














PRAISE FOR VERONICA’S GRAVE
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“A triumphant story of a woman coming to terms with the loss of her mother and an inspiring, though haunting, testament to the endurance of the human spirit.”


—KIRKUS


“Veronica’s Grave shows both the warmth of a loving family and the mistakes when secrets are kept. A compelling tale that gives wonderful insight to the readers.”


—MARY HIGGINS CLARK, author of more than 50 best-selling novels, including All Around the Town, Loves Music, Loves to Dance, and While My Pretty One Sleeps


“Veronica’s Grave is worthwhile reading for any young woman who has had to struggle to assert herself against a patriarchal and traditionally religious upbringing. For sheer joy of spirit and joie de vivre, Barbara Donsky’s memoir surpasses many another work of its like an experience that promises to be a rewarding read for mother and daughter alike, it fully deserves the acclaim that it has so far achieved.”


—BOOK PLEASURE REVIEW, July 2016


“Barbara Donsky captures the words and experiences of a small child and her evolution into adulthood better than any author I have read since Jeannette Walls published Glass Castle. Donsky’s memoir, Veronica’s Grave, is so beautifully written and rich with so much detail and so many metaphors (that actually work) that her experience, struggle with, and silent damage from family secrets comes alive and rings true. Even better, she may be the first American woman whom I can imagine understands what I mean when I say I like myself better in France.”


—RONI BETH TOWER, Ph.D., author of Miracle at Midlife: A Transatlantic Romance, SWP October, 2016


“The voice Barbara chose resonated with someone like myself who grew up at a similar time. It was a time that women with dreams and visions had to carve their own paths with few role models to lead the way. Your book evoked many memories of discovering the world as a child, teenager, and a young adult.”


—RUTH WALDBAUM, M.D., Diplomate Board of Adult and Adolescent Psychiatry, Distinguished Fellow American Psychiatric Association


“Veronica’s Grave is a compelling account of how a young woman, confronted with the unexplained loss of her mother, relies on her own inner resources and determination to not only discover the family secret of who her mother was but, in the process, discovers her own self and her own unacknowledged potential.”


—PETER H. KUDLER, M.D. Department of Psychiatry, NYU Langone Medical Center


“Donsky’s coming-of-age memoir is a vivid portrait of a remarkable life. It is a deft rendering that begins by inhabiting the shadows of a childhood lost, later illustrating a person becoming slowly visible to herself. The images and sounds of her New York neighborhoods—as well as the perfume-scented rues in the Paris she discovers as a young woman—are defining brushstrokes to complement and frame this exceptional story.


—RITA M. GARDNER, author of The Coconut Latitudes: Secrets, Storms, and Survival in the Caribbean (Gold Medal Winner, Autobiography/Memoir, 2015 IBPA Benjamin Franklin Awards)


“Donsky gives voice to a three-year old barely verbal little girl who transitions into teenager and then young woman. The voice changes with great humor and craft as Veronica’s Grave moves from the experiences of a mischievous, high-spirited youngster, to feisty and adventurous teenager, and then to a tenacious young woman. The evolution is skillfully laid out in a delicious and entertaining way capturing a time lost to many readers, an era before the feminist movement!”


—DIANA Y. PAUL, author of Things Unsaid


“Readers who like reading about ‘the good old days’ will be charmed by the protagonist, a girl named after Saint Barbara who can’t shed her father’s insistence on calling her Bob. We learn from her that those days were neither charming, nor good. Still, the Bronx streets of her working class family— Ryer and Decatur avenues—remain beloved by Barbara even after she manages the extraordinary feat of escaping a mundane existence, belatedly discovering the death of her young mother, and dealing with a tough-minded father who coerces her into keeping a family secret. Barbara’s intelligence and persistence will take her on a journey far from her humble origins. You will cheer for her as she strolls confidently down the Champs-Élysées in her TWA uniform and later, as she dines with her French beau at the romantic Le Coupe Choux.”


—ANNETTE LIBESKIND BERKOVITS, author of In the Unlikeliest of Places


“Barbara Bracht Donsky has crafted a most poignant and important memoir, which tugs at the heart from the very first page. As the author grows from the child confused by the sudden loss of her mother to an inquisitive young adult, readers will be drawn to her strength and fierce determination not to have the secrets and mystery of her mother’s death define the woman she eventually becomes.”


—SANDE BORITZ BERGER, author of The Sweetness, Foreword Reviews Indie Fab Finalist


“When an author chooses to tell stories drawn from childhood, one of the biggest challenges is to channel the voice of a child in a way that sounds genuine to the reader. Don-sky deftly carries the reader along through the troubled childhood and adolescence of a motherless girl, expressing the ever-present longing for the one person she believes has the ability to guide and protect her. Along the way, she weaves in references to popular culture that will make readers who grew up in the same era smile with recognition. As an adult, finally out from under the control of her distant and withholding father, Donsky earns her wings—both literally and figuratively—as she begins to live her life the way she chooses.”


—RISA NYE, author of There Was a Fire Here: A Memoir


“This is a story of triumph, of a determined young woman who, despite her father’s protestations, breaks away from the blue-collar family that raised her under the weight of secrets, to get an education and see the world. The author’s ability to channel the thoughts and voice of a child and then those of an adolescent, teenager and young woman is brilliant. The stories of the early years of commercial flight and the new career ‘stewardess’ were particularly fascinating. I especially enjoyed the story, having grown up in the New York City area, and I was able to put myself in so many of the locations the author described.”


—MARIANNE CANEDO BOHR, author of Gap Year Girl: A Baby Boomer Adventure Across 21 Countries


“.…{A} poignant story…”


—NEW YORK POST, Jane Ridley, May 5, 2105


“This was a well-penned, emotional tale of triumph. It will pull at your heartstrings and encourage you to take stock of the important things in life.”


—NICOLE WAGGONER, author of Center Ring: A Novel (The Circus of Women Trilogy.)


“Told in an almost fiction way, with great dialogue. Some memoirs are very dry and boring, not so this one. I found myself remembering some of her references, especially the Nancy Drew ones. I myself loved Nancy Drew stories but in a different way as reading was an escape for me from an abused childhood...This book is worth a read!”


—CELTIC LADY REVIEWS, June 2016


“This highly enjoyable book is a memoir that reads like a very good novel: one continually wants to find out what happens next. It’s difficult to find a book that is both delightful and serious, charming yet meaningful. Veronica’s Grave is that book. It is chock full of right-on details that elicit fond recognition in the reader, and is written with wit yet with a palpable sadness and mystery that is a thread throughout the entire book. A book from an intelligent mind, written with a lovely style, this book brings much reading pleasure.”


—MONICA STARKMAN, M.D., author of The End of Miracles: A Novel and finalist, International Book Awards 2016, literary fiction.


“When Barbara Bracht was three years old, her mother vanishes from her life. The secret—and the silence within the family about it—casts a long shadow over Donsky’s life.”


—NEW YORK MAGAZINE, Alexis Tsoulis-Reay, May 2016
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“One’s philosophy is not best expressed in words; it is expressed in the choices one makes … and the choices we make are ultimately our responsibility.”


—Eleanor Roosevelt
(Φ BK Harvard-Radcliffe, 1941)
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Why isn’t today like all my yesterdays? Riding my trike, I’m ringing the bell and having a good time—while waiting for Mommy to get up, waiting to go to the park. She says she has a tummy ache, doesn’t want to get out of bed. When I pedal out of the room and she can’t see me anymore, she calls: Barbara Jane, where are you?


Come find me, Mommy. When she doesn’t, I pedal back to where she’s lying in bed, listening to music and reading the paper. Usually, when the music’s playing, we dance around the house, me riding on top of her shoes. Not today, she says, not today. When rounding the foot of the bed, the wheel of my tricycle catches on the tip of the bedspread lying on the floor. Before I know it, I’m flat on my back, sobbing as if my heart will break.


Tossing aside The Irish Echo, she leans over, grabs the straps on my overalls and pulls me up onto the bed with her.


Come, come, don’t cry. You’re all right, she says, kissing me on the forehead, running her hand through my hair. I know what to do, let’s brush your hair. Saying that she hands me her silver mirror—what a pretty girl!—the one with a bird that has the longest tail I’ve ever seen. Pointing to it, I ask what’s this?


It’s a peacock, she says, can you say peacock? Say, pea-cock.


Before I can say a word, the silver mirror with the peacock slips out of my hand and onto the floor. I climb down to pick it up, and when I climb back up again she’s gone. Is she playing hide-and-seek? I look under the spread, she’s not there. I look under the bed, she’s not there. Then the radio forgets how to play the songs it once knew, and the sun forgets to take naps on Mommy’s bed. Everything’s topsy-turvy. Mommy’s gone, and she’s taken away all the music. Nothing’s the way it was yesterday.


THE DOORBELL rings and rings. The apartment fills with tears and sighs, with people coming and going for days on end. My aunts sit around in the living room, crossing and uncrossing their legs, not sure what to do with their hands, while my uncles are out in the kitchen smoking cigarettes and pipes and drinking the ‘suds.’ No one’s laughing, no one’s telling stories, no one’s dancing—not the way they do when Mommy’s here.


When the doorbell rings, I run to answer, but it’s not my mother, it’s only my grandmother. Someone moves over to make room for her to sit on the couch. The door to Mommy’s bedroom is half-open, so I walk to the window to see if she’s on the fire escape, but she’s not. Opening the closet, I pick up her dancing shoes, the ones she calls her Rita’s with the skinny straps that wrap around her ankles. Wherever she is, she’s not dancing tonight—not without her dancing shoes.


In the kitchen, the air is thick and grey with smoke, but when I squint I see her standing in front of the refrigerator, her arms open wide. I run to her, but she disappears, and all I have left is an armful of smoke. Something’s wrong—the wooden clock on the wall no longer says tick-tock-tick-tock. And the little boy and girl who came out to play have gone away.


Not knowing what to do with myself, I’m sitting on the floor sucking my thumb when Mommy’s dancing broom falls over, hitting me on the head. I pick it up, put it next to me on the floor—hoping she will come looking for it, hoping she will come looking for me.


When I go to bed, a dark grey shadow is moving up and down, round and round, on the bedroom window—it’s looking for the lock, looking for a way to get in. I scream and crawl out of bed, dragging my comforter into the closet where I sit hugging Mommy’s dancing shoes. My father comes in and puts me back to bed. No one’s there, he says, it’s only a dream. Pulling the covers over my head, I tell myself it’s only a dream, only a dream. But it feels so real. The following night the shadow returns, and once again I scream. Lickety-split, my father throws open the window and leans out, looking first one way and then the other, leaving his snowy fingerprints on the windowsill.


Go back to sleep, go back to sleep.


Before he can lock the window, the month of November comes rushing in—dropping chunks of cold moonlight on the bed, on the floor, and on me. When Daddy pulls up my covers, I can smell the tobacco on his hands and hear the cellophane on his Chesterfields making crinkly noises. Sucking my thumb for the longest time, I can’t fall asleep. When will Mommy come home? is she lost? are the little boy and girl who lived in the clock lost? will I ever see them again?


I don’t understand this. She’s never left me alone before, not even when she goes to the mailbox. We’re friends, the two of us going everywhere together. All day long, I’m listening for her footsteps in the hallway, listening for the key in the lock. No one calls my name, no one comes to play. The place is a mess—the walls are scared to death, the tiles on the bathroom floor are wet and dirty, and even the kitchen linoleum has lost its shine. Everybody’s talking at me, but I don’t hear a word. When will the rain stop? when will the sun come out? what’s happening? No one tells me a thing.
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Mommy and Me
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When Daddy’s working, Mrs Ryan, the lady who lives upstairs, sits around in our living room keeping an eye on me. When the doorbell rings one morning, it’s my grandmother. She tries to kiss me, but I won’t let her. I’m angry with Nana, angry with Mrs Ryan, and angry with Mommy.


What’s the matter with you? Where’s that smile of yours? C’mon, put on a happy face, she says, pushing up the corners of her mouth.


Go away, Nana. I want Mommy.


Tsch, tsch, tsch. You’re as jumpy as a little Mexican jumping bean, you know that?


Don’t touch me. And I don’t want Mrs Ryan to touch me. She doesn’t know how to play games, and when we go to the park, she doesn’t talk to Mr Echo, not the way Mommy does. And you know what, Nana? Mr Echo doesn’t talk to me anymore.


At that Nana jumps to her feet, saying: That does it. You and your father are coming to live with me. I’ve made up my mind, go get your coat.


Well, why not? My mother’s been gone a long time, and there’s no one to play games with me. And not only has the radio forgotten the songs it used to sing, but the dancing broom has forgotten the steps that Mommy taught it to do.


Nana, pinning her black hat, the one that looks like a stovepipe, to her snowy white hair says: I’ve made up my mind. It will be best for all of us—for you too, Mrs Ryan. I’m going to take my son and granddaughter to live at my house.


Mrs Ryan doesn’t say a word, only shakes her head side-to-side, as if there’s no use talking to Nana. Everyone knows that once Nana’s made up her mind, that’s it. Nana tells Mrs Ryan she’s going home to switch the rooms around and give Daddy and me her bedroom.


If you do that, Nana, where will you sleep?


I’m going to turn the dining room into a bedroom. It’s right next to the parlor, so that way I’ll have me a suite of rooms. Imagine that, me with a suite!


A sweet? I don’t know what she’s talking about.


That night, Daddy says, we’re moving to Nana’s. Go get your dolls.


Well, why not? I don’t like it here without Mommy. All day long the windows are crying their eyes out and the living room walls are grey with shadows.


We have to straighten up this place, Daddy says, before we leave.


So that night, we wash the walls with our tears and punch the dust out of the rugs with our fists and pull down all the shades to make the shadows go away.


Did you pack your storybooks?


THE NEXT DAY my father takes me with him to Mr Kirkbauer’s butcher shop on West Farms Road. It’s a busy street, but I can see the green-and-white striped awning a block away. On one side of the building is a pink pig with a curly tail, dancing on top of the letters H-A-M. I know that word—it says ham. I like ham, and I like Mr Kirkbauer’s butcher shop. When you open the door, a cowbell over the door jingle-jangles. But where are the cows?


Oh, liebkin, Mr Kirkbauer says, the cows don’t come home until after dark.


Everything in the butcher shop is white—white tiles on the floor, white tiles on the walls, white tiles on the ceiling. There’s even a white refrigerator big enough for the butchers to walk in and out of all day long and two white scales for weighing the bologna and liverwurst. The butchers—Otto, Hugo, and Mr Kirkbauer—wear white shirts with black bow-ties and long white aprons splattered with blood. The only thing not white is the sawdust clinging to my socks.


My father jokes with Otto, telling him to keep his finger off the scale. When I ask why Otto’s weighing his finger, they laugh.


Liebkin, vat vould you like today? Livervurst or bologna? Mr Kirkbauer is very nice, but he has this funny way of talking.


A couple of days after my grandfather died, Mr Kirkbauer gave my father a job as a delivery boy. At first, they didn’t pay him, not with real money. Instead, they gave him all the meat, chickens, and cold cuts Nana needed to feed her six children. After my father had been a delivery boy for a year, they made him a butcher. Today, we’re here to pick up his knives and say good-bye. Daddy has a new job with the Great Atlantic and Pacific Tea Company, taking care of all the oil burners and refrigerators in the Bronx. Everyone’s sorry to see him leave.


Don’t be a stranger, Eddie.


Come back and see us, liebkin, Mr Kirkbauer says, patting me on the top of the head, flattening my pink bow.


When the cowbell rings, I look around to see if the cows are coming down the street. I wish I could see them—just once.
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There are no empty rooms at Nana’s, no creepy shadows on the walls. The kitchen is bright and sunny, and the radio plays music all day long. Sometimes when the music’s playing, Aunt Betty dances me around the kitchen and down the hall on the tops of her shoes—just like Mommy used to do. Aunt Betty lives with us because her husband is in the Army.


After everyone leaves for work in the morning, Nana makes herself a cup of tea and pulls up a chair. Keeping one eye on the stove and the other on her prayer book, she says her prayers.


What are you praying for, Nana?


I’m praying for more money. It’s hard to keep up with the bills.


Which saint has all the money?


The Infant of Prague, he’s my little man.


Nana, look, I say, pointing to a picture of the Infant on her novena booklet. Does he keep the money in the ball he has in his hand?


No, that’s no ball, she says. That’s the whole wide world he’s holding in his hand, shows you that he’s thinking of us every minute. When I’m a smidge short, he comes through with a little extra for me. A dollar’s not like a rubber band, you know, you can only stretch it so far.


Why, what happens then?


What do you mean what happens then?


What happens if you stretch it too far?


Off you go now. Be a good girl, go get me my glasses. I left them in the parlor on top of the sewing basket.


The statue of the Infant of Prague, the one she keeps on her dresser, is taller than a milk bottle but nowhere near as tall as I am. Every day, the Infant wears a gold crown and a red cape that Nana made for him, but at Christmas, she puts on his white cape with gold rickrack. I wouldn’t mind having a cape like that myself. Under his feet is a card about the size of a picture postcard: Ask and you shall receive. Knock and the door shall open.


Which door do you knock on, Nana?


It doesn’t matter, any door will do.


When you knock, who answers?


It doesn’t work quite that way.


If I knocked on the back door, maybe my mother might be on the other side. Nana, how much money did you ask for today?


Not much, it changes from week to week and month to month. I let him decide. I simply say, here I am your poor child, Agnes, who needs your help. And then he helps me, as much as he can. There are a lot of people looking for help.


If Nana loses something—yesterday she lost her glasses—she goes to the ruby-red vase and takes out the Saint Anthony booklet. Then talking out loud, she says: Saint Anthony, Saint Anthony, look all around. Something’s been lost and cannot be found. That’s when Saint Anthony whispered in her ear to go check her housedress, the one rolled up in the hamper. Sure enough, she found her glasses.


Nana, can Saint Anthony find people who are lost?


I don’t know about people, but he’s found my glasses, my rosary beads, and my sewing scissors. He’s got good eyes, all right, much better than mine.


My eyes are good, Nana.


Yes, but our eyes here on Earth are nowhere near as good as those up in heaven looking down on us.


Making a novena is hard work. Nana has to pray every hour for nine hours straight and do the same thing over and over for nine days. Nine is the magic number. No time-outs allowed. If you miss, you have to start all over again.


She keeps all the novena booklets in the ruby-red vase, the one Daddy gave her the day we moved in. My favorite is the one that has a picture of a young girl on the cover. They call her the Little Flower, Nana said, and she’s a great favorite with all the angels and saints. If I pray to her, she might send me a rose.


All the way from heaven?


All the way from heaven.


Okay, I’ll do it, I say, thinking a rose would be nice. Especially now when there’s snow on the ground, not a dandelion in sight. Slipping the Little Flower’s picture under my pillow, I take it out at night to talk to her. Sometimes I tell her what I did during the day, sometimes I ask what she’s been doing and if she’s seen my mother. So far, I haven’t found a rose, and the Little Flower hasn’t found my mother. Even so, I like talking to her. Talking to her is like talking to a big sister. If I had a big sister, then I wouldn’t be all alone. It’s not the same having a baby brother who’s in the hospital.
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Veronica and Ed
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A few days ago, Nana got a phone call from Mother Theophilia, the superintendent at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital. Mother Theophilia has been taking care of my baby brother ever since they found him at the hospital. It’s a big job, because he’s so tiny, not much more than three pounds. Mother Theophilia calls the house all the time to let Nana know how he’s doing. That day he wasn’t doing so good, and Mother Theophilia was worried.


Agnes, she said, I’d like you to come down and take a look at the baby. I’m wondering how you would feel about taking him home.


Taking him home? What do you mean, Sister, taking him home? How can I take him home? He’s still in the oxygen tent, isn’t he?


That he is, Agnes, that he is. But the poor little thing’s not gaining any weight, not even an ounce. He’s no bigger than a baby bird. I’m afraid he’s not going to make it, but we don’t know what to do for him. Do me a favor, Agnes, come take a look at him.


But Sister, can he breathe on his own, without the oxygen?


He can. We take him out for a feeding or to change the diaper, but the trouble is he’s not gaining weight. You have to see the little arms, no bigger than matchsticks.


Are you sure he’s warm enough, Sister? Do you have a blanket on him?


The doctors say he doesn’t need a blanket, Agnes—the incubator’s warm enough.


Don’t listen to them, Sister, do what I tell you and put a light blanket over him. If nothing else, it will make him feel good. Otherwise, the poor little thing is flailing about, half-frightening himself to death. And Sister? Put a cap on his head, it will help keep in the warmth.


But, Agnes, you will come, won’t you?


Of course, I will, Sister.


FLINGING HER BIBBED apron over the back of a chair, Nana tucked a few strands of silky white hair into the top of her stovepipe hat and pinned it together with a six-inch hatpin that, at one end, has the biggest pearl in the world. After that, she took a large shoebox and buttoning her long black coat—everything’s long on her because she’s so short—took the subway downtown and caught the cross-town bus.


When she got to the hospital, Mother Theophilia was waiting in the lobby, her face like a white star in a black universe. That’s what Nana said: Her face was like a white star in a black universe. Mother Theophilia was upset because she has not forgotten that day, months ago, when the baby arrived at the hospital and Mommy disappeared.


When Daddy brought Mommy to the hospital, the nuns told him that they had called the doctor and he was on his way. That he should go home, get himself some rest, and they’d call him as soon as they knew anything. He had a lot of errands to do and never got back to the hospital until six o’clock. By that time, Mommy was missing. The nuns ran all over the place looking for her, and they even called the priest asking for his help, but it was too late. She was gone.


When Daddy heard this, he went crazy—yelling at the doctor, yelling at the nuns, yelling at the nurses, and yelling at Mother Theophilia. No one yells at Mother Theophilia, but he did. She told Nana that what happened next she would never forget—the way he tore the sheets off the bed, knocking over a lamp and leaving it in smithereens. He was like a raging bull, he was. That’s what she called him—a raging bull. And the language! She had never heard such language in all of her born days. As if it was her fault Mommy was missing. Mother Theophilia never wanted to go through that again, not on your life. That’s why she called my grandmother.


With a shoebox tucked under one arm, Nana went into the nursery and saw my baby brother kicking his blanket.


See that, Sister? He’s getting stronger every day, she said. I think he’s ready to go home, yes I do.


When she heard that, Mother Theophilia breathed a sigh: Praise God!


Sister, get me a roll of the cotton batting.


When she got her hands on it, she pulled it apart like cotton candy and lined the shoebox. After that, there wasn’t much for her to do, other than sign a paper saying she was taking the baby home, and that the hospital was not responsible for him. All the nuns at the hospital were so happy to see him go home, and when they said their evening prayers, they said a special prayer for baby Eddie. Praise be!


When Nana brought him home to 3272 Decatur Avenue, we emptied a dresser drawer and lined it with hot bricks, and after that we covered the bricks with bath towels. She put the drawer in the kitchen near the oven, but not in the draft that comes whistling through the back door.


Well, missy, Nana said, it’s time for us to put your baby brother in his bassinet. So we did. And that’s how you turn an empty drawer into a baby’s bassinet.


Now, don’t touch the baby, she says, as I stand tippy-toed, trying to get a good look at him.


He’s small, Nana. Hello, Eddie! Look, he smiled at me, Nana.


He’s no bigger than a baby bird, but you give him time, and he’ll be a big boy one of these days.


Nana walks around the house carrying him on her shoulder all day long. She says you have to hold tiny babies a lot, so they can hear your heart beating. She says that when he gets bigger, I’ll be able to hold him, and then he’ll be able to hear my heart beating too.


Now, Daddy, Eddie, and me are living on Decatur Avenue with Nana, Uncle Fred, and Aunt Betty. Everyone’s here except my mother who’s still missing. How will she find us? what if she goes back to our apartment on Ryer Avenue? will the super tell her we moved to Decatur Avenue?


WEIGHING IN at three pounds, two ounces, my baby brother takes the neighborhood by storm. News of his arrival spreads like wildfire up and down the block. It’s a miracle, everyone says. Such a tiny tot and still alive. Mercy, mercy! Like a Tom Turkey before Thanksgiving, Nana wants to fatten him up, so she feeds him all day long using an eyedropper … drip, drip, drip.


Every one of my grandchildren is the picture of health, she says, and this little one will be, too. Mark my words. Not today or tomorrow, but one of these days.


For his sake, I hope he doesn’t get sick. When I’m croupy or coming down with a cold, she mixes a teaspoonful of yellow mustard seed powder with a few tablespoons of white flour and adds enough water to make a gloppy paste. Then she smears the stuff on a piece of flannel and puts the flannel on my chest. I don’t like it one bit, but by morning the germs are gone. They don’t like it either.


One night, when I was coughing like crazy—half-asleep, half-awake for hours—I heard her slippers slap-slapping the linoleum in the hallway. When she bent over my bed in the dark, I said: Hi, Nana! She jumped a mile, and I laughed out loud.


Oh, hush! You scared the daylights out of me! Open the top of your pajamas so I can see if you’re getting blisters. She says people with freckles and light skin get blisters.


Another thing she does when I don’t feel so good is mix apple cider vinegar with honey and warm water. When I have a tummy ache, she says drink some. For a sore throat, let me hear you gargle. Eddie’s lucky he doesn’t have to do any of these things.
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Most people never bother to ring the bell, they just walk on in and come on down the hall to see what’s cooking. One of my aunts usually stops by in the morning to see if Nana needs anything from 204th, and one of my uncles comes by at night to see how we’re all doing. Everyone calls Nana by a different name. My Uncle Jack—a New York City fireman who keeps barbells in the hall closet—calls her Aggie. My Uncle Walter—he works at Con Edison during the day and at Prentice-Hall at night—calls her Mother, but she’s really his mother-in-law. The Franciscan nuns call her Agnes. The neighbors call her Mrs Bracht. My father calls her Mom. I call her Nana.


Uncle Fred, who calls her Ag, wants to plant the spring bulbs in the backyard. Last week, they finished the fall planting over at Woodlawn Cemetery, and the foreman gave him a bagful of bulbs to take home.


Why can’t we plant roses, Uncle Fred? If we had roses, then the Little Flower could put a rose on my pillow.


If we had roses in the yard, he says, I could put a rose on your pillow.


No, that doesn’t count, because it wouldn’t be a miracle. I want a miracle, a real miracle. If the Little Flower left me a rose, I’d know for sure she can hear me when I’m talking to her. Otherwise, how do I know for sure?


Uncle Fred doesn’t know a thing about the saints or the Little Flower, not the way Nana does because he’s a Protestant.


You know, Fred, Nana says, if you plant the bulbs in the backyard, the children will be walking all over them. It’s going to be a muddy mess. Why not put them out front, where people can see them when they’re going by?


Nope, he doesn’t want to do that. He wants to plant morning glories out front and daffodils and irises out back.


Nana’s right about us kids walking all over the yard. Rain or shine, every day of the year, a half-dozen pair of Buster Browns crisscross the backyard—going from the swings to the gliders, from the gliders to the sandbox, and from the sandbox up the rickety old back steps to the kitchen. Looking for a Band-Aid, looking for sympathy. That’s why our backyard has hundreds of dandelions, not much grass.


There’s nothing tougher than a dandelion, Uncle Fred says. He ought to know because they’ve got a million of them at the cemetery.


Don’t worry, Ag, the bulbs will be fine out back. That way you’ll be able to see them from the window.


See them from the kitchen window? You don’t say! You must think I have nothing better to do with my time than sit around watching the flowers grow, she says, shaking her head side-to-side, as if it’s the dumbest thing she’s ever heard him say.


When we’re all around the table after dinner—except Eddie who’s in his crib—Uncle Fred’s looking at a garden catalog from the W. Atlee Burpee Company, at the seeds for spring planting. On the cover is a yellow tomato, something no one in my family has ever seen. I want him to buy those seeds, but Uncle Fred says he’s not going to waste his money on yellow tomato seeds, because they couldn’t possibly be as juicy as the reds.


He buys his seeds from W. Atlee Burpee. Last year, he bought zinnias and morning glories that cost fifteen cents a pack. The white cabbage seeds were only ten cents, but we like flowers better than cabbages. Best of all are the morning glories that race up the strings to the top of the front porch—like trapeze artists at the Barnum & Bailey Circus. The time Aunt Dot took Aileen, Sis, and me to the circus, she bought each of us a cupie-doll on a stick. The dolls were so pretty—with pink feathers and spangles—we almost forgot to watch the clowns tripping over their own shoes and the dogs jumping through the high hoops.


THIS MORNING, Nana woke up with a toothache and had to go see the dentist. I’m staying at Aileen’s until she comes back. After we finish our peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, Aunt Dot says we have to take naps. Sharing a bed with my cousin is fun, but it’s hard for us to fall asleep. We keep peeking at one another and giggling. Each time I open my eyes, Aileen’s watching me, and when she closes her eyes, I stare at her until she opens them again. Then we laugh and laugh. Until she snatches my doll.


She’s mine! Give her back!


No, it’s my house, she says.


What a snip! I pull her hair, but she won’t let go of Betsy-Wetsy. She’s jealous because her dolls don’t drink water and wet their diapers—not like Betsy-Wetsy does.


You’re too heavy, I tell her. You’re smothering her. Get off, get off.


All this time, my aunt’s ironing the sheets and pillowcases on her ironing mangle in the kitchen and can’t hear a thing. Other than the thumping and bumping of the roller as it hits the ironing board.


Not sure how to get back Betsy-Wetsy, I bite Aileen on the arm. When she sees the tiny tooth marks, she lets out a scream that has my aunt running like a dog with its tail on fire.


She bit me, Aileen said, between sobs and sniffles.


She took my doll and won’t give her back, I say, scooting to the far end of the bed, but not fast enough. Before I can say another word, my aunt grabs my arm and bites as hard as she can. Tit-for-tat! We don’t bite people.
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Living on Decatur Avenue with all the cousins, there’s always someone to play with, something to do. In the morning, the Dugan’s truck comes down the street, and if Nana needs anything, we stick a sign with the letter ‘D’ in the front window so he knows enough to stop. On Wednesdays, when the Prudential Life Insurance Company agent drops by to pick up Nana’s payment for her life insurance policy, he stays for coffee. Everyone likes to talk to Nana, and Nana likes to talk to everyone. As soon as I hear him coming down the hall, I run to get her payment booklet from the top drawer of her bureau. She pays him ten cents a week for a policy to cover the cost of her funeral.


Nana, don’t pay him! I don’t want you to die. When people die, they go to heaven, and you don’t see them anymore.


Nana says she’s not going to die, not yet, but that when she does, she doesn’t want anyone paying one red cent for her funeral. Not one red cent.


Lighting up a White Owl cigar, the Prudential agent hands me the gold paper band. I slip it on my pinky hoping it doesn’t break, but they all break. For Christmas, I’m going to ask Santa for a real ring. The only jewelry I have is a medal and, for all I know, I may have been born with it.


You can’t beat a five-cent Havana, the agent says, they’re the best money can buy.


If they’re as good as he says, how come they stink up the house to high heaven? Cigar smoke gives me headaches, pipes not so much. As soon as he’s gone, I run around like a chicken without a head, flapping a dishtowel, chasing the smoke out the backdoor. Nana doesn’t mind the smoke, but she doesn’t like him using a saucer as an ashtray.


Good riddance to that cigar, she says, as she pinches her nose with one hand and tips the saucer with a stogie, all wet with spittle, into the garbage pail.


Nana, your face looks funny scrunched up like that!


On Fridays, the agent from the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company comes by, but instead of a pocketful of five-cent Havanas, he has a pocketful of Necco wafers. The Metropolitan Life Insurance Company—they’re very strict—gave her a booklet with all the rules.


• Premiums are due each Monday, in advance.


• If the Agent does not collect the premiums when due, send them to the District Home Office in New York or to the Head Office in San Francisco, California.


• Checks or money orders should be made payable only to the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company.


• An Authorized Agent must enter premiums in this Premium Receipt Book.


• A policy on which premiums are unpaid for more than four weeks is lapsed. Be safe, pay the premiums in advance.


Nana might skip a week once in a while, but never more than one. If she’s short money, the agent still stops for coffee and Dugan’s.


What she never does is send payments all the way to San Francisco because she says that’s demented.


What’s demented?


Sending a dime to San Francisco, that’s demented.


When you die and go to heaven, Nana, will you see Grandpa?


Heavens to Betsy, no! Not after what that man did to me.


Swallowing hard, I ask what he did.


What did he do? I’ll tell you what he did. He dropped dead at a traffic light on me, that’s what he did. Can you imagine? Forty-one years old, he was, and perfectly fine when he left home that morning. I made him breakfast, packed him a lunch, he walks out the door and that’s the last I see of him. Three hours later the neighbors come running to tell me he’s dead. I collapsed right there in the doorway, fainted dead away. They even put that about him dying and me fainting in the newspaper. Can you believe that?


He died so fast?


Like that, she says, snapping her fingers. And me living out there in the sticks in East Williston with six kids. No job, no money, no way to pay the rent. Nothing.


When she says that, tiny beads of perspiration break out on her forehead. I kiss her on the cheek. Her Grandma-skin is cool and clammy.


Don’t be sad, Nana, but tell me what happened.


Well, the first thing I did was move us out of East Williston and back to the city. We were city folks. When I met your grandfather, he was living on West 164th Street. But there was no talking to that man.


He liked living out there in East Williston, liked that big old house we had on Sagamore Avenue. Right next door to the firehouse, it was. He volunteered so often, they made him captain. And what did he do? He got rid of the bell, and put in a siren to call in all the volunteer firemen. You could hear that thing a mile away. Every time it went off, I’d jump out of my skin. That story made the papers too. He liked things up-to-date, your grandpa did. The man didn’t have a lazy bone in his body. When he wasn’t working on other peoples’ cars, he was tinkering with his own. I’d go out looking for him, and all I could see was a pair of legs sticking out from under the car.


I laughed when she said that.


Your grandpa was the shop foreman for Mack Markowitz, in Mineola. Mr Markowitz was the biggest Oldsmobile dealer on all of Long Island, and he wouldn’t let anyone but your grandpa work on his cars. That’s what he was doing, testing a car for Mr Markowitz when he stopped at Main and Second and had a heart attack. When it came to cars, your grandpa was a genius.


I bet he’d like Daddy’s truck. Did Grandpa have a truck?


No, he had something better. He had a 1923 Model T Ford. It was a coupe—a big open-air car with a spare wheel up front on one side and leather seats. A grand car, it was—the headlights bigger than dinner plates. And he had something else! A chauffer’s license. Not many people in those days had a chauffer’s license, but your grandpa did. When we lived in the city, he drove for Mr Seaman, a big shot at Birmingham & Seaman Company. They were paper manufacturers with an office at 200 Fifth Avenue—the lobby of that building was something to see. When we rode down Fifth Avenue in that car, I felt like her Royal Highness, Miss High-and-Mighty. Mr Seaman was a gentleman, he was. They don’t make men like him anymore. When the company had a good year, he’d send his employees a letter thanking them for their loyalty and hard work and giving them ten percent of their wages as a Christmas gift. I kept the letter, still have it.


Where’s Grandpa now?


He’s in Brooklyn at the Green-Wood Cemetery.


Listening to her, I feel sorry Grandpa’s all alone in Brooklyn—waiting for Nana to come visit, waiting to hear what happened to his 1923 Model T Ford. Nana doesn’t know how to drive, doesn’t own a car. Maybe that’s why she doesn’t want to go to Brooklyn when she dies.
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