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Growing up, my sister and I had fun doing
many things together. But, like all sisters, we had our moments. I
have included some funny stories that really did happen to the real
Bertha and Tillie. These are dedicated to my sister Marcia Wallach,
my best friend and co-conspirator in everything we ever did and got
away with.

I miss you more than words can say.

— Fran
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Welcome to the Wonderful World of Bertha
and Tillie

Hi to my young readers, from Fran Lewis, the author of
Bertha and Tillie. Welcome to their wonderful world! Before
writing these short stories, I was a New York City teacher for over
thirty years. I taught grades one through six as well as becoming
the Reading and Writing Staff Developer for my school. Teaching
children to read is really very rewarding and introducing them to
writing and creating their own stories was exciting for the
students and me as well.

Growing up can be really difficult when you
are over- weight or not really good at sports or dancing. I hope
that you will learn by reading my stories that you can be any-
thing that you want to be and no one can stop you from reaching
your goals and dreams. Not everyone is born athletic, beautiful,
thin and a genius. But, every one of you is smart or excellent at
something whether it is drawing, jump rope or even running track,
it does not matter. Who you are makes you special. I hope that you
enjoy reading about Bertha and Tillie and learn that there is a
little bit of Bertha in everyone.

Love, Bertha


We grew up as Marcia and Fran. My sister was
thin, had brown hair that she complained frizzed all the time, and
could sing and dance better than most stars on Broadway. These are
true stories. My sister was like a ray of sunshine on a cloudy day.
She always brought out the best in everyone and she never frowned.
She had a sunny personality and a wonderful mind. No matter what
the situation was she managed to figure out what do. Sometimes the
solutions were great and at other times comical. Here are some
funny stories that Marcia/Tillie and Bertha/Fran would love to
share with you.


Bertha One More Time: I’ll Tell It My
Way

 This book is dedicated to the memory of my sister,
Marcia/Tillie who passed away last July. We had some really fun
times and wild experiences growing up that I thought I would share
them with every- one. She was funny, headstrong, wild in her own
way and adventurous. I, on the other hand, was quiet, reserved but
dictatorial in nature when necessary. These are all true stories
that I hope will make you laugh, cry, cheer for Tillie and Bertha
and want to read more. I am going to write these my way and do not
worry about the tenses, the word placements or anything else. I
want to tell this and relate them to the reader exactly the way
they happened.


Tillie: It’s Your Turn

 “Tillie, Bertha, get in here. Your room looks like a
battle zone and I, for one, do not want to pick up the mess.
Bertha, you should know better than to throw your books all over
the place; and Tillie, what is this with clothes all over the floor
and bed and doorknob?” Tillie: “I am trying to decide what to wear
tomorrow. I really need to look my best. I have nothing really
great to wear and Bertha is definitely not my size—as you can
tell—and your clothes are outdated and old-fashioned. I really need
a fashion coordinator or a shopping spree before tomorrow morning.
Since there is no way that is going to happen, I guess I will have
to use what I have and hope for the best.”

Bertha: “Thanks for the great words, Tillie.
Even if we were the same size I would never let you borrow any-
thing because you would ruin it, smell it up and never give it
back!”

Mom: “Before I do something like ground you
both for life, get into that room and put everything away or else
you won’t have to worry about what to wear. Get my drift, Tillie?
Bertha, you too now! Put those books on the shelf, the shoes where
they belong and your fashion show back on the rack. GOT IT?”

Tillie and Bertha: Yes, Mom!

Bertha and Tillie’s room was really small,
and they shared one small closet, but each had their own dresser
and shoe rack. Bertha made her bed and Tillie remade hers as Bertha
perched herself on top of her blanket and began to direct Tillie as
to where to put everything that needed to be put away.

Bertha: “Look Tillie, this room is really too
small for both of us to move around in and put things away. Here is
what we will do: Working together, I will direct you as to where to
put each thing since I never forget where things go and you do. All
you have to do is put the items back where I tell you, nice and
neat, and then you can go off to your friend Gina’s house for
dinner, get out of my face, and I can sit on the phone and talk to
my friends after I get done with my homework.”

Bertha: “That dress goes over there in the
back of the closet. The jacket goes in the hall closet, the shoes
go under the rack in the hall closet, and the pants get hung up in
here. See how easy that is? Next, my books go on the shelf in
alphabetical order, and make sure the titles are facing out. Next,
the pencils and pens need to go in the desk drawer, and you should
fill the printer with paper and a new cartridge so I can complete
my homework and not have to search for supplies after I type my
report and yours too. Finally, you need to get a broom and sweep
under your bed and mine to make sure that there are no papers there
or anything else. I will straighten my pillows and yours and then
we will be done. Boy that was easy but really tiring. We did a
great job as usual. Wait until Mom sees what we did.”

Tillie: “Yeah, right: You direct and I do
everything. What teamwork?”

Bertha: “Without my direction and perfect
planning, you would never have gotten this done so fast—I mean we
would never have gotten this done so fast—and you would not be able
to go to your crazy friends for dinner. Bye, Tillie, see you later;
or better yet, are you staying over at her house?”

Tillie: “None of your business, big
Bertha.”

Bertha: “Ma, she called me fat: she is so
mean to me. She is always making fun of me because she is so thin
and cute, and I am oversized and overstuffed. Well, more for me if
you do not come home until tomorrow.”


Sister’s but So Very Different

 Bertha and Tillie were sisters. Bertha, that’s me, and
Tillie, grew up in the Bronx and lived in a small apartment over a
candy store. On the first floor above lived our cousins Philippi
and Theresa. Around the corner in apartment eight lived our other
cousin Annie. I was short, pudgy and had a round face that was
shaped like an apple. My long black hair was held up in a ponytail.
Tillie, my sister, was taller than me and had long blonde hair that
always frizzed up when the weather got hot. Tillie had brown eyes
and had the look of mischief in her eyes letting you know that she
was always one step ahead of you.

I had always been overweight, and I always
had trouble losing weight. No matter how hard I tried, the weight
never came off. I could eat a celery stalk or just look at
something delicious and gain a pound. I guess my body loved food so
much it just grew at the sight of it.

I also hated going to school because everyone
made fun of me because I was fat. They called me Big Bertha, the
big waddling duck. They’d say, “There is Big Bertha waddling down
the street,” or “Here comes the Big TUBBY.” I’d tried to not care
and hide my tears, but I couldn’t; my face turned a deep red and my
cheeks puffed out. My nose, that was already too big for my face,
started to twitch and I really just wanted to run away and
hide.

My mom chose my clothes and always had me
wearing polka dots or stripes, which made me, look like a round
beach ball. Imagine wearing a red and pink polka dot dress to
school with black saddle shoes and white socks. No one wanted to be
caught wearing such an awful outfit. But, my mom thought I was
cute.

It was in this outfit that I went to school
on my first day of sixth grade. Can you imagine what all of the
other kids thought about how I looked? Not only did I look like a
beached whale in polka dots, but I looked like the poster child for
what not to wear in any year.

My cousins, sister and friends were all in
the same school and lined up in the morning lineup yard with the
fourth graders. My sister, Tillie, was wearing a lovely pink dress
with beautiful bows. My cousins were dressed in blue and white
jumpers and looked really cute. I hated them and my mom for making
me look ridiculous. Just because I was the only plus sized sixth
grader didn’t mean that she had to make me look even more plus.

As the teachers arrived to pick up their
classes and the other children in my class got on line, I saw many
of them just staring at me. Some of them started to laugh and some
just plain fell on the floor. One of the boys, who were really
mean, told the other boys that I looked like his fat Aunt Margie.
Another said that I reminded him of his grandmother in that dress.
He said she had the same one and wore it to church on Sundays. If
that wasn’t enough, when we finally got into the classroom and
seats were assigned, I could not fit in the small wooden seats and
behind the desk. The teacher had to give me a special desk and a
bigger chair. Not only was I overweight, but at ten years old I was
close to four feet five inches tall. I was so embarrassed I just
sat with my head down the entire day and could not wait for
dismissal time.

When lunchtime came I went to lunch with my
cousins and my sister, only to be humiliated even more by my
cousins. They started whispering about me and how much I ate. Even
though all I had was a tuna sandwich and an apple, they still
thought it was funny and laughed at me anyway. No one was nice or
even tried to make me feel better.

When lunch was over, all of the children in
the school had some time to play in the yard. I just stood on the
side and watched everyone running around, playing punch ball or
jumping rope. No one included me in anything, and after a while I
felt almost invisible. It was the worst day of my life.

When school was finally over, I told my mom
that I never wanted to go back again. I told her what the other
kids did and that the teacher made me sit alone in a separate seat
because I was so fat. What I did not tell her was that teacher was
not very nice to me, and even said that I could use a real big diet
to look like the other kids.

After school, since it was the first day, we
were allowed to go and get a treat at the candy store. My sister,
the skinny Minnie, decided to get a malted with whipped cream and a
slice of pizza. My cousins decided to get pizza and some ice cream.
I decided to get pizza, ice cream and a malted in order to drown my
sorrows in food. I know that it was not a smart thing to do, but
then, being only eleven and with no one to tell me how to deal with
mean children and people, I did what most people do — I ate until I
couldn’t eat anymore.

The first week of school only got worse, to
be followed by my real nightmare, which was dancing school on
Saturday mornings. My mom took all of us to dancing school. We went
in her little car, where I was made to squeeze in the back seat
with my cousins. Our lessons were in a small hall on Hunts Point in
the Bronx. Everyone was excited about these lessons and the
upcoming recital; everyone, that is, except me. I hated dancing
school. I couldn’t stand ballet or acrobatics. I really did not
like putting on my leotard when I felt like 160 pounds of jiggling
fat and blubber. I could barely fit into the tights, and the
leotard made me look like something between the fat lady in the
circus and Miss Piggy in a pink ballet outfit. My mom felt that
dancing lessons would be good for me and would make me more
graceful, and possibly help me lose weight. All it did was make me
more self- conscious and want to crawl under a rock or into a
turtle shell and hide. But, being so fat, I could not fit into a
turtle shell or even a seashell.

After dancing school we were allowed to go
out for a treat. I only wanted to eat my way into oblivion and for-
get my first week in school and the tortuous time I had at dancing
school. While everyone was doing ballet or toe, I was busy trying
to figure out one simple step in tap. I could barely walk in those
shoes without slipping, and I was totally jealous of all the other
skinny and graceful people doing toe and ballet.

We went out to our favorite restaurant on
Mohegan Avenue for lunch. We loved to go to Sally’s for a great
sandwich, and then next door to the candy store for ice cream. I
ate until I felt I would burst, but of course I had room for ice
cream. I figured after all of that dancing and stress I deserved
something.

The following weeks in school only got worse.
I must have gained at least five pounds eating and trying to make
myself feel better. The kids in my class just laughed at me when we
went to gym or recess. The teacher wanted us to run around the
outer yard and then try to learn folk dancing with the dancing
teacher. More torture and more stress! What did I do to deserve
this? Oh yeah! I was born fat and was getting even fatter. I was
doing this to myself and I did not even realize it. Even running
around the yard was hard. I could barely catch my breath after ten
seconds, let alone ten minutes.
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