


Libby’s	“riches	to	rags	to	reality”	story	affirms	the	hope	that	a	mother’s	unwavering	love
can	instill	in	her	child	the	strength	to	survive	a	harrowing	reality,	to	work	through	her
grief,	and	create	a	life-fulfilling	future.	She	shares	her	story	with	humor,	pathos,	and
empathy.

Pickens	Halt,	MFC
Author	of	How	We	Grieve:	Regression	and	Regrowth

I	recently	journeyed	through	Libby’s	challenging	formative	years	by	reading	her	memoir,
What	Lies	Within.	The	author	skillfully	creates	a	sense	of	anticipation	along	the	way	that
won’t	let	you	quit	reading	until	the	last	triumphant	page.

Deb	Moore,	Personal	Historian	
Author	of	I’ll	Be	Seeing	You

Libby	Atwater’s	remarkably	honest	and	compelling	memoir,	What	Lies	Within,	will
inspire	any	reader	who	continues	to	struggle	with	forgiveness	of	the	past.	Libby	shows
with	her	amazing	skill	as	a	storyteller	how	she	learned	from	heartbreaking	losses	and
disappointments	without	rancor	and	remorse	to	become	who	she	is	today—a	successful
author	and	personal	historian,	wife,	mother,	and	grandmother.	Libby’s	memoir	of	her
growing	up	years	in	the	turbulent	fifties,	sixties,	and	seventies	is	one	of	the	most	engaging
and	heartwarming	stories	of	hope	and	healing	I’ve	ever	read.

Pamela	H.	Daugavietis	
Author	of	Through	the	Eyes	of	a	Child:	The	Story	of	Helen	DeVos	Children’s

Hospital

Libby’s	story	is	the	amazing	journey	of	a	young	girl	who	could	have	been	bitter	at	what
the	world	had	given	her.	Rather	than	feel	sorry	about	her	lot	in	life,	she	set	goals	and
achieved	so	much.	She	is	truly	a	remarkable	person.

Juliane	Bustillos



Copyright	2013	by	Libby	J.	Atwater,	Ventura,	California.

All	rights	reserved,	including	the	reproduction	in	whole	or	in	part	in	any	form	without	the
written	consent	of	the	author.

Published	in	the	United	States	by	Choose	Your	Words,	http://www.chooseyourwords.net.

ePUB	ISBN:	9781545738498

Book	design	by	Catherine	Baker,	Ventura,	California.	Cover	design	by	Amy	Schneider
and	David	Reeser,	Ojai	Digital,	http://www.ojaidigital.com.

http://www.chooseyourwords.net
http://www.ojaidigital.com


With	love	and	gratitude	
to	

Ruth,	who	nurtured	me;	
Unc,	who	expanded	my	horizons;

and	
Don,	who	encouraged	me	to	follow	my	dreams.



HILLSIDE,	NEW	JERSEY;	SPRING	1961

I	stopped	on	the	stairs,	halfway	down	from	my	second-floor	bedroom,	on	a	spring
morning	in	1961.	My	mother	was	talking	on	the	telephone,	and	I	was	headed	to	breakfast.
Her	words	stopped	me	in	mid-flight.

“I	think	Libby	may	need	to	see	a	psychiatrist,”	she	said.	“She’s	not	handling	things
very	well.”

Tears	welled	in	my	eyes,	and	I	fought	them	back.	I	cried	easily,	but	I	did	not	want	my
mother	to	know	I’d	heard	her.	I	sat	down,	trying	to	catch	my	breath	and	hear	the	rest	of	her
conversation.

“She	doesn’t	understand	so	many	things.	Maybe	it	would	help	if	she	talked	to
someone,”	Mommy	continued.	“What	do	you	think?”	she	asked	the	caller.

I	could	not	hear	the	reply,	but	I	was	no	longer	hungry.	“My	mother	thinks	I’m	crazy.
She	wants	me	to	see	a	psychiatrist.”	I	kept	repeating.	Why	would	she	think	that?

I	pulled	myself	together,	and	after	I	heard	her	hang	up,	I	calmly	went	downstairs.
Mommy	did	not	know	I’d	been	listening.

*	*	*

Sixteen	months	earlier,	in	mid-December	1959,	I	first	met	my	mother’s	brother,	whom
she	had	not	seen	in	thirty	years.	At	the	time	I	lived	in	a	middle-class	suburb	of	Newark,
New	Jersey,	with	my	mother,	father,	sister,	and	dog.	At	this	first	meeting	I	never	suspected
that	in	four	years’	time,	my	unknown	uncle	would	become	my	“parents.”

After	that	December	day,	the	life	I’d	known	as	a	child	slowly	began	to	dissolve.
Change	was	afoot,	but	I	had	no	idea	of	its	magnitude.

Each	day	brought	new	revelations	and	uncertainty.	Something	was	terribly	wrong	in
my	home,	and	I	felt	sad	being	there.	To	escape,	I	spent	most	of	my	time	after	school	and
on	weekends	at	friends’	homes.	Perhaps	that’s	why	my	mother	wanted	to	get	me	help.

After	hearing	her	words	that	morning,	I	grew	determined	to	show	her	just	how	strong	I
could	be.



What	lies	behind	us	and	what	lies	before	us
are	tiny	matters	compared	to	what	lies	within	us.

And	when	we	bring	what	lies	within	us	
out	into	the	world,	miracles	happen.

—Ralph	Waldo	Emerson
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PART	I
Family	Secrets

Things	fall	apart;	the	center	cannot	hold.

—William	Butler	Yeats



1

An	Unknown	Uncle

he	snow-laden	sky	unleashed	its	heavy	burden,	and	flakes	descended,	slowly	at	first,
and	then	with	greater	intensity.	I	watched	from	our	living	room	window	as	the

crystals	swirled	in	random	patterns,	blown	by	the	wind.	Eventually	they	began	to	stick	to
the	ground,	and	within	an	hour,	Hillside	wore	a	new	white	coat	that	brightened	the
grayness	of	the	New	Jersey	winter	day.	I	loved	snow	but	realized	it	would	delay	the	arrival
of	our	special	guest.	“Mommy,	when	will	he	get	here?”	I	asked	anxiously.

“I	don’t	know,”	she	answered.	“The	snowfall	is	growing	heavier,	and	he	may	not	be
able	to	land.	We’ll	just	have	to	wait.”

Waiting	was	not	something	I	did	well.	At	eleven,	I	was	a	typical	child,	impatient	and
filled	with	anticipation.	I	viewed	life	as	a	time	of	endless	waiting—for	school	vacations,
trips	to	New	York	City	and	Coney	Island,	going	down	the	shore	(a	term	easterners	use	for
going	to	the	beach),	and	countless	other	childhood	delights.	I	also	waited	for	something	to
happen	that	would	upset	the	sameness	of	our	daily	existence	in	a	small	suburb,	where	it
seemed	that	nothing	much	happened.

The	wait	seemed	endless	that	December	afternoon,	as	I	peered	out	the	window	trying	to
catch	a	glimpse	of	the	man	who	had	assumed	mythical	status	in	our	household—my
mother’s	long-lost	brother.	His	presence	had	been	a	secret	until	only	six	months	earlier.

I	grew	up	in	the	1950s—a	time	of	secrets.	If	a	neighbor	had	an	illness,	a	friend	had
marital	or	financial	problems,	or	a	relative	disappeared	from	one’s	life,	adults	kept	the
information	to	themselves	and	whispered	about	it	when	the	children	were	out	of	earshot.	If
my	Orthodox	Jewish	parents	needed	to	discuss	something	secret	in	front	of	my	sister	and
me,	they	spoke	Yiddish,	until	the	day	they	figured	out	that	I	understood	what	they	were
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saying.	After	that,	my	parents	were	closemouthed	in	my	sister’s	and	my	presence.

The	biggest	secret	in	our	house	was	that	my	sister	and	I	were	adopted.	Perhaps	it
wasn’t	a	secret	as	much	as	a	subject	that	never	came	up	in	daily	conversation.

My	earliest	childhood	memory	is	the	day	our	parents	told	us	we	were	adopted.	I	was
about	two	years	old,	and	I	sat	on	one	of	the	twin	beds	in	the	room	Blanche	and	I	shared
asking,	“Adopted?	What	does	that	mean?”

“It	means	we’re	not	really	theirs,”	Blanche	replied.	“Someone	gave	us	away,	and	our
parents	took	us	home,	but	we	don’t	really	belong	to	them.”

“Oh,”	I	said	and	continued	as	if	nothing	had	changed.	I	was	too	young	to	understand
what	my	sister	meant.

Sometime	during	my	childhood,	I	forgot	that	I	was	adopted.	Blanche	never	did.	As	far
as	I	was	concerned,	I	was	Ruth	and	Harry	Berger’s	younger	daughter.	They	were	my
mommy	and	daddy.	Blanche	was	my	older	sister	by	four	years.	Poppy	was	our	grandpa,
and	we	were	a	family.	Today	we’d	be	called	dysfunctional,	but	in	the	1950s	we	functioned
about	as	well	as	other	families	who	lived	nearby.	The	subject	of	adoption	didn’t	come	up
again	for	many	years.

Our	adoption	was	just	one	of	the	secrets	my	parents	harbored.	A	second	secret	followed
the	death	of	my	father’s	brother,	Joe,	when	I	was	four	years	old.	I	remembered	visiting
Uncle	Joe	as	he	grew	weaker	from	the	cancer	that	claimed	his	life	at	age	fifty-two.	He	lay
on	a	chaise	longue	in	the	living	room	of	his	home,	looking	pale	and	weak	as	Aunt	Rose
gave	him	a	shot	for	pain.	Watching	her	plunge	the	needle	into	his	emaciated	arm
frightened	me,	and	I	turned	away.	I	hated	shots,	which	were	used	to	treat	everything	in	the
early	1950s.	Aunt	Rose	had	no	trouble	giving	shots,	so	I	kept	my	distance.

I	vaguely	remembered	my	cousins	Martin	and	Neal,	Aunt
Rose	and	Uncle	Joe’s	sons,	whom	we	saw	often	before	their
father	died.	Those	were	the	days	when	I	thought	we	were	one	big
happy	family.	Aunt	Rose’s	sister	and	her	husband,	Aunt	Pearl
and	Uncle	Moe,	lived	next	door.	In	fact,	my	parents	bought	the
house	near	Pearl	and	Moe	because	they	were	best	friends.	Since
Uncle	Joe’s	death	seven	years	earlier,	we	had	not	seen	Aunt
Rose’s	family	again.	I	wondered	why.

Years	later	I	learned	about	the	fight	between	my	father	and
Aunt	Rose	near	the	end	of	Uncle	Joe’s	life.	It	was	over	a	window	shade.	Aunt	Rose	and



my	father	were	inconsolable	as	they	watched	the	man	they	loved	slipping	away.	Aunt
Rose	insisted	on	drawing	the	shade;	my	father	wanted	his	brother	to	die	in	the	light.	She
pulled	the	shade	down;	he	drew	it	up.	Their	antics	grew	more	intense,	and	I	was	told	that
my	father	struck	his	sister-in-law,	thereby	ending	our	ties	to	their	family	for	thirty	years.

Our	immediate	family	was	small	and	consisted	of	my	father,	mother,	sister,	and	me.
That	December	my	sister,	who	was	four	years	older	than	I,	had	been	away	for	several
months,	and	I	was	an	only	child.

Our	remaining	relatives	consisted	of	my	mother’s	aunt	and	first	cousins	in	upstate	New
York	and	my	father’s	aunt,	uncle,	and	cousins	in	Philadelphia.	My	father’s	father,	our
Zayde,	was	the	only	remaining	grandparent,	and	he	lived	in	Philadelphia.

The	third	big	family	secret	was	revealed	when	a	letter	arrived	from	my	mother’s	aunt
Florrie	in	upstate	New	York	only	six	months	earlier,	stating	that	my	mother’s	brother	was
alive	and	wanted	to	contact	her.	I	was	excited.	I	had	an	uncle—a	new	family	member	at
last.

“Why	didn’t	you	tell	me	you	had	a	brother?”	I	asked	as	she	read	his	letter.	“What’s	his
name?”

“It	used	to	be	Abraham,	Abraham	Dickstein,	but	now	he’s	changed	it	to	Richard	Stein,”
she	answered.

“Why	would	he	change	his	name?”

“I	don’t	know,	but	that	explains	why	I	had	such	trouble	finding	him	when	my	father
died.	I	placed	ads	in	newspapers	all	over	the	country	trying	to	locate	him	but	never
succeeded.	I	wasn’t	sure	he	was	still	alive.”

“Do	you	think	he’ll	come	visit	us?	I’d	love	to	meet	my	uncle.	He	can	stay	in	my	room,
and	I’ll	sleep	in	Blanche’s	room.”

My	mother	smiled.	For	me	to	give	up	my	room	and	sleep	in	my	sister’s	room	was	the
ultimate	sacrifice.	She	finished	reading	and	began	writing	a	response.	For	a	few	weeks	the
letters	went	back	and	forth	from	our	home	in	Hillside,	New	Jersey,	to	my	uncle’s	in
Alhambra,	California.

Then	one	day	in	the	fall,	Uncle	Richard	telephoned	and	said	he’d	like	to	visit	for	the
holidays.	He	would	arrive	the	second	week	in	December	and	stay	through	the	beginning	of
the	new	year.

As	December	approached,	I	could	not	contain	myself.	I	cleaned	my	room	thoroughly



and	moved	my	clothes	and	books	into	my	sister’s	room,	where	I	carved	out	a	corner.

Blanche	was	living	at	Roosevelt	State	Hospital	in	Menlo	Park	in	December	1959.	She
had	been	committed	after	her	failed	suicide	attempt	the	previous	summer.	My	Saturdays
that	fall	were	filled	with	trips	to	the	hospital	near	Princeton	to	see	her	while	my	friends
played	and	went	to	movies.	My	uncle’s	visit	would	be	a	welcome	diversion.

Today	I’d	awakened	filled	with	excitement.	School	was	still	in	session,	and	I	could
barely	get	through	my	classes.	Uncle	Richard	would	arrive	that	evening.	With	the	snowfall
growing	heavier,	I	worried	that	he	would	not	get	to	our	house.	As	darkness	approached,	I
took	up	my	post	at	the	living	room	window,	watching	and	waiting—my	childhood
pastime.

When	the	doorbell	finally	rang,	I	ran	to	answer	it.	There	stood	the	most	unusual
looking	man	I	had	ever	seen.	His	dark	hair	was	streaked	with	auburn	and	gray,	like	my
mother’s,	and	his	hairline	receded	slightly.	His	warm	smile	lit	up	his	face,	which	was
framed	by	long,	bushy	eyebrows	that	extended	at	least	two	inches	from	his	forehead,	set
above	clear	hazel	eyes.	A	mustache	nearly	equal	to	his	eyebrows	grew	beneath	his	long,
aquiline	nose.	With	his	rugged	good	looks	he	resembled	the	actor	Adolph	Menjou.

My	mother	was	right	behind	me	as	I	opened	the	door.	She	hugged	her	brother	for	the
first	time	in	thirty	years,	as	I	watched,	wide-eyed,	wondering	what	had	caused	such	a	long
absence.	It	would	be	a	few	years	before	I’d	learn	the	reasons,	as	with	Aunt	Rose’s	family.

As	I	stood	there	watching	them	embrace,	I	saw	their	strong	resemblance	to	each	other.
Both	had	hazel-green	eyes	and	auburn	hair	now	streaked	with	gray.	My	uncle	stood
several	inches	taller	than	my	five-foot,	two-inch	mother	and	looked	slim	compared	to	her.
My	mother	had	gained	at	least	fifty	pounds	since	my	uncle	last	saw	her,	and	he	tried	to
hide	his	surprise	as	he	looked	into	her	face	and	smiled.	My	mother’s	nose	was	short	and
pert,	her	features	even,	and	she	looked	pretty	when	she	smiled.

I	once	asked,	“Mommy,	how	did	you	get	such	a	cute	little	nose?”

“When	I	was	about	four,	I	stood	near	the	stove	when	my	mother	was	cooking.	I	reached
for	something	and	burned	the	tip	of	my	nose	on	the	stove.	It’s	been	this	way	ever	since,”
she	answered.

Soon	my	father	returned	from	work.	Daddy	was	nearly	six	feet	tall	and	wore	his
straight	white	hair	slicked	back.	He	had	a	pleasant	face	with	large	brown	eyes.	He	gave	me
a	big	hug	and	kiss	when	he	came	in	the	door,	then	turned	to	the	brother-in-law	he	had	only
met	one	or	two	times.	“Richard,	how	are	you?”	he	asked	as	the	two



shook	hands.	“It’s	been	years.	Are	you	ready	for	a	great	meal	and	a
good	visit?”

My	uncle	nodded,	and	the	four	of	us	sat	down	to	dinner.	My
mother	loved	to	cook	and	bake,	and	she	had	prepared	a	special	meal
for	her	brother’s	arrival:	oven	“fried”	chicken,	mashed	potatoes,
green	beans,	and	Hershey	syrup	cake	(my	favorite)	for	dessert.

As	we	ate,	Uncle	Richard	dabbed	at	his	mustache	with	his	napkin
and	said,	“Ruth,	you	can	really	cook.	Living	alone,	I	don’t	get	meals
like	this	too	often.”	Between	mouthfuls,	he	told	us	all	the	things	he	wanted	to	do	during
his	visit.	“I’d	like	to	take	you	to	some	Broadway	shows,	go	to	Radio	City	Music	Hall,	and
see	the	sights	of	New	York.	It’s	been	so	long	since	I	was	in	New	York.”

My	mother	demurred.	“I’d	love	to	go	with	you,	but	we’ll	have	to	plan	our	trips	around
my	other	commitments.	I	don’t	have	that	much	freedom,	but	Libby	will	be	on	vacation	in
a	few	days.	Why	don’t	you	take	her	to	New	York	with	you?	I’ll	join	you	on	days	that	I
can.”

My	uncle	agreed,	and	I	realized	I	had	been	chosen.	Instead	of	my	older	sister	always
being	the	one	to	go	on	special	outings,	I	would	be.	“Oh,	Mommy,”	I	said,	“I’ll	be	happy	to
show	Uncle	Richard	around.”

I	loved	New	York.	It	was	only	about	twelve	miles	away,	and	I	spent	much	of	my
childhood	in	the	museums	there	with	my	mother	and	sister	or	on	school	field	trips.	We
especially	enjoyed	going	to	the	city	to	see	our	cousin	Davida,	Aunt	Florrie’s	daughter.
Together	we’d	tour	the	Museum	of	Natural	History,	the	Hayden	Planetarium,	the
Metropolitan	Museum	of	Art,	Chinatown,	Times	Square,	Greenwich	Village,	the	ballet,
and	Central	Park.	At	Christmas	and	Easter	holidays	we’d	go	to	Radio	City	Music	Hall	to
see	the	latest	holiday	film	and	watch	the	Rockettes	perform.	Each	time	we’d	have	to	wait
in	a	blocks-long	line	to	buy	tickets,	often	in	freezing	weather,	but	that	was	part	of	the
experience.

The	previous	holiday	season	my	mother,	Davida,	and	I	had	gone	to	see	the	New	York
City	Ballet	perform	The	Nutcracker.	The	Sugar	Plum	Fairy	was	played	by	Maria	Tallchief,
a	long,	lean	beauty	who	was	a	real	Indian,	or	Native	American.	Her	movements
mesmerized	me,	and	I	dreamed	of	dancing,	although	I	was	a	clumsy,	awkward	child.	On
my	eleventh	birthday,	my	mother	bought	me	a	recording	of	The	Nutcracker	Suite	that	I
played	endlessly	on	the	Victrola	in	our	living	room.



This	holiday	season	with	my	newfound	uncle	would	be	magical.	He	had	such	plans,
and	they	all	included	me.	I	was	no	longer	“the	baby,”	too	young	to	go	along,	as	I’d	been
every	time	Blanche	received	an	invitation	to	New	York.	There	were	many	times	she	went
off	with	friends’	families,	and	I’d	stayed	home	and	cried.	My	uncle’s	first	outing	to	the
city	would	be	just	with	me.	I	felt	so	special.

After	school	let	out	for	vacation,	my	uncle	and	I	made	our	first	foray	into	New	York.
We	went	into	the	city	midday	on	the	bus	and	made	the	Museum	of	Natural	History	our
first	stop.	I	always	loved	the	entry	hall	where	the	huge	brontosaurus	skeleton	stood.	I
stared	at	it	for	a	very	long	time.	Afterwards	we	went	next	door	and	stargazed	at	the
Hayden	Planetarium,	then	walked	across	to	Central	Park.	Although	I’d	been	in	Central
Park	many	times	before,	I’d	never	ridden	in	a	hansom	cab.	Today	would	be	different.
Uncle	Richard	hailed	a	cab,	we	climbed	aboard,	the	driver	covered	us	with	a	blanket,	and
off	we	went,	trotting	through	Central	Park.	The	weather	had	grown	colder,	and	I	was
thankful	for	the	blanket,	yet	delighted	by	the	ride.	I	loved	sitting	in	the	cab	as	the	horse
clip-clopped	down	the	street.

When	the	cab	ride	ended,	Uncle	Richard	said,	“Let’s	go	to	Lindy’s	for	dinner.	It’s	near
the	theater,	and	we	can	have	cheesecake	for	dessert.”

Lindy’s	was	a	diner	on	Seventh	Avenue,	famous	for	its	cheese-
cake—and	its	celebrities.	Their	autographed	pictures	papered	the
walls,	and	anyone	who	wanted	to	be	seen	or	eat	good	food	went	to
Lindy’s.	I’d	never	been	there,	but	I	had	heard	about	all	its	special
cheesecake	varieties:	strawberry,	cherry,	and	blueberry.	I	nodded
and	off	we	went.

As	we	sat	in	the	booth,	I	looked	at	the	walls,	covered	with
eight-by-ten	photos	of	stars	of	the	stage	and	screen.	I	recognized
the	faces	and	some	of	the	names.

After	dinner	we	browsed	the	stores	in	the	theater	district.	My	uncle	discovered	a	record
store	and	said,	“I	love	to	read	and	listen	to	my	records	in	my	spare	time.	I	have	about
1,000	albums	back	in	California.	I	love	the	tenors,	especially	Caruso.	When	I	play	his
recordings,	I	turn	the	volume	up	on	my	hi-fi	until	my	trailer	shakes.”	We	found	no	Caruso,
but	I	spotted	a	recording	of	the	Grieg	Piano	Concerto	in	C#	Minor	played	by	Eugene
Ormandy	and	the	Philadelphia	Philharmonic	Orchestra.	This	was	one	of	my	favorite
pieces,	and	I’d	mastered	the	theme	on	the	piano.	The	flip	side	contained	Rachmaninoff’s
Rhapsody	on	a	Theme	of	Paganini.	Uncle	Richard	bought	it	for	me,	and	whenever	I	hear



these	works	I	think	of	him.	He	enhanced	my	love	of	classical	music,	which	my	mother
introduced	to	me	at	an	early	age.

That	evening	I	saw	my	first	Broadway	show,	My	Fair	Lady,	with	the	inimitable	Rex
Harrison	starring	as	Professor	Henry	Higgins.	We	sat	in	the	center	orchestra	section,	right
near	the	actors.	The	costumes	were	elaborate,	the	scenery	revolved,	and	the	music
delighted.	I	was	already	familiar	with	it,	because	the	show	had	been	on	Broadway	for
nearly	five	years.	I	watched	in	awe.	It	was	all	so	wonderful.

Two	and	a	half	hours	later,	we	made	our	way	to	the	Port	Authority	and	the	bus	that
would	take	us	back	to	Hillside.	It	was	nearly	eleven,	and	snow	had	begun	to	fall	once
more.	The	bus	dropped	us	in	Hillside,	but	it	wasn’t	the	stop	where	my	mother	had
arranged	to	meet	us.	We	stood	outside	and	waited,	but	she	did	not	come.	There	were	no
phone	booths	nearby,	and	my	mother	would	not	have	been	home	if	we’d	tried	to	call.	She
was	sitting	in	her	car	waiting	at	a	different	bus	stop.	We	saw	the	headlights	of	an
approaching	car	through	the	storm,	but	when	it	got	closer,	we	realized	it	was	not	my
mother’s	car.	The	driver	stopped	and	asked,	“Do	you	need	help?”

“We’ve	been	waiting	for	my	sister	to	pick	us	up,	but	we	must	have	gotten	our	signals
crossed.	Could	you	give	us	a	lift?”	my	uncle	asked.

I	was	frightened.	My	mother	had	always	taught	me	not	to	speak	to	strangers	and	never,
ever	hitchhike.	Now	her	younger	brother	was	doing	both,	and	I	was	along	for	the	ride.

“Get	in,	Libby,”	my	uncle	said,	and	off	we	went.	I	sat	silently	beside	him,	too	afraid	to
speak.	The	kind	stranger	deposited	us	at	our	front	door,	and	my	uncle	thanked	him
profusely.	Mommy	stood	at	the	open	door	as	we	approached,	and	the	fear	on	her	face
turned	to	relief	when	she	realized	we	were	all	right.	“I	was	so	worried	when	you	didn’t	get
off	at	the	bus	stop,”	she	said.	“Next	trip	I’m	coming	with	you.”

On	our	next	outing,	the	three	of	us	took	the	train	from	Penn	Station	in	Newark	to	New
York’s	Penn	Station.	From	there	we	walked	all	the	way	to	Rockefeller	Plaza,	a	distance	of
twenty	city	blocks,	in	freezing	temperatures.	My	mother,	a	smoker,	huffed	and	puffed	a
bit,	but	she	did	not	complain.	We	ate	dinner	at	Manny	Wolfe’s	Steak	House,	where	I	tasted
my	first	chateaubriand.	My	uncle	agreed	to	share	this	prime	beef	cut	surrounded	by	a
bouquet	of	vegetables,	as	it	was	only	prepared	for	two.	I	had	never	eaten	food	that	was
presented	so	beautifully,	and	I	felt	like	a	princess	that	night.

Afterwards	we	attended	the	play,	A	Majority	of	One,	starring	Sir	Cedric	Hardwicke	and
Gertrude	Berg,	famous	actors	of	that	period.	Sir	Cedric	was	made	up	to	be	a	Japanese



man,	and	I	believe	this	was	a	love	story	marred	by	prejudice,	although	I	did	not	fully
understand	the	plot.	I	sat	a	mere	fifteen	feet	from	the	stage,	engrossed	in	the	action.	I	knew
Gertrude	Berg	from	her	television	series,	The	Goldbergs,	and	Sir	Cedric	Hardwicke	as
Pharaoh	in	the	film	The	Ten	Commandments.	I	had	never	been	so	close	to	famous	actors
before.

On	our	final	New	York	outing,	we	began	with	dinner	at	Mama	Leone’s,	a	well-known
Italian	restaurant	with	the	ambience	of	a	Roman	garden.	Our	most	memorable	excursion
took	place	on	New	Year’s	Eve,	when	my	mother,	uncle,	and	I	saw	The	Music	Man,
starring	Robert	Preston	in	his	award-winning	role.	Toward	the	end	of	the	performance,	we
could	hear	horns	blowing	outside	on	Times	Square,	their	sounds	overtaking	the	music
inside.

Afterwards	we	joined	the	New	Year’s	Eve	revelers,	and	my	uncle	bought	me	a	horn.	It
was	bitterly	cold	that	night,	and	I	was	tired	after	the	show	ended.	To	keep	busy,	I	stood
between	my	mother	and	uncle	and	blew	my	horn	at	everyone	that	passed—especially	the
sailors—and	there	were	a	lot	of	them.	They	stopped	and	blew	their	horns	back	at	me,
smiling	at	this	silly,	awkward	girl	in	a	charcoal-gray	wool	coat	and	red	beret.	I	loved	it.

When	the	crystal	ball	dropped,	signaling	the	start	of	the	new	decade—	1960—everyone
began	kissing	and	hugging.	The	sailors	grabbed	nearby	women	in	strong	embraces.	My
mother	put	her	arm	around	me	and	held	me	close.	Uncle	Richard	hugged	his	sister	for	the
first	New	Year’s	Eve	in	thirty	years.	What	a	wonderful	reunion	they	shared!

People	were	stacked	ten	deep	and	tightly	packed.	A	few	minutes	after	midnight,	this
mass	of	humanity	assumed	a	life	of	its	own	as	it	moved	away	from	Times	Square.	We
became	trapped	in	the	crowd	and	could	only	walk	in	the	direction	it	went.	The	crowd
moved	down	Broadway,	and	we	were	shocked	by	the	number	of	women’s	shoes	left	lying
on	the	ground	this	bitter	cold	night.	Many	had	been	literally	swept	off	their	owners’	feet.

Eventually	we	made	our	way	to	Penn	Station	to	board	a	Hudson	Tube	train	to	New
Jersey.	As	we	descended	the	stairs	to	the	platform,	a	drunken	man	behind	us	fell	and	his
legs	slid	under	me,	scraping	my	legs	and	running	my	nylon	stockings	with	the	heels	of	his
leather	oxfords.	He	mumbled	an	apology,	and	I	clung	to	my	mother	and	uncle,	frightened
by	this	drunken	stranger’s	intrusion.	Then	I	dozed	off	between	them	until	the	train	arrived
in	Newark.

Uncle	Richard	returned	to	California	a	few	days	later.	Before	he	left,	he	gave	me	a
special	present,	one	that	he	and	my	mother	had	created	during	his	visit.	When	I	was	eight,



she’d	started	a	cultured	pearl	necklace	for	me	with	six	pearls.	The	tradition	was	to	add
pearls	each	year	on	birthdays	and	special	occasions,	but	my	mother	had	not	been	able	to
add	any	for	the	past	few	years.	Uncle	Richard	purchased	the	pearls	to	complete	the
necklace,	which	has	become	a	treasured	heirloom.

The	reunion	of	my	mother	and	her	brother	was	the	end	of	the	first	family	thirty-year
absence	and	the	beginning	of	a	new	relationship	that	would	become	prominent	in	my	life.
The	second	thirty-year	absence,	between	Aunt	Rose,	her	sons,	and	me,	would	not	be
resolved	until	I	became	an	adult—two	decades	after	my	father,	who	was	said	to	be	its
cause,	had	died.	The	third	long	absence—that	of	my	sister	Blanche—has	continued	for
more	than	thirty-three	years.

I	don’t	know	why	my	long-lost	uncle	chose	that	year	to	connect	with	his	sister	or	where
he	earned	all	the	money	he	spent	that	holiday	season.	I	do	know	that	he	was	determined	to
reunite	with	his	sister	in	style.	We	ate	at	world	famous	restaurants,	visited	New	York
landmarks,	wandered	the	city’s	streets,	and	just	had	fun.	I	found	it	to	be	such	a	welcome
break	from	my	life	in	Hillside.

The	holiday	season	of	1959	was	definitely	my	most	memorable,	and	it	changed	the
course	of	my	life.	I	saw	my	mother	enjoy	herself	for	the	first	time	in	many	years,	and	I
met	my	uncle,	a	man	unlike	anyone	I’d	ever	known.	Little	did	I	realize	how	great	a	role	he
would	play	in	my	life	for	the	next	decade.



2

The	Landscape	of	My	Childhood

he	landscape	of	my	childhood	was	filled	with	oaks	and	maples	that	swayed	beside
two-story,	wood-sided	homes	with	front	stoops	where	parents	sat	smoking	cigarettes

on	summer	evenings	while	children	chased	fireflies.	Hillside	was	a	town	where	neighbors
spent	time	together,	chatting	while	raking	leaves	and	watching	them	burn	in	the	fall,
visiting	over	coffee	and	cigarettes	on	winter	mornings,	taking	storm	windows	down	and
putting	up	screens	in	the	spring,	and	talking	on	front	stoops	during	sultry	summer
evenings	when	sitting	inside	became	unbearable.	Doors	remained	open,	yards	unfenced,
and	we	each	knew	which	door	to	enter	when	dropping	by	a	neighbor’s	house.

Children	floated	freely	between	households	and	felt	welcome	in	all.	We	walked	to
school	together,	sledded	down	the	hills	for	which	the	town	was	named,	jumped	into
puddles	on	rainy	days,	and	traveled	on	foot	to	the	places	we	frequented—the	corner
grocery,	candy	store,	library,	synagogue,	and	Jewish	center—unaccompanied	by	adults.

In	the	1950s	and	‘60s,	Hillside,	a	suburb	of	Newark,	was	approximately	one-half
Jewish.	I	grew	up	thinking	that	most	of	the	world	was	Jewish.	The	few	Catholic	families
who	lived	among	us	attended	Christ	the	King	Church;	some	sent	their	children	to	its	parish
school,	while	others’	children	attended	Hillside	Avenue	School	with	the	rest	of	the
neighborhood	kids.	The	Batchelors,	Fitzsimmonses,	Pavlaks,	and	Yugoslawskis	dwelled
happily	among	their	Jewish	neighbors,	and	we	all	got	along	well.	I	did	not	know	there
were	Protestant	religions	until	I	became	a	teenager.

While	my	neighborhood	on	Highland	Avenue	was	warm	and	welcoming	and	my
parents	loving,	my	world	was	filled	with	fear.	I	hated	loud	noises	and	cringed	when	the
monthly	air	raid	sirens	wailed	at	ten	on	Friday	mornings.	Most	times	I	hid	under	the
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kitchen	table,	as	instructed	by	my	mother.	Once	I	crouched	on	a	neighbor’s	front	steps,
unable	to	move,	thinking	the	unceasing	wail	came	from	the	dreaded	garbage	truck.

I	feared	the	garbage	truck	with	its	loud	gears,	horrible	smell,	and	huge	compartment
where	trash	was	compacted.	I’m	not	sure	if	it	was	the	noise	or	the	worry	that	one	day	I
would	get	thrown	in	the	back	of	the	truck	and	be	ground	to	bits.	Being	chased	by	the
garbage	truck	was	a	recurring	childhood	nightmare,	and	I	would	wake	up	screaming.
Sadly,	the	fate	I	feared	is	exactly	what	happened	to	two	sanitation	workers	in	Memphis,
Tennessee,	just	before	Dr.	Martin	Luther	King	Jr.	was	assassinated	in	1968.

Many	of	my	fears	were	instilled	by	my	older	sister,	Blanche.	Born	in	1944	while	World
War	II	raged,	she	was	adopted	shortly	after	her	birth.	Her	baby	picture	shows	a	smiling
cherub,	impeccably	dressed	in	a	short-sleeved	white	cotton	blouse	with	a	Peter	Pan	collar
and	an	embroidered	front	placket	edged	in	lace.	The	blouse	is	neatly	tucked	into	a	pleated
plaid	wool	skirt.	White	leather	high-top	shoes,	white	anklet	socks,	and	a	white	bow
attached	to	wisps	of	blond	hair	that	surround	her	smiling	face	complete	the	outfit.	In	this
photograph,	Blanche	is	the	picture	of	childhood	innocence,	her	left	hand	outstretched	as	if
to	wave	hello.	But	there	is	a	hint	of	mischief	in	her	smile,	perhaps	a	portent	of	things	to
come.

My	parents	had	been	married	nearly	eighteen	years	when	they	adopted	Blanche,	and
both	had	plenty	of	love	to	share,	although	they	lacked	parenting	skills.	I’m	told	that	before
I	was	born	she	swatted	at	the	crystal	chandelier	in	the	dining	room	with	a	broom	and	broke
new	toys	with	abandon.	My	parents	did	not	know	what	to	do	with	her.

When	I	was	adopted	four	years	later,	the	situation	had	not	changed.	Perhaps	they
believed	I	would	be	different—	and	I	was.	We	were	named	for	deceased	relatives,	the
Jewish	custom.	Blanche	was	named	for	the	two	grandmothers	we	never	met.	I	was	named
after	my	great-grandmother	and	great-uncle.	Libby	means	“an	oath	of	God”	in	Hebrew.

In	childhood	Blanche	was	always	physically	larger,	and	her	size	and
strength	intimidated	me.	We	did	not	look	at	all	alike.	Her	blond	hair
turned	light	brown	as	she	grew	older	and	was	cut	short	in	a	Buster
Brown	style	because	it	was	so	straight.	My	mother	often	gave	it	a
permanent	wave	to	give	her	some	curls.	My	eyes	were	blue,	my	hair
light	blond	and	curly,	and	I	was	called	“the	baby.”	My	mother	would
style	my	curls	in	ringlets	and	dress	me	like	Shirley	Temple,	the	child
screen	star	everyone	adored.	It’s	no	wonder	my	sister	resented	me.



Her	torture	began	when	I	was	quite	young.	She	knew	I	found	areas	of	our	house
forbidding,	and	she	delighted	in	teasing	me.	The	bedrooms	were	upstairs,	and	I	went	up
first	every	night,	since	my	bedtime	was	earlier.	Just	before	I	climbed	the	stairs	Blanche
would	taunt,	“The	bogeyman	is	going	to	get	you,”	and	I	would	freeze.	Although	I	did	not
really	think	the	bogeyman	existed,	I	hesitated.	The	upstairs	light	switch	was	located
halfway	down	the	hall,	which	meant	I	was	in	total	darkness	when	I	reached	the	upstairs
landing.	Each	night	I	began	to	sweat	as	I	climbed	the	thirteen	stairs,	begging	someone	to
come	with	me.	I	could	feel	my	heart	flutter	as	I	flailed	my	arms	in	front	of	me,	shooing
away	imaginary	villains	in	the	dark.	When	my	hands	finally	reached	the	switch	and	I
flicked	it	on,	I’d	breathe	a	sigh	of	relief	and	run	into	the	room	I	shared	with	my	sister.
Then	I’d	jump	into	bed	and	hide	under	the	covers,	leaving	only	enough	opening	to
breathe.

Blanche	and	I	shared	a	room	when	we	were	young,	so	that	our	live-in	maid,	Mary,
could	have	the	small,	L-shaped	room	next	to	ours.	Poppy,	our	mother’s	stepfather,	lived	in
the	downstairs	bedroom	because	he	needed	a	cane	to	walk	and	climbing	stairs	was
difficult.

The	small	upstairs	bedroom	next	to	ours	became	empty	the	day	Mommy	awoke	to	find
Mary	shoving	my	mother’s	jewelry	into	her	pockets	while	she	thought	my	parents	were
asleep.	Afraid	she	would	harm	them,	my	parents	waited	until	later	that	morning	to
confront	Mary,	recover	the	jewelry,	and	ask	her	to	leave	our	house.	After	that,	my	parents
only	hired	day	help,	and	I	recall	an	assortment	of	housekeepers	who	came	and	went.

When	I	look	back	on	my	childhood,	I	realize	that	beneath	our	lovely	suburban	lifestyle
ran	an	undercurrent	of	violence.	My	fears	were	not	unfounded,	I	later	learned.

Most	of	the	time	I	was	a	happy	child,	and	I	liked	sharing	a	room	with	my	sister.	I
naively	believed	she	would	save	me	from	the	things	I	feared.	I	wanted	to	look	up	to	her
and	have	her	protect	me,	but	it	rarely	happened.	She	delighted	in	telling	me	scary	stories,
making	me	feel	more	insecure.

Occasionally,	she	would	come	through	and	be	the	sister	I	hoped	for.	One	of	those	times
was	when	I	was	five	and	still	had	training	wheels	on	my	bike.

“Libby,	don’t	you	think	it’s	time	we	took	those	off?”	my	mother	asked	one	summer
day.

“Mommy,	I	still	can’t	balance,”	I	answered.

“You	don’t	know	what	you	can	do	until	you	try,”	she	said.	That	night	my	father



removed	the	training	wheels.

The	next	morning	Blanche	said,	“C’mon,	Lib.	Let’s	ride	your	bike.”	I	got	on	my	bike
and	Blanche	stood	beside	me,	holding	me	up	as	I	pedaled.	Back	and	forth	we	went	on
Clark	Street	that	warm	summer	morning,	Blanche	holding	and	me	pedaling.	And	then	I
looked	back.	Blanche	was	standing	twenty	feet	behind,	and	I	was	riding	on	my	own.

“I	did	it,	I	did	it,”	I	squealed	in	delight.

Blanche	stood	there	with	a	huge	grin	on	her	face.	“See,	Lib,	I	told	you	you	could	ride
your	bike.”	That	memory	is	one	of	my	happiest	of	my	older	sister.

But	as	we	grew,	our	differences	became	more	pronounced.	Blanche	was	messy;	I	was
neat.	Nature	seemed	to	win	out	over	nurture.	We	had	different	personalities,	although	we
were	raised	together.	I	made	my	bed	every	day	and	put	everything	in	my	room	in	its	place.
Blanche	refused	to	make	her	bed	and	scattered	dirty	laundry	across	the	dresser,	the	floor,
and	my	neatly	made	bed.	When	she	ran	out	of	clean	clothes	to	wear,	she	took	mine.	Too
often	she	ruined	my	summer	outfits	when	she	“borrowed”	my	shorts,	which	were	much
too	small	for	her,	and	the	seams	or	zippers	burst.	I	began	to	resent	having	to	share	my
space	with	someone	so	inconsiderate.

She	played	music	late	at	night	and	early	in	the	morning	when	I	was	trying	to	sleep,	and
sometimes	she’d	take	the	screen	off	the	bedroom	window	and	sneak	onto	the	roof	to	talk
with	friends.

I	was	finally	given	my	own	room	after	a	weekend	in	which	Blanche	decided	to	play	the
ultimate	prank	on	my	parents,	and	she	made	me	her	unwilling	accomplice.	“Lib,	let’s
pretend	that	someone	broke	into	the	house	last	night	and	made	a	mess,”	she	whispered
early	one	Sunday	morning	while	our	parents	were	still	asleep.

“That	doesn’t	sound	like	a	good	idea,”	I	responded.

“It	will	be	exciting.	I	can’t	wait	to	see	the	looks	on	Mommy	and	Daddy’s	faces	when
they	come	downstairs,”	she	replied.	“Don’t	you	say	a	word,	or	I’ll	kill	you.	Do	you
understand?”

I	nodded,	believing	she	would.

Blanche	then	began	grabbing	eggs	and	milk	from	the	fridge	and	pouring	them	on	the
kitchen	floor.	She	took	flour	and	sprinkled	it	on	the	counter,	opened	cabinet	doors	and
kitchen	drawers,	threw	cooking	implements	on	the	floor,	and	then	left	the	front	door	ajar.

After	she	finished	her	mischief,	she	went	upstairs	and	yelled,	“Mommy,	Daddy,	wake



up.	Someone	broke	into	the	house.”	I	stood	silently	behind	her,	afraid	to	say	a	word.

When	our	parents	came	downstairs,	they	were	upset	by	the	mess	but	not	convinced	that
it	wasn’t	homemade.	“Blanche,	did	you	and	Libby	do	this?”	my	father	asked.

“Oh,	no,	Daddy,”	she	replied.	“Someone	broke	in.	You	need	to	call	the	police.”

The	detectives	arrived	within	minutes,	since	the	police	department	was	down	the	street.
Blanche	and	I	were	questioned	for	what	seemed	like	hours.	I	felt	uncomfortable.	My
mother	had	taught	me	that	lying	was	a	sin.	Casting	my	eyes	toward	the	floor,	I	answered
each	question	in	a	monosyllable.	I	knew	the	policemen	could	tell	I	was	lying,	and	I	was
scared.

After	that	morning,	the	empty	L-shaped	bedroom	across	from	my
parents	became	mine.	They	filled	it	with	a	desk,	bookshelves,	and	a
chest	of	drawers	handcrafted	by	our	neighbor,	Joe	Goodman,	a	master
craftsman	and	high	school	shop	teacher.	He	designed	a	built-in	desk	to
go	under	my	bedroom	window	and	huge	bookshelves	that	surrounded
the	window	and	rose	to	the	ceiling	from	the	desktop.	Over	time,	the
bookshelves	became	filled	with	books	I	acquired	through	book	clubs	or
as	gifts.	There	was	also	a	chest	of	drawers,	and	one	drawer	contained	a
hiding	place	covered	by	a	panel,	where	I	placed	precious	things.	I’d
already	learned	that	Blanche	stole	money	from	my	piggy	bank,	and	I’d	given	up	trying	to
save	as	long	as	she	had	access	to	my	room.

Naively,	I	believed	that	Blanche	did	not	know	about	the	hiding	place—	until	one	day	I
removed	the	cover	and	discovered	it	was	empty.	“Blanche!”	I	screamed.	“Where	is	my
money?	I	know	you	took	it.	Mommy,	why	does	she	always	do	this	to	me?”	I	wailed.
“Please	do	something.”

On	days	when	life	with	Blanche	became	overwhelming	and	I	needed	to	get	away,	I
would	pack	my	small	camp	bag	with	personal	items	and	announce,	“I’m	going	to
Honolulu.”	I	had	no	idea	where	Honolulu	was	and	would	take	a	walk	around	the	block,
eventually	to	return	home.

My	parents	finally	purchased	a	lock	for	my	bedroom	door	shortly	after	that,	and	no	one
was	allowed	in	my	inner	sanctum	unless	I	was	there.	My	room	became	my	refuge,	a	place
where	I	could	shut	my	sister	out	and	spend	time	in	my	own	world.	I	read	for	hours,	wrote
letters	to	Aunt	Florrie,	Zayde	Berger,	or	Aunt	Bessie	and	Uncle	Charlie.	I	drew	pictures,
played	with	dolls,	and	sometimes	sat	staring	at	the	huge	maple	that	stood	outside	my



window	on	the	Gelfonds’	property	next	door.

The	lock	did	not	protect	me	from	my	own	naiveté.	One	night	Blanche	arrived	home
with	a	rubber	rattlesnake	that	looked	very	real.	She	knocked	on	my	door	and	showed	it	to
me.	“Yuck,”	I	shrieked	and	slammed	the	door	in	her	face.	I	hated	snakes	and	could	not
even	look	at	them	in	movies	or	on	television	shows.	My	heart	raced,	and	I	jumped	into	bed
and	hid	under	the	covers.

After	a	while,	it	grew	quiet	in	the	hallway.	I	heard	water	running	in	the	bathroom	sink
and	assumed	Blanche	was	washing	her	face.	Because	the	night	was	warm,	I	opened	the
door.	The	large	rubber	snake	flew	into	my	face,	and	I	screamed	in	horror.

“Gotcha!”	yelled	Blanche.

Five	minutes	later	my	mother	came	running	into	the	house	and	up	the	stairs.	“What	on
earth	is	going	on	here?”	she	screamed.	“I	was	playing	cards	at	the	Goodmans’	house,
heard	the	screams,	and	thought	someone	was	being	murdered.”

Sometimes	my	parents	entered	my	room	to	put	things	in	the	safe	hidden	inside	my
closet	wall.	I	always	wondered	what	they	kept	in	the	safe	and	worried	that	if	someone
broke	into	the	house,	he’d	head	for	my	bedroom,	where	the	safe	was	hidden.	Then	I’d	tell
myself	that	no	one	knew	about	the	safe	except	our	family.

Some	summer	mornings	I	awakened	to	hot,	humid	days	and	couldn’t	wait	to	go
downstairs	to	escape	the	heat.	By	afternoon,	the	clouds	would	grow	dark	and	large,	and
the	wind	began	to	rustle	the	maple	leaves	next	door	until	streaks	of	lightning	appeared	in
the	sky.	Loud	claps	of	thunder	followed,	and	I	shut	myself	in	my	room,	frightened	by	the
noise	and	the	growing	storm.	I’d	lie	on	my	bed	and	read	as	the	wind-whipped	leaves	were
pelted	by	large	raindrops.	After	a	while	the	thunder	ended,	the	rain	ceased,	and	my	world
would	be	calm	once	more.	I	weathered	many	storms	safely	in	my	abode.

My	second	favorite	room	in	our	house	was	the	kitchen,	which	was	filled	with	the	tastes
and	smells	of	my	mother’s	cooking	and	baking.	It	was	on	the	main	floor	with	the	living
room,	dining	room,	Poppy’s	bedroom	and	bath,	and	the	breakfast	room,	which	our	parents
added	when	they	remodeled	the	kitchen.	My	mother	chose	modern	colors,	cocoa	brown
and	powder	blue,	for	the	new	metal	kitchen	cabinets,	and	the	kitchen	would	have	an
electric	stove	and	two	ovens.	It	would	even	have	a	dishwasher.	The	refrigerator	would	be
painted	powder	blue	to	match	the	cabinets.	My	mother	was	delighted.

I	must	have	been	about	four	when	the	remodel	began.	The	workmen	dug	a	three-foot
ditch	in	the	backyard	for	the	foundation’s	footing.	Blanche,	the	ultimate	tomboy,	enjoyed



jumping	in	the	ditch	when	our	parents	weren’t	watching.	One	day	my	mother	saw	her
through	the	window	and	came	running	out,	admonishing,	“Girls,	stay	out	of	the	ditch.	You
can	get	hurt.”

Mommy’s	warning	was	enough	for	me,	the	cautious	child	who	listened.	I	did	not	want
to	make	her	angry	and	worried	that	she	would	no	longer	love	me	if	I	misbehaved.

After	Mommy	went	back	inside,	Blanche	urged,	“Come	on,	Lib,	jump	in	the	ditch.	I
won’t	tell	Mommy.”

I	eyed	the	ditch	nervously,	not	wanting	to	get	hurt	or	displease	our	mother.	I	also
desperately	sought	my	sister’s	approval	and	wanted	to	do	what	she	asked.

“Come	on,	Lib.	It’s	easy.	You’ll	be	in	and	out	before	she	knows	it.	Don’t	be	afraid.	You
can’t	get	hurt.”

Trusting	her,	I	jumped—and	then	I	realized	how	deep	the	ditch	was.	I	couldn’t	climb
out.	I	reached	my	hand	up	for	Blanche’s	help.	She	had	already	run	into	the	house	yelling,
“Mommy,	Libby’s	in	the	ditch.”	My	mother	pulled	me	from	the	ditch	and	sent	me	to	my
room.	Blanche	went	off	to	play	with	a	friend.

I	vowed	not	to	listen	to	my	sister	after	that,	but	my	need	for	approval	won	out	over
common	sense.	I	wanted	to	be	her	friend.

One	time	the	two	of	us	decided	to	go	up	to	the	attic	to	find	some	books	my	parents
stored	there.	I	loved	to	leaf	through	the	leather-bound	editions	of	Dickens,	Poe,	and
Shakespeare.	Getting	to	the	attic	was	not	an	easy	task.	We	had	to	ascend	a	set	of	wooden
stairs	that	unfolded	from	a	trapdoor	in	the	ceiling	outside	my	bedroom.	Blanche	assured
me	it	would	be	no	problem,	pulled	the	chain	on	the	trapdoor,	and	let	the	stairs	fold	out.
“Follow	me,”	she	said.

In	the	light-filled	attic	I	became	so	entranced	by	the	books	that	I	didn’t	notice	Blanche
was	gone—until	I	heard	the	trap	door	close.

While	our	attic	was	warm	and	light,	our	basement	was	dark,	damp,	and	full	of	hidden
corners	where	the	bogeyman	could	hide.	I	hated	going	down	there	alone.	The	main	area
was	covered	by	a	concrete	floor	upon	which	sat	a	monstrous	oil	burner	that	emitted	loud
sounds	as	it	produced	heat.	There	were	also	a	washer	and	a	dryer,	which	contributed	their
share	to	the	cacophony.	Near	the	washer	and	dryer	stood	an	industrial-sized	ironing
machine	that	my	mother	used	to	iron	sheets,	underwear,	and	socks.	I	was	told	that	when
Blanche	was	a	toddler,	my	mother	sat	her	in	front	of	the	washer	to	keep	her	entertained.



Perhaps	sitting	and	staring	at	all	those	loads	of	laundry	took	its	toll.

The	basement	contained	three	smaller	rooms	off	the	main	room:	a
primitive	half	bath,	a	cold-storage	room,	and	a	small	playroom.
Mommy	kept	seasonal	clothes,	such	as	woolen	jackets	and	furs,	in	the
cold-storage	room,	which	smelled	like	cedar	and	mothballs.	When
Blanche	and	I	grew	older,	we	would	help	her	take	one	season’s	clothes
downstairs	and	bring	the	next	season’s	up.	Our	playroom	was	painted
dark	brown,	housed	our	Amana	freezer,	and	had	built-in	toy	benches.
One	day	Blanche	and	I	decided	to	make	pancakes	with	plaster	of	Paris
and	pour	them	on	the	benches,	where	they	solidified.	We	did	not	use	the
playroom	often	because	there	were	no	toys	in	it,	and	the	damp,	dark	space	was	not
inviting.	Sometimes	we’d	play	hide-and-seek	with	friends	in	the	basement	when	the
weather	was	bad	and	we	were	really	bored.	Most	days	we	avoided	it.

Occasionally,	my	mother	asked	me	to	go	down	to	the	basement	and	get	something	out
of	the	freezer	or	grab	a	bottle	of	seltzer	at	the	base	of	the	stairs.	I’d	hurry	down,	leaving
the	door	to	the	kitchen	ajar,	grab	the	item,	and	run	back	up	the	curved	stairs	as	fast	as	I
could,	my	heart	racing.	The	only	times	I	felt	comfortable	in	the	basement	were	when	my
mother	was	with	me,	hanging	the	laundry	on	lines	stretched	across	the	large	open	area	or
using	her	industrial-sized	ironing	machine	to	press	sheets	and	underwear.

Most	winter	evenings	my	mother,	sister,	and	I	sat	in	the	living	room	watching
television	while	Poppy	and	my	father	worked	at	the	bar	Poppy	owned	in	Newark,	the
other	landscape	of	my	childhood.	Newark	was	where	our	aunt	and	cousins	lived,	my
father	worked,	and	my	mother	shopped.	It	was	“the	big	city”	compared	to	our	small
township.

Poppy	was	my	mother’s	stepfather.	My	grandmother,	Blanche	Owsowitz	Goldstone,
was	a	divorcée	with	two	small	children	when	she	met	this	tall,	handsome	man	with	dark,
wavy	hair	and	huge	brown	eyes.	He	was	kind	and	charming,	and	after	they	married,	he
adopted	her	two	children.	My	mother	and	her	mother	were	close,	more	like	sisters	than
mother	and	daughter.	After	my	grandmother	died,	my	mother	took	good	care	of	Poppy,
who	was	her	father	for	all	intents	and	purposes.	He	lived	with	us	and	suffered	from
Buerger’s	(ironically	pronounced	like	our	last	name)	disease,	a	circulatory	disorder	that
affected	his	legs	and	caused	him	to	use	a	cane.

Poppy’s	bar	was	on	the	corner	of	Avon	and	Ridgewood	avenues	in	Newark.	He	and	my
grandmother	had	lived	nearby	and	raised	their	family	there.	Poppy



purchased	the	tavern	after	Prohibition	ended.	His	place	of	business
was	a	dark,	beer-scented,	clapboard	tavern	where	locals	came	for	a
drink	after	a	hard	day’s	work.	His	patrons	were	all	regulars	who	had
known	him	for	years,	and	they	were	mostly	Negroes,	as	black
people	were	called	at	that	time.

Before	he	purchased	the	bar,	Poppy	had	allowed	bootleggers	to
set	up	stills	in	his	factory	in	Harrison	during	Prohibition.	Just	before
they	planned	to	activate	the	stills,	he	received	a	call:	“Morris,	there’s
going	to	be	a	raid.	We	need	to	shut	down.”	So	he	did.	He	never

made	a	second	attempt.

When	Prohibition	ended,	he	and	my	grandmother	opened	the	Worthington	Bar	and
Grill	in	Harrison.	This	business	thrived	well	into	the	1940s,	before	Poppy	bought	the
tavern	in	Newark,	which	also	produced	a	good	living.	My	grandmother	enjoyed	both
venues	and	often	sat	around	the	bar	with	the	customers	talking	and	laughing	like	one	of
the	“boys.”	After	my	grandmother	died,	as	Poppy	grew	older	and	more	infirm,	my	father
became	the	main	man	at	the	Newark	tavern.	Occasionally,	he	stopped	by	with	me	and
stood	me	on	the	bar.	His	patrons	would	ooh	and	aah	at	me,	a	pale-skinned,	towheaded
little	girl	with	chubby	cheeks,	curly	hair,	and	blue	eyes.	I	smiled	at	these	strangers,
working-class	men	and	women	who	came	for	their	nightly	drink	and	companionship.

Poppy	and	Daddy	had	good	rapport	with	their	employees	and	customers;	many	of	them
did	odd	jobs	for	my	parents	at	our	home.	Sometimes	their	relatives	helped	Mommy	with
the	housework.	Because	I	had	met	these	individuals	at	my	father’s	bar,	I	felt	comfortable
with	them.	I	especially	liked	Earl,	his	kind	bartender,	who	always	had	a	smile	for	me.

When	I	was	born,	my	parents	lived	on	Keer	Avenue	in	the
Weequahic	section	of	Newark,	a	predominantly	Jewish	area.	The
Weequahic	section	housed	my	Aunt	Rose	and	Uncle	Joe	and	their
sons,	Martin	and	Neal,	on	Wyndmoor	Avenue	only	blocks	away.
The	area,	high	school,	and	nearby	park	were	named	for	the	band	of
Native	Americans	who	originally	settled	in	the	vicinity.

My	family	moved	to	Highland	Avenue	in	Hillside	when	I	was
six	months	old,	but	we	spent	a	great	deal	of	time	in	Newark.
Hillside	was	my	home,	but	Newark	was	my	haunt.	Chancellor
Avenue	held	some	of	my	favorite	eating	places,	including	Sid’s	Hot	Dogs	and	the	pizzeria,
where	I	could	buy	a	slice	for	fifteen	cents.	Across	the	street	stood	Weequahic	High	School



and	farther	down	the	block	was	the	Jewish	center,	where	I	took	folk	dancing,	drama,	and
cooking	classes	after	school.	I	was	born	on	Chancellor	Avenue	in	the	city	of	Irvington,
only	a	mile	or	so	away	from	where	I	spent	much	time	during	my	youth.

We	went	to	Weequahic	and	Branchbrook	Parks	in	Newark	to	ice-skate	in	the	winter,	ate
at	the	Tavern	on	North	Broad	Street,	or	visited	doctors	and	our	dentist	in	the	Newark
Medical	Towers.

The	day	I	broke	both	bones	in	my	right	forearm	and	needed	surgery,	I	stayed	overnight
alone	in	a	Newark	hospital,	and	the	experience	made	me	never	want	to	go	back.	That	cold
January	day	had	begun	with	a	trip	to	the	Saturday	matinee	at	the	Mayfair	Theater	in
Hillside	with	a	friend.	While	walking	home,	we	encountered	some	boys	from	our	third-
grade	class.	They	started	throwing	snowballs	at	us,	made	from	remnants	of	a	snowfall	a
week	earlier.	Of	course,	we	picked	up	handfuls	of	snow	and	returned	their	fire.	As	I	ran
after	one	of	the	boys	with	a	snowball	clutched	in	my	hand,	he	suddenly	got	down	on	all
fours	and	I	flew	over	him,	landing	directly	on	the	cold,	hard	ground	on	my	right	arm.	I
heard	a	noise	that	sounded	like	a	spring	popping	as	I	hit	the	frozen	earth.	When	I	stood	up,
my	arm	felt	heavy	and	hurt	badly.	I	supported	it	with	my	other	arm	for	several	blocks	until
I	reached	home.

Our	family	doctor	came	right	to	the	house,	examined	my	arm,	made	a	temporary	splint
using	two	magazines	and	a	pair	of	shoelaces,	and	sent	me	off	to	the	hospital’s	emergency
room.

After	waiting	for	a	very	long	time,	I	was	examined	and	x-rayed.	The	film	showed	that	I
had	broken	my	radius	and	ulna,	and	the	bones	that	had	once	been	straight	now	looked
diamond	shaped	inside	my	arm.	The	orthopedic	surgeon	determined	I	would	have	to	be
anesthetized	to	set	them	back	in	place.	“Her	arm	may	never	be	straight	again,”	he	warned
Mommy,	“but	I’ll	do	my	best.”

After	I	returned	from	the	operating	room,	I	was	placed	in	a	large	ward	with	one	other
child,	a	black	infant	in	a	crib	on	the	other	side	of	the	room.	Mommy	came	to	see	me	with
her	friend,	who	urged	me	to	let	Mommy	go	home	and	get	some	rest.	I	reluctantly	said,
“okay,”	wanting	to	please	Mommy.

I	spent	the	night	screaming	in	pain,	but	no	one	answered	my	calls.	The	nurse	came	in
before	Mommy	left	and	put	an	ice	bag	on	my	arm,	but	the	ice	bag	leaked	all	over	me	and
the	bed.	My	cries	for	help	went	unheeded.	When	the	morning	shift	arrived,	the	nurse
discovered	me	soaking	wet	and	exhausted.	I	was	relieved	when	Mommy	and	Daddy



arrived	to	take	me	home.	Daddy	even	bought	me	a	coveted	Revlon	doll	to	ease	the	pain.
Mommy	thought	he	was	spoiling	me.

That	experience	made	me	never	want	to	go	to	the	hospital	again.

I	preferred	downtown	Newark	where	my	mother	and	I	went	shopping	for	school
clothes	and	holiday	outfits.	We	would	lunch	in	Bamberger’s	tearoom	and	make	the	rounds
of	Kresge’s,	Klein’s,	and	Ohrbach’s.

Sometimes	my	best	friend	Neil	and	I	went	to	the	movies	in	downtown	Newark.	The
summer	we	were	ten,	we	walked	a	few	blocks	to	the	bus	stop	on	Maple	Avenue	and	paid
fifteen	cents	to	ride	the	bus	all	the	way	downtown.	Then	we	found	the	movie	theater,
watched	a	double	feature,	hopped	back	on	the	bus,	and	walked	home.	Our	parents	thought
nothing	of	it,	and	we	felt	so	grown-up	to	go	downtown	by	ourselves.

I	did	not	realize	until	many	years	later	that	the	two	landscapes	of	my	childhood	defined
two	different	worlds.	My	privileged	existence	in	a	predominantly	white	suburban
township	with	excellent	schools	and	community	services	directly	contrasted	with	the
realities	of	the	large,	multiracial,	multiethnic	city	of	Newark.	I	felt	free	to	come	and	go
between	both	places	and	was	comfortable	in	each.

My	greatest	fears	came	from	the	world	inside	my	home.
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