisy.

Between these houses and alleyways and the tenement I lived in was a ten-foot wilderness, steel fenced, that effectively divided the street into its unequal parts. No one could enter that area in which, to my mother’s fury, ragweed created the pollen that harmed my asthmatic brother each fall.

We lived in the first of six tenements on the Ralph Avenue side of the steel-fenced area. At their end, on the corner, was a grocery store under a six-story tenement. In 1936, our landlords lived in the apartment above us. He was a tall, pale, thin, silent man we rarely saw. Also tall, but large, dark, and sputteringly voluble, she collected rents. As a small child, I walked upstairs each month and handed the rent to her, for my mother would not, she said, “be caught dead within ten feet of that woman.” By the time we moved back to Sterling Place, the landlords had moved to the other side of the steel-fenced area. They and their five children lived in the only house on the block not paired with another. Despite my mother’s instructions that I was absolutely not to have anything to do with that family, I was drawn to them as to a magnet. I also wondered how two such people could have produced the three sons and two daughters who seemed beautiful to me.

There was, first of all, Esther, only a year or two older than I, a rosy-cheeked, laughing girl with long black straight hair. Then there was her brother Joey, a teenager, who would sometimes pull our sleds when snow filled the street and no cars could get in. The twins, who looked not a bit like each other, went to work each day. One of them always said hello, and the other had a beauty mark that made him the handsome one in the family. An older sister also left for work each day in high heels and glossy clothes.

Most of all, I wanted to see the inside of that house, the gray carpeting Esther had told me about that went all the way up the stairs. How to manage that? Esther’s mother was as hostile as mine. So one day, when my mother was at work and Esther’s mother had gone shopping, Esther invited me into the house. I did make it up the gray-carpeted steps, but Mrs. K. returned unexpectedly, and I scooted out before she could say a word.

I wanted beautiful Esther to be my friend. She would, on occasion, come into our apartment, but Mrs. K. did not allow me to enter her house. One winter when the street was filled with heavy snow, Esther came into my mother’s kitchen smiling then laughing, the glistening snow melting on her head, urging my mother to let me and my brother come out, that one of the twins would pull a sled for us through the thick snow that was still falling that night.

My mother said yes. I could go for a little while, but Jackie could not. He had a cold.

The street was empty of cars at our end, and Nate stood waiting under the street lamp, tall, handsome, glamorous. He loaded Esther and me onto a sled large enough for both of us and began to run up the block. Later, when Esther returned with me to our kitchen, her cheeks red, we were both laughing, and my mother began to make cocoa for us. But before we could drink it, we heard Mrs. K. calling Esther home.

My playtime vanished once my mother began to work as a riveter. I had daily chores as well as the care of my brother. Sometimes, I also had to iron clothes and scrub the bathroom. When my mother came home, she was crabby if I hadn’t done my chores well. She never talked about her job, she didn’t ask me about my day, but turned on the radio and began to fix dinner. We had the same  meals on different nights of the week, perhaps because that was easier for her to manage: fried veal chops and potato pancakes and applesauce on Wednesdays, spaghetti and meatballs on Thursdays, chicken and chicken soup on Fridays and Saturdays.

These were meals only for the three of us once Zaida had died so I knew that my father’s absence made a difference, for in all the grade-school readers, daddies worked and came home at the end of the day to children and mommies who stayed at home. I knew my father was a taxi driver, but he said I was to say he was in the transportation business. Unlike my mother, he never sneered at anyone. He said a cheerful hello to everyone as he walked anywhere on the block and sometimes stopped to talk. I felt awkward, out of place, and usually remained silent. He would chide me kindly afterward for being unfriendly. Compared to my mother, he was a jolly man, a father who played with his children on the rare occasions when he could be home with them.

She criticized him as often as she criticized us, though we were not allowed to criticize our father and he never criticized her except in fun. He was a man, I understand now, whose nightly life, in the male society of cab drivers, and perhaps also number runners, precluded niceties that were dear to my mother’s heart. She hated when he belched during a rare meal with him. She hated when he shouted that he wanted “more,” which he thought was funny, and which she thought was teaching the children “bad manners.” She hated that he wouldn’t wear pajamas, preferring to sleep in his underwear, even though it meant we had less to wash and iron. She was especially angry—not only with him, but for the rest of the day with me—when we both walked into the bedroom during weekend cleaning to find him virtually naked in bed.

My father always worked nights but would sometimes work only six rather than seven, and then we might go to a Chinese restaurant on Sunday. They would no longer quarrel early in the morning when he came home, not even about the amount of money he could give her for groceries and to pay bills. No longer did she wait up for him, for she had to get up very early. No longer did I hear her weeping and begging for a bit more money so that she could pay the grocer or the man who was going to come for another payment on  the furniture. No longer did I hear his short response: “Take it or leave it. This is all there is.” And he was probably telling the truth, I understand today. Had he earned more, he would have lost it playing the numbers.

As a child, just as I had heard only my mother’s grief in their former exchanges about money, I soon understood that my working mother had money of her own. She also took the money he offered her, but she didn’t have to beg for more. And he, who had said loudly one night so that I heard the sentence—“No wife of mine is going to work”—had been effectively silenced when my mother ignored him and took a job.

But I could see that earning money was not the only marker of difference. Why did my mother sneer at my beloved Aunt Rose on our way home from a day in the Bronx visiting my father’s sister and Grandma Jenny? Rose had married Sam Greenberg, who was part of Greenberg Brothers, a family-owned company in the business of selling manikins and other store fixtures. Their apartment began in a long hallway leading all the way back to a living room that led to a bedroom where Rose and Sam slept. Along the hallway were three smaller rooms, Grandma’s, then a bathroom, and then the kitchen. My brother could play with his cars up and down the long hallway. I played in Aunt Rose’s bedroom, opening the jars and boxes on her dressing table, smelling her makeup, trying on her jewelry, and even some of her shoes. My mother had no pretty things. Because she was fat, she never seemed young or pretty to me, and I imagined myself really Aunt Rose’s daughter. I wanted to look like her, for she was the only slim person in the family. Once she had worked as a secretary, but now she was staying at home, trying to become pregnant, spending her time buying things for her mother, for herself, for the apartment, and even for me. I loved her more than anyone else in our extended family, which probably made my mother feel bad, especially since my father was proud of his sister, Rose, her slim figure, her stylish clothes, and he said so.

What use was all that, when she didn’t have a baby, my mother sneered.

Still, like us, the Greenbergs had linoleum on floors that had to be mopped, and one could flop onto the couches without worrying about spoiling anything. Nothing in that Bronx apartment was as different as the apartments of my mother’s brothers, whom we visited no more than once a year. There, the floors were carpeted, the furniture sometimes too delicate or too light-colored to sit on easily, the tiered end tables loaded with objects too fragile to be touched. Perhaps because Uncle Joe and his wife, Aunt Sarah, were my godparents, I was allowed to hold one object, a paperweight that, when turned, “snowed.” Unlike Aunt Rose, who eventually had a son who quickly displaced me in her affections, Sarah had had only miscarriages. She never hugged me. She never allowed me to play with her things in the bedroom. Perhaps, I thought, she was not used to children.

Leaving the Brooklyn homes of her brothers, my mother didn’t sneer. She was usually very quiet. Perhaps she was thinking about how much smarter at school she had been than they, and how different their lives had turned out. How had they managed to learn to speak with the authority of success as they rose in Wall Street firms that traded in wheat or other commodities? They had married women who knew how to shop, to furnish their homes, and dress themselves in middle-class fashion. Nothing taught me more clearly about how different our family was than those rare visits to my mother’s brothers.

Yet she had been the one to take responsibility for her father’s care. She told me once that her brothers had each given her five dollars a week during the three years that Zaida had lived with us, “a pittance,” she had added, “not even enough to keep him in clothes.” And they had rarely come to see him. During the week he lay dying in hospital, when she visited three times a day, they never came at all. When he’d awake and ask for them, she’d tell him that they were “just here, and they had to go back to work.” And so “he died satisfied,” she said, “that they cared about him.”

I don’t know how much of my mother’s anger I absorbed nor whether I could make any sense of it beyond the idea that we were somehow different from other members of the family and even from people on our block. In junior high school I was able to measure that difference in terms of my own daily life. Then, as a young teenager, I managed to seize control of the outward signs of class:  clothing, hair, makeup. But I did not recognize the most salient marker—speech—until an English teacher made it possible for me to go to Hunter College High School. That narrative begins near the close of my second year in junior high school. I was twelve.

 

For the first time in a year I wanted to rush home to tell my mother about something that had happened at school. But, of course, she wasn’t going to be there for several hours, and I wasn’t telling her much anymore, partly because she was so tired when she got home from work that she didn’t want to hear from me. She wanted her radio programs and what she called “peace and quiet.” But this was real news, and she had to listen to me, since I needed her permission to stay after school from now to the end of the term. So I walked home alone, as I usually did, since my friends were picked up in cars and taken to their homes in other parts of Brooklyn. It was my job to look for my brother who went to school around the block from where we lived, and who was usually playing around there with other boys. It was my job to get him back home for milk and cookies and to “watch him” while he went out to play.

“How can I watch him and straighten up?” I’d ask my mother. She’d shrug her shoulders and say, “You know what I’m talking about.” I knew that, if the beds weren’t made and the dirty clothes not picked up from the floor, the dishes not clean and back on the shelves, the kitchen table oilcloth not shining clean, and the linoleum-covered floors not swept, I’d have her anger to deal with. I can still hear her sarcastic tone the one time I had paused before finishing the chores to open a new library book and was still reading when she walked through the door.

“So, you’re too busy with homework to clean up? Am I supposed to do everything? Are you the grand lady?”

I wanted her to be in a good mood that day because I wanted to tell her that I had been selected by my teacher, Mrs. Spector, for something special. I never expected praise, but I wanted her to agree that I could stay after school to be coached for the special exam. I wondered whether my friends, Lita, Roxanne, and Carol, had also been selected—that was the word our teacher had used. I  thought my mother might be especially happy if she understood that doing well on the exam meant I wouldn’t have to go to the local high school, which my mother feared because it enrolled many schvartzas, since many black people lived a few blocks from us. For reasons I didn’t then understand, only a few black students attended John Marshall Junior High School 210, just three long blocks into the middle-class neighborhood from our street.

Once, when I pushed hard against a heavy school door, it had opened just as three tall black girls were trying to come out. Scared that I had hurt them, I said, “Sorry.” They looked angry and walked past me without saying anything. I made the mistake that evening of telling my mother about that moment of fear. She unleashed a torrent of abuse about schvartzas that frightened me more than the incident. I kept repeating, “ But, Mother, nothing happened. I was just telling you how I felt. I never before bumped into them. Nothing happened. It was just strange.”

To pass the time, I wondered again whether my friends had also been selected by Mrs. Spector. I saw them only during recess when we ate lunch together and then walked arm in arm through the schoolyard. I never talked of them at home, and my mother was unaware that I had been to their homes. It was hard to keep a secret from her, but I had kept this first one, especially after I had made the mistake one day of describing their clothes and had then asked for a skirt with pleats like Carol’s and Roxanne’s, or with gores like Lita’s.

“We’re not rich,” my mother said. “I’m not in the business of wasting money. Straight skirts are good enough for school.”

“ But what about a pretty blouse instead of these heavy middies?” I knew I was risking her anger.

“ How many times do I have to tell you not to look for rich friends? Don’t think you can ever be like them. Stick to your own. Middies are good enough for school.”

John Marshall enforced a dress code in the 1940s, perhaps because it was what would now be called a “magnet” school, attracting good students from all over Brooklyn and including in the mix students from the working-class area in which I lived. Students came from as far away as the Prospect Park area. The dress code  called for white shirts or blouses and dark pants for the boys, dark skirts for the girls. My mother bought five middies for me and two straight wool skirts—one navy, one brown.

I don’t know why Carol, Lita, and Roxanne had become my friends, and when I first tried to tell my mother about them, she was sarcastic and hurt my feelings. “What can they want with you?” she sounded derisive. “ What do you do for them?”

So I stopped talking about them, though I was enchanted. They were the first school friends I had had, and I wasn’t going to give them up. I felt happy, as though I belonged, as though I was one of the group when the four of us walked arm in arm in the playground each lunchtime. They were each so beautiful that I assumed no one would notice that I was not.

Roxanne Cohen was the soft-spoken, beautiful, freckled daughter of a dentist whose office and home were on Eastern Parkway near Utica Avenue on the ground floor of a large apartment building. That itself was impressive, since I had been seeing dentists from age three. But she also possessed golden red hair, which she wore down her back, waist length, with tiny bangs curling gently on her forehead. She looked like a princess. The first time I visited one Saturday afternoon on my way to the public library, I met Mrs. Cohen on the way out with two younger children. When I bounced on Roxanne’s high feather bed, I didn’t tell Roxanne that I was used to sleeping on cots or on the makeshift living-room couch. And I didn’t tell my mother about that bed.

Similarly, on other Saturdays, after my mother and I had done the wash and I had done some of the ironing, I asked to be excused from further housework so that I might return my library books or walk in Lincoln Terrace Park. I never told my mother that I was going to visit Lita or Carol. They lived further away. Carol Levy’s father was an accountant, and her mother was a teacher. They lived in one of Carroll Street’s row houses on the other side of Eastern Parkway, all with long gardens behind them. Beside Roxanne, Carol was rather plain, with a slightly pushed-up nose and an olive complexion, but her shiny coal-black hair hung perfectly cut and curled into a pageboy. Her body was slim and neat. It gave me confidence  to look at Carol. Lita Sonnenfeld’s parents were both teachers and they lived farthest away, near Prospect Park in a newer and more beautiful apartment house than the Cohens. Lita had very curly hair, kept cropped close to her head in sculptured waves, and when Lita smiled, I noticed her cheekbones as well as her lovely teeth, and I thought she was beautiful.

Each of these girls had a spacious room of her own and bookcases filled with books and games. Each had a record player and records, a desk and lamp, a comfortable chair, and I could see that there were closets and chests of drawers. Carol’s violin rested on an armchair. Photographs on the wall in Lita’s room showed her on a horse that was leaping over a fence. There was a piano in Lita’s apartment and in Roxanne’s. Each played music for me.

Why do I remember these girls so vividly, even seventy years later? Other questions now occur to me, since I never saw them together except when we were at school. Did they ever visit each other? How did it happen that none of them visited me? How was that explained? I never mentioned my father’s occupation, for I could never bring myself to say he was “in the transportation business,” as he had instructed. So I said nothing, and they asked no questions. Did they know from my clothing and hair what I knew from theirs?

I never told my mother or my father about them. To me, they were more glamorous than the movies, since they were real. Was I envious? I must have been, but the feelings I remember most clearly were awe and amazement. And perhaps it was especially important that they were three different girls, for their patterns were identical. No matter that two of them had younger siblings and that Lita was an only child. They each had privacy, space, music, books, and a degree of comfort for study. No, there was no way to tell my mother about them. Somehow, I knew that her sneering was as painful for her as it was for me. Wasn’t she also without such comforts?

 

When my mother walked through the door that evening, I could see that she was not in a good mood. She lit a cigarette immediately, even before she took off her coat and hat, and she looked around  to see if there was something she could complain about. She didn’t sit down, but she was pacing and continued to look around the kitchen. I couldn’t wait another second. “Mother, something wonderful happened today. Mrs. Spector told me that she’s selected me to take the test for Hunter College High School.”

“So?”

“So I need your permission to stay after school each day so that she can tutor me in arithmetic.”

“What’s wrong with your arithmetic?”

“She doesn’t think it’s good enough for me to pass the test.” And then I took a deep breath. “Mother, I thought you’d be glad if I went to a different school away from here.”

“Sure, I’d be glad. But you’re not going yet. How many times do I have to tell you not to count your chickens? How do you know you’ll pass the test?”

“Do I have your permission to stay after school?”

“Stay, stay.”

I never got the satisfaction I wanted from her that day, nor did I get it when I began to go to Hunter College High School. For that move in one stroke cut a deep cleft into the bonds that connected me to my family. The stroke was speech.

Today I can only wonder why I, who can remember so many details about my three young friends, cannot remember their voices or my own. Why did I not hear differences between my teachers’ voices and my parents’ speech? In junior high we four were in many classes together, and so I must have heard their voices answering questions, and, of course, they heard mine, for I knew I was a clever girl, and my hand moved rapidly to indicate that I could answer the teacher’s question. Certainly, we had no speech classes, and no one called attention to my distinctly Brooklyn Jewish working-class speech. I never heard the difference in our voices, though I remember Roxanne’s voice as very gentle. I learned that they were not going to take the test for Hunter College High School; they would attend three different middle-class high schools in Brooklyn—Tilden, Midwood, and Erasmus—not open to me. Like the other losses in my life, I accepted the loss of these friends stoically.  At thirteen, my life changed radically. I would spend the next three years traveling on the Lexington Avenue subway from Utica Avenue, the closest stop to our apartment, to East Sixty-Eighth Street in Manhattan. I would leave the working-class family in a Brooklyn Jewish ghetto and the junior high school several blocks away and travel into a different world. I had only a summer and one last term at junior high between one life and the other, and I knew that the summer should not be wasted.

My parents felt wealthy enough in 1942 to send my nine-year-old brother to Boy Scout camp for the whole summer. My mother said I should be grateful that I didn’t have to be responsible for him, that all I had to do was clean the apartment and entertain myself, reading books I could borrow from the library. But I had other ideas. Though I was a year away from fourteen, when I could legally hold working papers, I had the full body of a young woman many years older. I had long chafed under my mother’s unwillingness to buy me anything that I considered beautiful. If I could earn money, I could buy my own clothes.

Wearing the dress I had chosen for graduation, I thought I might pass for older. For a week I studied the want ads in the Daily News and set out on a Monday morning after my mother had gone to work and before my father awoke. After a few days of interviewing, I figured out what I needed to say in order to get a job: I was eighteen, out of school, looking for my first job. By Friday, I had been hired as a stock clerk at David Dubin Veils, Inc., on West Thirty-Ninth Street off Fifth Avenue.

Amazed, my father applauded my grit. Poker-faced, my mother shrugged, saying she didn’t care what I did so long as I got home in time to make the beds and clean up before she got home. And as for clothes, she added, I could buy what I liked. I’d be saving her money she could spend elsewhere.

For eighteen dollars a week, I filled orders for hat shops all over the country. By the end of two months, I had learned the stock, sorted by color, fabric, and style, that filled several rooms on shelves stacked from floor to ceiling. The flat layers looked like books too large to stand up. I liked the work. I liked the physical activity, the    movement up and down ladders. I quickly gained a reputation as a worker who got the orders right. I had not a single unpleasant moment until the day I told my boss that I had decided to return to school. He thought I was going to secretarial school and urged me to go at night. I now understand why no one thought I might be going to college. My speech marked me as one likely never to go there.

 



 

I am thirteen, posed formally on the occasion of my graduation from junior high school, December 1942.
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Two months before my fourteenth birthday—in January 1943—I entered Hunter College High School, housed in a grim, gray, fortress-like building on Lexington Avenue between East Sixty-Eighth and Sixty-Ninth Streets. Initially, I traveled with three other Brooklyn girls more than a year older than I, who had been friends at John Marshall, and who had also passed the test. They lived a block or two closer to the Utica Avenue station where we all had to take the subway to Manhattan. If we had wanted to, we could have arranged to meet each morning, but I felt shut out of their group. I came and went alone, especially when I began to work after school.

I entered high school with shirts like Lita’s and pleated skirts like Carol’s and the right kinds of shoes and socks. I followed the fashions in magazines and even in the tabloids that came into our house. I wanted to look right. Because I had worked and had spent my own money, I entered also with a feeling of independence. I didn’t have to ask my mother for anything and hear her say no. Even though my mother had her own income, she lived always with the fear of poverty at her back. I didn’t understand it then. I saw her only as mean about money, and, of course, no one talked about any of this. We were at peace when there was silence about money. With my new clothes I felt prepared for the new world of Hunter College High School. Maybe people would like me. Maybe I would make new friends.

Perhaps I didn’t look different, but I learned on the very first day of school that I sounded different. I didn’t even sound like the three other Brooklyn students. I spoke as my parents had, and the speech therapist to whom we had all been sent the first day declared me  “defective” and gave me a small card to take back to my homeroom teacher that said so. I also received a small mirror and a list of exercises to do nightly in preparation for the speech-therapy lessons three times a week after school. This was a double-edged sword from which I could see no escape. On the one hand, I could now begin to hear the difference between my voice and diction and that of other students, and so I knew I sounded “funny” compared to them. On the other hand, I knew that, if I began to sound like them, my family would make fun of me. And yet, what choice did I have?

In classes, I spoke only when called upon, and since students eagerly raised their hands to be recognized, I could evade classroom speech altogether. I made no friends at all the first year. Between the speech clinic and the seemingly impossible homework assigned, I had no time for a social life. Conscious of my speech, I could not imagine anyone wanting to talk with me. On the subway each morning, I could get a seat and so reserved that time for Latin, which did not require typing.

At home each afternoon, sometimes through the evening, I had to learn to outline fifty pages a night of world history and then, since the teacher preferred typed homework, type it for turning in the next day. Luckily for me, one of the courses I had taken at John Marshall was typing. In my last year there, my mother had bought a huge secondhand L.C. Smith typewriter for twenty-five dollars so that I might practice beyond the classroom. She told me then that, since I was to become a teacher, I would have to earn my way through college typing. The two years of world history became an exercise in endurance, as we moved swiftly from Assyria and Babylonia through Egypt, Greece, and Rome, before beginning in Europe, with detours to China, and Japan as well as to Mexico and Peru. Seated in the kitchen, the only room in the house with good light, and with my mother’s radio programs blasting away, I learned to do this outlining eventually straight onto the typewriter. Because the typewriter was noisy, I had to finish before my brother went to sleep in the tiny room off the kitchen where I, too, used to have a cot, and before my mother went to the larger bedroom off the living room just on the other side of the kitchen. I slept on the couch. I could do quieter homework at the kitchen table after the others had gone to bed.

When I began speech clinic, I showed my mother the small mirror I had been given with which to watch my tongue as I tried to make the T and D sounds correctly. I wanted her approval for something that was very difficult for me. How could I learn new speech patterns without practice? My mother was not sympathetic. At first she thought it was comical, but when she began to hear my attempts at a different kind of speech, something made her bristle, as she had when I tried to describe the clothes of my junior high school friends. She was not pleased that I was learning to speak differently from the way she did. Even my father, who rarely criticized me, thought I was sounding “hoity-toity.”

Desperate to please at least at school, I secretly practiced every second I was alone. In class, I listened carefully both to teachers and students, noting that some differences were allowed—if students were clearly “foreign,” for example—but not those I was guilty of: nasality, dentalizing, glottal stops, and certain “nasty” vowel sounds. I never complained about the lessons after school, for I could hear myself beginning to sound like the other girls. But it took more than a year to cleanse the Brooklyn-cum-Jewish working-class accent from my mouth. I said “how now brown cow” perhaps a million times, along with “Long Island” and “little bottle” and “New York” and “ beautiful.” My mother always said “ be-you-dee-ful,” accenting all the syllables. In order to be dismissed from speech therapy, I had to memorize several pages of text, the alternative to making up a talk that demonstrated one’s newly learned voice and diction. I was then declared sufficiently less defective.

My family saw me as a “grind,” but I knew that, since I couldn’t speak in class, I had to turn in the most perfect homework I could manage. My efforts did not often earn me more than a B or even a B- grade for the term, perhaps because I did not participate in class discussion.

In my second year, I was assigned six courses: English, Spanish, Latin, and history I could manage; mathematics and physics were  harder, since both teachers made no effort to consider applications of the principles they were teaching. I could see the working pulleys in the laboratory, but I could not understand how one moved from their organization to the equation on paper. Electricity was even more mysterious, for there was nothing I could actually see apart from the lightbulb that went on. At home, no one could help me with this work. My parents had never heard the word geometry, and physics were medicines one took for constipation. I was ashamed to ask my classmates for help—they all seemed to understand and even enjoy the laboratory assignments. They seemed to have no trouble doing the homework or taking the exams. When they asked questions, I listened carefully, but often the questions were so sophisticated that they were not helpful to me. I managed to muddle through physics, earning a grade barely above passing.

The courses I gained an occasional A in were Latin, Spanish, and English, for the basic grammar lessons of eighth grade continued to serve me well, and, of course, I was a reader. Latin was a prescribed course for at least three years. Most students at Hunter College High School had entered a year before I had, and so they could reach Virgil in their fourth year. I could go only as far as Cicero, but I enjoyed Latin grammar, was interested in the idea of the ablative, and found it easy to memorize vocabulary and to note the similarities and differences among Latin, Spanish, and English. It seemed natural for me, at first, to think of myself as a future Spanish or English teacher.

Music provided physical pain, for I could not sing on key, and the tiny, stout, aged teacher who wore floor-length dresses that seemed to come out of another century, ordered a student to stand behind me and pull one hair of my head as I tried to sing the “C” she struck while standing at the piano. The teacher said “pull” each time I did not make the right sound, and the student pulled another single hair, bringing tears to my eyes and humiliation to my soul. Eventually, I made a sound she thought satisfactory and was released until next time.

In my last year, two teachers did hear and see me, one of whom changed my vocational direction. The biology teacher, Mrs. Lilienthal, a small, pretty, motherly woman, spoke to me in laboratory one day, telling me kindly that I had picked up the wrong slide. Eventually, I could ask her a few questions privately in the lab. When she suggested that the class read Microbe Hunters just for fun, I began to dream about being a scientist or a doctor, though I never talked about that. Of course, I knew better, for all of the people in the book were men. Still, I could be a biology teacher like Mrs. Lilienthal.

When I told my mother of my changed plans, she shrugged. She didn’t care what kind of teacher I wanted to be so long as I was to be a teacher and thus not dependent on any husband. No matter what that husband did, no matter how much money your husband might not give you, you would have your own money for yourself and your kids. This was my mother’s unstated credo, her painfully learned wisdom. She didn’t have to spell it out for me. I had learned that lesson.

 

As a Jewish girl growing up in New York, I never understood for a moment that I might have been one of the six million dead in Nazi concentration camps. I was the age of Anne Frank. There were no newspapers but tabloids at home, and only my father read those. My mother’s radio was never tuned to the news. The night of Pearl Harbor, December 7, 1941, my mother came out on the stoop and called, “Jackie, Florence, come in, we’re at war.” Once we were indoors, she said, and it was unusual for her to offer information, “Japs—they dropped bombs on us.”

When I asked where, my mother didn’t take my head off.

“ Pearl Harbor,” she said, “A long way off.”

When I asked why, she lost patience.

“Because they’re Japs. No more questions. It’s time for supper.”

I was twelve, still in junior high. Perhaps there were some discussions in school I’ve forgotten. Perhaps I should have by then known enough to talk with my father, but I didn’t do that either. I knew that my mother had been working in an airplane factory for two years and that war meant that she would continue.

In 1943, during my first year at high school, my father bought  his own cab, parked it in front of our house on Sterling Place, and began to drive a man, who lived in a middle-class apartment house on the next block, to and from work each day. Early the next year, that man’s daughter, Leona, became my friend, the person with whom I spent weekends, when I didn’t have a paying job or a lot of homework. Her friends, all of whom were in a Brooklyn high school together, allowed me into their circle. I didn’t quite belong, for they were a year or two older, their interests focused on clothes and boys. I couldn’t talk about school, since my courses were so different from theirs. But, occasionally, on a Sunday we would dress up and meet in Lincoln Terrace Park. We would photograph each other and study our mysterious girlhoods peopled only by boys too young to enlist and soldiers too old for us.

Leona was someone I could study as I had studied my junior high school friends. She had singularly shapely legs, thin, long, and curvy all at the same time. They seemed compensation for her seemingly waistless middle. Even with my nice flat stomach and small waist, however, I continued to feel “fat” because my arms and legs were chubby, not slender and curved like hers. She was an only child whose mother’s occupation was to clothe her daughter. Mrs. Segal seemed to shop every day, and once she returned with the same cotton housecoat for each of us: Leona’s candy stripes in blue, mine in red. Leona had dark crinkly hair that might have been turned into a huge Afro had that been imaginable in the early 1940s. She straightened it in rollers until it could be smoothed into curls on top of her head and at the nape of her neck, held there with a clip. She always looked beautiful, with never a hair out of place.

I never stopped to question why my mother thought my brother beautiful and I ugly. Instead, I assumed that the best I could do was to be with people who were beautiful. I also believed—instructed by the few films I saw each year—that only beautiful young women got to be with beautiful young men.

Leona was the first in a line of young women whose handsome young suitors I fell in love with. Oh, they never knew. I never told anyone. I never wrote anything down. But I loved Leona’s beau secretly, just as I later loved others. I had gone to a few parties with  Leona’s friends where the lights were turned out after everyone had paired off and the “groping” began. I was supposed to lift someone’s penis out of its place and stroke it as someone stroked my breasts and kissed me. I found this shocking and disgusting, especially since I didn’t know the person I had been somehow paired with, couldn’t see his face, hadn’t talked with him at all. No one had prepared me for this kind of experience, and I refused to participate again. Nor could I discuss this or other kinds of sexual behavior with my mother, who, I knew, would say sex was unpleasant and led to pregnancy.

In 1944, my second year at Hunter College High School, when I was fifteen, our school hours were changed to 7:30 a.m. to 1 p.m. so that the navy women in the WAVES could have the use of the building. That meant I could have time to work after school to earn money for clothes. I took a series of after-school jobs, ranging from delivering false teeth on a bicycle to typing in a Western Union office, to selling candy at Bloomingdale’s. When I told my father he could drop in to see me at Nedick’s in Penn Station, he demanded that I quit at once, for he said he’d be embarrassed should his friends see me and think he couldn’t support his daughter. How could he face them?

All through those years that I was learning to be ashamed of my parents, of poverty, and ugly clothing and furniture, even of fatness, I lived in an entirely Jewish world without consciousness about that fact or that a war raged in Europe over “the Jewish question.” I knew the Germans were our “enemy,” but I didn’t know why. I knew the “Japs” had dropped bombs on Pearl Harbor and were allied with the evil Germans. I knew that President Roosevelt was a good man, like Stalin and Churchill. I knew Hitler was “ bad,” and Mussolini too, but I didn’t know why. Perhaps my parents believed that children should be kept ignorant of terror, as they had kept us ignorant of death. Perhaps they knew little themselves. It’s been hard for me to accept that I led my young life unaware of the terror-filled lives of millions of Jewish children and adults across the Atlantic.
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