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Chapter 1
My name is Ann and my first memory is of the apartment with the kitchen
in the middle between the living room and the bedroom on the second floor
above a funeral parlor. I couldn’t have been more than four years old.

The doorbell rang and I ran into the bedroom and my sister ran into the
living room so the doctor couldn’t get us. We knew the doctor was coming,
my mother had told us. The doctor and my mother sat in the kitchen and
waited for us to come out. I decided to go into the living room where my
sister was and that’s when the doctor caught me crossing the kitchen. I
guess he gave me a needle or something. Those were the days when doctors
made house calls.

Next memory was still in that apartment, but looking out the kitchen
window at my father and a policeman down in the street with my father’s
clothes lying around him and my mother running back and forth throwing
my father’s clothes out the window. Then she sat down and cried and I
didn’t know what to do. We were left alone—my mother, me and my sister.

We were in the apartment alone with my mother for a few months. A
man, I guess the landlord, started coming to the door, telling us we would
have to move out. He came to the door often to tell us to move out. My
mother pleaded, she didn’t know where to go and to give her more time. We
still had to go.

I remember going down to the basement where the furnace was and my
mother putting more coal in the furnace so the building would have heat.
She had to take us down there with her because we were too young to be
left alone. It was scary down in the basement with the big old furnace and
the long hallway to get to it. She got a break on the rent for putting coal in
the furnace.

There was a long stairway against the wall going up to the apartment.
My father once dropped us off after a visit. I remember having a candlelight
dinner with him and a woman. When he brought us home, my sister and I
were on the platform in the middle of the open stairway. My father was on
the bottom floor and my mother was on the top of the stairway, they were
screaming at each other and my father said to me and my sister, “Come here
to me.” My mother said, “Come here to me.” My sister and I just stood
there. My mother came down the stairs to where we were and took us by
the hand up to the apartment.



She needed money to pay the bills. Our father didn’t send her child
support or alimony. He was one of these deadbeat dads as they are called
today. In those days there were no computers. It was easy for someone to
get lost and not have to be hauled into court and made to pay child support
and alimony. At one point, the courts forced my paternal grandfather to pay
the child support and alimony for his son. Yes, in those days the courts did
that. Unfortunately, my grandfather died six months after starting to pay us
then we were left with nothing again.

My father sent us ice skates and my mother said what are we going to
do with them? I can’t afford to take you ice skating. My mother told us to
write a thank you to our father and ask him for some money for our dental
bill. 

Oh the dentist, he would drill your cavities without Novocain. Yes,
that’s what they did in those days. It was terribly painful. I hated going to
the dentist. Somehow, my mother paid the dental bill.

Years later, my father sent us two Mexican dolls, a boy and a girl. I kept
them in my drawer for years. I never played with them. I just looked at
them every once in a while. They were the only things I received from my
father in years so I wanted to keep them. Again my mother said to write
him a thank you and ask for money to pay the bills.

One Christmas, my Uncle Tommy came to pick me and my sister up to
go to his house. He had an armful of presents and my sister and me on
either side of him. When we got outside, my father came up to him and said
he was taking us for Christmas. My uncle at first said OK but then added all
our cousins, aunts, uncles and grandma were back at his house waiting to
see us. They would be disappointed if we didn’t go.

I didn’t want to go with my father; I wanted to go with my uncle. I don’t
know if anyone asked us but my father let us go with my uncle. I can’t
remember seeing my father again until I was eighteen.

Then there was the house with many kids and a screaming woman. We
had a room off the kitchen. When we got there, my mother told me to go
look out the window. I remember being afraid to walk through the kitchen
because the woman would always be screaming.

The father would come home when we were all sitting around watching
TV. He would roughhouse with his kids—messing their hair, hugging,
kissing and throwing them up in the air. I would watch. They seemed to
really enjoy each other and I saw how fathers interacted with their children.



It did make me miss my father. It also gave me a look into how middle-
class families behave and the role the father played in the intact family.

We started school early. We were born on December 28. The cutoff date
was December 1 to enter kindergarten. My mother somehow got us into
school that year. She needed to go to work and needed us in school so she
could do that.

First of all, you should be five when you enter kindergarten. If you are a
middle-class child, your parents keep you at home another year and start
you when you are six. Or they put you in private school so you could start
when you were five and not a year younger than the other students. That is
not the case in lower-class families. They need to put their children in
school as soon as possible so they are free to go to work.

In New York, the cut off was December 1, which was a big
disadvantage to the children whose birthdays were after September. If we
were born on December 1, we would have had a great disadvantage being
the youngest in the class. To be put in when our birthday was December 28
was a disadvantage even greater.

We were too young to start school. Plus, we came from a broken home.
We had the psychological disadvantage of that. We had no money so we
had that disadvantage, too. It was no surprise we were always in the lowest
reading group. Plus, we were too young to grasp certain fundamentals and
missed understanding the foundation of certain learning concepts. Also, we
were part of the baby boomers. There were so many children; therefore, no
one had time to give individual help to students who needed it.

There is a saying: “Your IQ is as high as your father’s salary”. That is
partially true. If your father is making money you will have all the
advantages of tutors or whatever else, you need to succeed in school.

When we went to school, my mother would lean out the window and
tell us when to cross the street to go to kindergarten. I remember never
getting the big chairs in kindergarten when the teacher told us to go get our
chairs. She was an older woman. I remember we mixed cream into butter
and we all got a chance mixing the cream. 

I walked to school. One time, I walked to school in the rain and when I
got there I was soaked. The nun took off my shoes and socks and wrapped
my feet in a blanket. It felt good but I was so embarrassed by the attention I
could hardly keep the blanket on. I was ashamed of who I was. I didn’t feel



worthy of her attention. I was a poor child from a broken home. What right
do I have to get such attention. 

We stopped living with friends and moved to a cold flat. There was only
a stove in the kitchen to keep us warm. My mother painted the apartment.
The neighbor said she shouldn’t have bothered painting the front rooms. We
weren’t going to use them when it got cold. We would only be in the
kitchen and the room off the kitchen. She was right—as soon as it got cold
we stayed in those two rooms.

We found a mouse in the closet in the mousetrap. I screamed and
screamed when my mother used the broom to get rid of it. I just remember
much screaming. My mother also cut our hair short in that cold flat. She
said it was easier to keep. I remember coloring on the floor by the stove and
asking my mother if I wrote any letters. She hardly had time to look at what
I was doing. She was so busy trying to keep everything together.

There were many Irish girls living in the apartment building and they
would hit and say mean things. I remember telling my mother they were
mean and she said don’t play with them. So I would run past them while
they yelled things at me to get into the apartment. Soon it was cold and they
weren’t outside anymore.

I remember sitting on a chair in the room off the kitchen crying and
wailing. My mother was at work and she left me and my sister alone. I cried
and wailed for a few hours. I knew then I had to accept that I would have to
work and do things for myself, if I wanted to survive. I decided that day,
after crying and wailing for a few hours, I would accept what I was given
and be strong and depend on myself if I wanted anything. My mother told
me a neighbor said I’d been wailing and crying for hours. Did I do that? I
said, “No.”

My mother had to go to work so she left us with babysitters. One time,
she left us with a family whose daughter had polio. Her legs were so skinny.
They told me to sit next to her on the bench at the table, so I did but I was
afraid I was going to get polio. Then my mother asked me if I was afraid I
would get polio and I said, “Yes.” She didn’t take us there anymore. A few
years later, in school, they lined all the kids up and gave us a polio shot.
The next two times we had to eat a sugar cube, with the vaccine in it.

There was a nice little old lady babysitter who would put us in the
carriage and take us for walks, she would tell us to close our eyes so the dirt
wouldn’t get in them when the wind blew. I liked her. One time, her friend



came over and drew a picture of a girl with a round mouth for me. I liked
the picture. I remember the friend saying poor little things. I guess she felt
sorry for us with no father.

She discovered that my sister and I needed glasses and told my mother
we may need glasses. In those days, young children didn’t get glasses.
When we started school then we got glasses. Someone said it was because
we were put in incubators when we were first born. Twins usually had a low
birth weight, I was about 4 lbs. and so was my sister when we were born.
So they put us in incubators and the blowing of the air affected our
eyesight, so they say; who knows.

We locked a young girl babysitter outside the apartment, once. I was
afraid when I did it. I guess we eventually let her in. I told my mother I
wanted to babysit myself but I really was afraid to do that. The young girl
never came back.

My mother got sick in the cold flat, probably the flu, my aunt and uncle
came then. My aunt said she would clean the apartment but she never did.
We stayed with my aunt and uncle a few days until my mother was well. I
was afraid when my mother was sick, I didn’t know what would happen to
me. In a few days, we were allowed to go back to the cold flat and my
mother was able to take care of us. I was so happy to be back with my
mother.

Some women from the welfare department came when my mother was
at work to see us in the cold flat. My mother had piled clothes on the TV to
try to hide it. We were afraid the welfare department would take our TV
away; but the women looked at the clothes then pushed some of them away.
I don’t know what she concluded but soon we moved into the Projects.



Chapter 2
Those years in the Projects were the happiest years of my childhood. My
mother used to tell us stories of Petunia and Geranium. Two little girl
flowers, I guess my sister and I were the two flowers. She would fold little
birds out of paper and their wings would move and look like they were
flying. We would go visit cousin Mary in Hoboken, take the ferry over then
climb the stairs to the top floor apartment and have a great Italian dinner. I
guess my mother had fewer money problems, or, at least, we had a decent
place to live because we seemed to go places and have fun.

We had a first-floor apartment in the Projects—two bedrooms, kitchen,
living room, bathroom and heat. Heat was the most wonderful thing about
the Projects. My sister and I shared a room with one dresser and a closet. I
remember my sister tried to convince me to take the two bottom drawers of
the dresser. Finally, we compromised, and she got the top drawer and I got
the second and the third drawer and she got the bottom drawer.

Our bedroom window was right over some work area and, in the
summer, the noisy workmen would wake us up early in the morning. We
were alone and too afraid to tell them they were loud. My mother worked
during the summer making sweaters in the sweatshops of Brooklyn. She left
early in the morning before we got up. We really didn’t go anywhere; we
just stayed in the apartment, maybe played hopscotch in the front of the
building. Mostly we watched TV. 

My mother made a list of things we could do, one summer. On one day,
she scheduled us to go to the library, the next day to the local school for the
summer program, another day at the pool. We found walking to the library a
long, hot walk so after a while we stopped going. The school program was
held in the hot old school. It was cooler and more pleasant to stay at home.
The local pool was so crowded all you did was get splashed and there was
not enough room to even try to swim. Plus, there were rumors polio was
transmitted through pools. So we went once to the pool and never went
again. 

I don’t remember how we made friends with Cookie and Judy, the two
Jewish girls who lived on the second floor but we did and we had the best
time together. We played hopscotch and we would all sit around the TV and
watch Walt Disney on Sunday nights. No one was allowed to talk. The
show was too important.



Their mother was nice, she was a secretary and she had a bad back.
Their father would walk around the apartment in his robe; their older
brother wasn’t around much. They would call me to their apartment on
Friday nights to turn on the lights or the TV. The mother would put a towel
over her head and say prayers. They would give me matzo with salt and
butter.

Cookie and Judy were smarter than my sister and me. They never said
anything about it but we all knew. They didn’t go to school on Friday but
they went a half day on Sunday. They would look at my notebook and tell
me what to write.

Just once the father, who never said anything, said to me spell Catholic,
I couldn’t and then he said to Judy spell Jew and she did. I ran down stairs
to my apartment. I was ashamed of my ignorance.

I was a better hopscotch player than Cookie or Judy. I could jump the
squares better than either of them. We would comb each other’s hair. Talk
about movies and records. I remember Cookie telling us about the movie
Psycho, which a friend of hers had seen. Years after, when I did see it, I
wasn’t disappointed; it was scary, just as Cookie had described.

We did go to the movies. Our mother would give us money to go to the
movies on Saturday morning, so she could go food shopping and do
housework. I did see many movies. We paid the children’s prices. One time,
my sister had to go home and get her birth certificate to prove her age so we
could pay the children's price.

Every penny counted but I never saw my mother use coupons. I don’t
know if they had coupons in those days. I don’t think she shopped at
discount stores. At one point, someone told her where to find some discount
stores. She went and was surprised at the low prices. 

The welfare department gave us some powdered milk and some
pancake mix but my mother never went back to get it again. We only went
once for the free toys at Christmas. I guess my mother didn’t believe in
getting something for nothing or, maybe, she didn’t want to take charity.
Whatever the reason, I don’t remember doing any of that in my childhood.

Judy, at one point had enough money to buy a record. She bought Paper
Tiger by Fabian then she didn’t like it. I asked her if she had heard it before
she bought it. She only heard the ending. You had to be very careful when
you bought something, as you were going to have to live with the decision
whether you liked it or not. What you had, especially toys were very



precious. You didn’t get another if it broke, if it wasn’t what you expected,
you lost it or let someone steal it.

I brought one of my books to school one time. Someone stole it. I told
the teacher and she had everyone look in the school bag of the person next
to them but no one saw it. I went home without my book and my mother
couldn’t buy me a new one. I never took anything to school again. The few
toys I had were very precious. I learned very young to protect them.

When we got a little older, we started to go with Cookie and Judy to
Brighton Beach. We would meet Jewish boys there. We were about ten or
eleven. The girls would get on the boys’ shoulders, in the water, and try to
push the other girl off the boy’s shoulder. It was a great game. We would get
a cherry cheese knish on the way to the beach, which was the most
delicious thing I had ever tasted. It was fun talking to the boys. I don’t think
they knew I wasn’t Jewish. I started writing to one of the boys when
summer was over but that fizzled, quickly. 

When my sister and I were on the beach alone, it got dark and stormy.
We went into the water anyway and some man came running at us telling us
to get out of the water, it was lightning. We didn’t know how dangerous the
beach could be in a lightning storm. Thank goodness there was someone
there who cared enough to tell us. We went home on the subway with wet
bathing suits. When children do things by themselves, one has to hope there
are adults around who will help them. Children are ignorant of many
dangers and they need protection.

As we got older, my mother did try to introduce us to music. Cookie and
Judy had a piano in their apartment and our parents found a piano teacher
who could give us group lessons. Because we didn’t have a piano, we got a
cardboard piano keyboard on which to practice. This was not a great
incentive to practice. We had the lessons upstairs in Cookie and Judy’s
apartment where the piano was. Judy did really well because she could
practice on her piano. I did terribly and didn’t take piano lessons for very
long. The cardboard piano didn’t give me much incentive to learn; but then
again, I don’t think I had the talent for it because as an adult I tried to take
lessons using a regular keyboard and I still couldn’t play.

There was a Spanish family who lived across the hall from us. They
were sweet and nice. The older girls would babysit us when my mother
went out. They were kind and gentle and seemed to genuinely care.
Sometimes we went to their apartment after school and they would help us



drink the milk my mother left for us. Even the older brothers would
encourage us. Regular milk was considered really good for children at that
time. No one knew about dairy allergies. 

When my mother left us at my cousins’ house, my cousins and I were
not getting along. They told Karen, their little sister, to hit me. I ran home
but I couldn’t get into my apartment so I went to the Spanish family’s
apartment and they let me in theirs. Later that night, my cousin came with a
visiting cousin from New Jersey to get me. They said my aunt and uncle
wanted me to come back with them and they took my cousin from New
Jersey to show me they really were here. I refused to go and asked the
Spanish family if I could sleep over in their apartment that night. They
nodded yes. Then about an hour later my uncle came and I did go back with
him.

My aunt and uncle lived near us so I saw my three cousins often. When
my Uncle Tommy, Aunt Kay and my three cousins were over at our house,
we were all playing and Karen wanted my doll. I told her no. She started
crying and told her parents. Gala came up to me and told me to let Karen
have my doll because she would only play with it for a while then would
give it back. I said ‘no’. I was sick of catering to Karen and giving my dolls
to other kids. Karen kept crying, my uncle came and asked me to give her
the doll and I said ‘no’. Then my uncle left and came back a little while
later with a new doll for Karen. Everyone looked at me as if I done
something wrong. Until this day, I’m torn about whether or not I did
something wrong.

I watch kids and see, many times, kids don’t want to share their toys.
Then I see parents making them share their toy. Who is right, is there a
right? When I had my own children I made my son share his toy, one time.
He started crying and looked at me with a look that said how could you do
this to me. The other kid was happy and now my son was crying. I felt as if
I had betrayed my own child and never made him share a toy again. I
decided my first job was to make my child happy, not make someone else’s
child happy.

When I was a child living in the Projects we were robbed. You would
think robbers would go to an upscale neighborhood and rob. Yet, for
whatever reason, they stayed in their neighborhood and robbed the poor.
One night, I heard a terrible scream, my sister heard it too. We got up and
went to my mother’s bedroom but she wasn’t there. We looked around the



apartment but she wasn’t anywhere. We went to the Spanish neighbors and
asked them if she was there and she wasn’t. They had heard the scream too.

Then we heard my mother outside and we all went to the main door and
opened it to look out. There was my mother walking toward the building
crying and screaming. There had been a black man in the apartment and he
took her pocketbook. She had run after him.

I was just happy to see she was safe. The Spanish neighbors helped her
in the apartment and called the police. She said she had heard the bird in the
kitchen chirping and chirping. So she went into the kitchen to see what the
matter was and there was a black man in the kitchen.

When he saw her, he grabbed her pocketbook off the kitchen table and
ran out. My mother, in her fright had run after him; but, thankfully, came to
her senses and came back to the apartment. The police arrived and there
were many people taking statements. They said he probably climbed in
through the window, we were on the ground floor, after all.

Eventually, they did find my mother’s pocketbook in the bushes near the
apartment. The money was gone. My mother was asked about it for a good
long time by her family and friends. They all wanted to know why she ran
after him. She didn’t know why. I guess in your fright you never know what
you are going to do.

Life went on and holidays came. At Halloween, we wanted to dress up
and go trick or treating. My mother worked until about 6 o’clock in the
evening, so we would be by ourselves until she got home. On Halloween,
she told us to dress up in her old dresses. A bunch of kids were outside
cutting holes in sheets to make a ghost costume. One of them put a sheet
over my head and cut a hole for the eyes, poking me in the eye with the
scissors. Luckily, it was a round edge scissors. Children need adult
supervision. 

We didn’t get much when we knocked on people’s doors. Most people
weren’t home. What we did get was a mean old man running out of his
apartment yelling at us. We ran outside and he ran after us screaming,
picking up stones and throwing them at us. After that, my sister wanted to
go home so we did. I think we only went trick or treating once, or maybe
twice.

What I do remember, which was nice about Halloween was my mother
would buy a Halloween cake with charms in it. So, whatever piece we got,
we’d get a charm. We would wait for my mother to come home with the



cake. I remember one rainy Halloween when my mother was really late; we
got very worried and scared. My cousins were with us and all of us were
frightened. Minnie, the next-door neighbor, stayed with us until Mother got
home. We all got some cake and that’s how we spent Halloween. We have a
picture of us all at Halloween around the table eating the cake. I don’t know
where that picture is but I still see it in my mind. I don’t know who could
have taken it. Maybe my aunt or uncle had a camera. We didn’t have a
camera.

Minnie would kind of look after us in the summer when my mother
worked and we were home alone all day. Most days we never saw Minnie.
One time, we were playing with the ants and the caterpillars in front of our
building, while they were eating each other. Minnie came out with a big pot
of hot water and washed them away then she went back to her apartment.

She also looked out her window and yelled at me to stop when I was
skating and I decided to skate on the handrail that goes up the ramp. I
climbed the gate and the ramp with my skates hooked up to the edge of the
handrail. I think my sister told her because I was going high and she was
afraid I would fall. My skates were pretty secure between the handrail and
the concrete but Minnie told me to get down, anyway.

At one point, Minnie said she wanted to talk to me. I went into her
apartment and when we were alone she said, why are you jealous of your
sister? I was really surprised she would ask me such a thing. I told her I’m
not jealous of my sister. She said yes you are. I said no I’m not and this
went on for a while. I kept saying “No I’m not” and she kept saying, “Yes
you are”. Finally, I wanted to go out and play and have this over with, so I
said, “OK yes I am. Can I go now?”

She let me go. I didn’t know why Minnie had said this. It was all new to
me but, a few weeks later, my mother said you are jealous of your sister. I
said I wasn’t and she said I know you are because you told Minnie you
were. So I told her how Minnie kept telling me I was jealous of my sister
and I kept saying I wasn’t until I wanted to go and play. Then I just said I
was so I could leave. My mother just shook her head. I had no idea how
they came up with this.

My sister and I would skate a lot, especially when we got home from
school until my mother came home. I remember we skated way into late
autumn until it got too cold to stay out for very long. We would put our
skates on with the skate key but we never were able to make them tight



enough. Sometimes we would ask a man to tighten them for us so they
would stay on longer.

One day, my mother came home from work while we were out skating.
She told us to come in. We told her we didn’t want to. She seemed really
annoyed so, in a little while, I went in and my sister stayed out. When I got
in the apartment my mother started beating me to a point of really hurting
me. I tried to hide under the kitchen table but she got me anyway. I just was
screaming and screaming. Minnie knocked on the door and calmed my
mother down and wanted to see me.

I was crying and sobbing but I guess I was OK. Minnie left and my
mother said to me, see what you did. I didn’t quite understand what I did. I
was confused. My sister then came in and my mother hit her on the behind
but that was it. The next day, walking to school, my side hurt but it felt
better in a few days.

Single mothers are under much pressure, especially the poor ones. At
that time, there were no organizations one could go to for support. Single
mothers were on their own. 

My mother had to work, take care of the house and us. We were left
alone a lot. My sister and I would fight, especially in the summer, when we
were home all day by ourselves. We would chase each other around the
apartment with brooms and hit each other with them, hopefully across the
face. We sometimes accomplished that.

When I was walking home from school by myself, one day, I don’t
know why I wasn’t with my sister. There were a bunch of black girls who I
had to pass to get home. When I passed them, one of them told me to open
my month. I knew she was going to put whatever she had in her hand in my
mouth. I think she had some kind of bug. I put my hand over my mouth and
ran. The black girls couldn’t keep up with me. Soon I was a safe distance
from them and I got home. You had to watch out if you were alone. I
learned to watch where I was going and maybe turn around or go another
way, if I saw something I didn’t think was safe.

I remember one summer day, we were outside playing, when someone
came with a camera and told all the kids to sit on the steps so they could
take a picture. I ran inside; I was afraid. Then I thought it was my father,
who hired them to take pictures of all the kids to find us. I felt I should have
taken the picture. I guess I still missed him and hoped he would come back
to us. That never happened. I had learned to be afraid of strangers and learn



to run inside for protection. I became afraid of anything that was strange or
new. I felt I had to be very cautious. I had to protect myself; no one was
going to do it for me. If I got into trouble, I had to get out of it myself.

During the summer there were one or two flowers that would grow in
the bushes of the Projects. All the kids would crowd around if they found a
flower and look at it. It was a yellow round fuzzy flower. One time, my
sister picked it real fast and ran into the house. She put it in a little water
and thought about what she had. It was just a dandelion but that’s what kids
in the Project thought were pretty flowers. They were the only flowers we
ever saw.
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