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Manhattan, March 1976



Scruffy men with beards and long hair, women mostly my age, many wearing long skirts. About forty people milling around on a midtown street corner on a cool afternoon, waiting to board a chartered bus. I recognize some of them from the introductory meeting I attended last week. Many are speaking excitedly to one another but I’m happy to keep to myself. When I go to meet a new spiritual teacher, I like to stay centered so I can tune in to my inner bullshit detector. So I can be open to whatever I may glean of value from the adventure at hand. I pride myself on my well-worn bell-bottom jeans and work shirt, which distinguish me from the women, many with hair in plain buns, who seem to be wearing spiritual costumes. My shoulder-length hair, whipping in the cool breeze, is barely combed.


Someone taps me on the shoulder. I look down to see a pretty young woman, only five feet tall, smiling up at me from limpid gray eyes.


“Hi,” she says. “I don’t know if you remember me—you were in my est Training last year. I’m Olga.”


“Yes, I do remember you,” I murmur. “I’m Rifka.”


Olga’s soft eyes glow as she says, “And now we’re both going to meet Swamiji at the same time.” Swamiji is the latest Indian guru to arrive in the spiritual marketplace of mid-seventies New York. We’ll be traveling to his upstate ashram in the defunct Lido Hotel, where a welcome program is to be held when he arrives later this evening. I guess he’ll be like the sixth or seventh teacher I’ve checked out since my breathtaking acid trip last year. If our free ride ever shows up.


Finally, a bus that appears to have barely survived a long career in the sixties, shudders to a halt on the curb in front of us. The image of a lithe Greyhound is almost obscured by the name of the charter company painted over it.


“Shall we sit together?” asks Olga.


“Sure,” I say, hoping my terse reply reveals my disinclination to talk.


We shuffle halfway down the aisle to find two seats together. I take the window seat without asking Olga if she wants it, only slightly ashamed of being so rude.


“Did you have to take a day off work?” asks Olga.


“No, I’m just doing temp work right now. How about you?”


“I’m a freelance textile designer. I make my own hours.”


“Mm,” I answer, praying this will exhaust our small talk.


After a pause Olga says, “I was so excited last night, I couldn’t sleep. Maybe I can sleep a little now.” Great!


The driver pulls the door closed with a squeak and the bus begins to make its way uptown.


We enter the West Side Highway on 72nd Street, in view of my own apartment, and seem to hit our top speed at fifty miles per hour. Though I’m not sure exactly where the Lido is, I can tell it’s gonna be a long ride. Watching the city pass by my window, I reflexively tick off memories associated with virtually every street I see. The Esquire on 86th, the sublet on 93rd; first kisses parked at the Spry Club (I’m nostalgic—the neon sign for Spry shortening no longer sparkles across the river); my father’s old apartment on 98th. A million fleeting incidents peppered throughout the years.
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CHAPTER 1
The Ties That Bind



Mommy and I tiptoe out of the apartment so we won’t wake up Freddie the Jeweler. I am confused; where are we going? Still, Mommy and I haven’t had our own secret since Freddie moved in with us last year when I was in first grade. I’m excited, holding her hand as we walk down Broadway. The autumn sun makes our eyes squint as we turn onto 78th Street and go down a few stone steps to a basement office. The room is crowded with people speaking loudly in German and other languages. Mommy says this is a special agency to help Jewish people. She talks to a man behind a glass window and then we sit down on some folding chairs to wait. Glancing at the lady sitting next to me, I almost stop breathing. I nudge my mother, whispering, “Look at her arm, Mommy.” Then I notice a lot of the people in the room have those ugly black numbers written on their arms. How come? Mommy frowns and tears come to her eyes.


“Shh, Rickie. I’ll explain when we get home.” I don’t like this place.


Finally, our name is called and Mommy says to wait for her while she speaks to a lady in the office. Something about me going to a special place in the country to live for a while. What could that mean?


When we get home, we tiptoe past the bedrooms down the long hallway, thinking Freddie is still asleep. But when we reach the kitchen, the light is on. Suddenly he’s walking towards us from the dining room, a look of fury on his face. He’s shouting in German. I don’t understand; is he angry because we went to that place without him?


Our boarder, Ingrid, comes out of her room and puts her hands on my shoulders protectively. Mommy is yelling back at Freddie in German, crying and banging her fists on his chest. He pushes her to the floor and takes off his belt. The scene blurs through my tears. From the kitchen floor, Mommy turns her head towards us and screams, “Ingrid, take Rickie away.” Ingrid takes me to my room and tries to comfort me.


• • •


I BEGAN KEEPING A diary when I was in the eighth grade. “Thought Lines,” I called it at first. Later I personified it as “Niki,” a sort of alter ego to me, Riki.


March 19, 1959—Dear Niki, I have been reading Anne Frank’s diary over and have decided to fashion mine after hers. Of course it isn’t easy to express one’s deepest feelings on paper but I can try.


I had not always been “Riki.” I was born Rifka Batya Kreiter on November 8, 1945—11:31 p.m. for the astrologically inclined. This momentous event was documented with dubious accuracy at Grace Hospital in Detroit. Yes, my mother was twenty and my father forty-six years old and yes, their color was “W.” Our address was the Seville Hotel. My father was with the USO, stationed in Detroit. However, both my parents’ first names were misspelled. Instead of Samuel, “Father’s Name” appears as “Manuel.” They also dropped the final h from Mom’s palindromic Hannah. Rifka, a transliteration of the Hebrew for Rebecca, is usually rendered with a v, Rivka. Following Jewish custom, I was named for my father’s mother who died ten days before I was born.


My mother immediately began to call me Ricky. She was trying so hard to be American. (Not to say she wanted a boy.) So, I was Ricky until first grade, when the other kids began to tease me.


“Ricky is a boy’s name,” I wailed when my mother came home from work one day. She was standing at the stove, spooning coffee into the aluminum percolator.


“It is not,” she said, displaying her preferred mode of dealing with irritating realities. I promise you, in 1951 only boys were called Ricky. When I pressed the point, Mommy said we could change the spelling to “Rickie.” That would make it a girl’s name. I was mollified.


By the fifth grade, however, I was captive to the notion that I had to be “different.” Unilaterally, which is how I like to do things, I started signing myself “Riki.” This suited my romantic fantasies for four more years. Then in ninth grade my friend Sue Haberman suggested I spell my name with a q. By age thirteen, among my friends, being different was a universally acknowledged good. Sue was sure that there would be no other Rickys in the world spelled “Riqui.” I remained Riqui until I was twenty-nine.


After a powerful acid trip in 1975, I knew I needed a new name. And there it was, right on my birth certificate: Rifka Batya. Batya means daughter of God.


Later I heard that certain Native American tribes have the custom of adding new names as one grows older, each name a milestone on the individual’s progress through life.


MY FATHER WAS A handsome man, though not as tall as I thought he was, with thick salt-and-pepper hair and a mellifluous voice. Sam was a freelance writer, Yiddish translator, and sometime fundraiser for Jewish organizations. I never knew much for sure about his life, past or present. He was secretive (not to say paranoid) and answered personal questions with vague generalizations or another question. My parents were separated when I was three, and at first I looked forward to Daddy’s visitation days with passionate anticipation. He appeared at our door dressed like a Damon Runyon character, wearing, perhaps, a black shirt and white tie with a sharp pin-striped suit. And a fedora. He smoked gold-tipped Turkish cigarettes that came in rainbow colors. When I got to be six or seven, I felt honored when he held out the pack to me so I could select which color he should smoke. If our conversation lagged, he’d ask me, “So, do you like this country?” which always made me giggle.


When I was in my twenties, my father gave me this unforgettable advice about how to attract a man: “Wear a hat with a veil. Allow the smoke from your cigarette to drift mysteriously from your lips. Say very little.”


What little I discovered about Dad is largely gleaned from the voluminous papers we found in his closet when he died in 1978. There was a biographical piece, scrawled with revisions, called “Mother’s Search for the Messiah” about my namesake, his mother. He also had a trunk full of letters dating back to the 1930s, including carbon copies of some of his own letters. Most of these were to and from various women and we learned from them of his nom d’amour, as he always signed himself “Sven.” I had to chuckle. He wass an inveterate womanizer, which was not so amusing to his three wives, the first of whom, we think, committed suicide back in the twenties.


A 1937 letter to an unknown woman, with the salutation “Charming Evelyn,” says:


I am not trying to appear mysterious. Only that I don’t feel the need to speak of myself to anybody. I live fully. And my experiences are so crowded, gratifying, rarely disillusioning, always absorbing, that they leave neither room nor reason for bitterness.


My father could be exquisitely tender or hard as a rock. In another missive to Evelyn he writes that her letter “gives me a gratifying impression of your essential honesty, a trait of character that few women possess, and freedom from any repulsive trickery that seems to be the masthead of most women’s equipment.”


He was born Shmuel in 1899 in Buczacz, Eastern Galicia (part of the Austria-Hungary empire) and came to New York in 1913 with his mother and older brother. They settled in a railroad flat under the Williamsburg Bridge. Years later, Dad described his first impressions of the Lower East Side:


A smell of fish fouled the air pierced by squealing fowl. The sidewalks steamed with strolling Jews, sweaty, bearded and clean-shaven, wearing skullcaps or panamas. Women huddled in front of shaded tenement stoops, fanning themselves with folded newspapers. Boys played handball in the street, braving honking cars and trucks. All ignored the rancid open garbage cans festering at the curbstone. As we passed, people smiled, waved, exclaimed: “Shalom Aleichem, Yidn! Where do you hail from?”


Like so many others, my father and his brother rejected in short order the Old World pieties of their Orthodox parents and embraced the secular Yiddish culture thriving in New York. No greenhorns they.


I have only one reprint of my father’s published work, “Notes on Yiddish Poetry,” from the Literary Review (undated, but after 1957). In this article, he bemoans the loss of “what was left of Yiddish culture after World War II.” I remember days out with him in the early fifties when he took me to the Café Royale on 12th Street, a famous hangout for Jewish artists. From there you could still see a row of Yiddish theaters down Second Avenue.


Daddy loved to hang out. On our weekly visitation days—if he actually showed up—he’d take me to the Automat or one of various cafeterias around town where we always ran into people he knew, regulars who came to sit and schmooze for hours—or read, or write—over a cup of coffee and a piece of cheesecake. Of course the best cheesecake was famously at Lindy’s on Broadway. When Daddy took me there as a special treat, we’d sit in a booth and watch the people revolving in and out of the busy restaurant: tourists with cameras, men with shifty eyes under fedoras with racing forms folded under their arms, women wearing fur jackets and lots of makeup.


WHILE I HAVE VIRTUALLY no memories of my father’s relatives, my mother’s family filled my early childhood. Hannah and her twin, Naomi, were born in Berlin, October 27, 1925. My ability to state this with clarity is hard-won. When I was growing up, Mother always told me that she was Swiss, and that she was nineteen, not twenty, when I was born in November of ’45. (When confronted with this years later, she quipped, “I was sick a year.”) As children will, I accepted what she told me without question. I must have been nineteen myself before I stopped to think that if Mommy’s fraternal twin, Noni, was born in Berlin…. My grandmother did move fast but not, I reasoned, that fast.


My maternal grandfather, Bernhard Schapiro, was a pioneering physician in the field of sexology. From 1922 to 1933 he directed the Department of Disturbances of Potency at the Institute for Sexology in Berlin. The Institute was radical, not only in its field of study and treatment, but also in its defense of homosexuals and transvestites at a time when they were considered criminals. Opapa developed and patented a medication for impotence which was marketed until 1989.


The brilliant Dr. Schapiro, who was also deeply religious and learned in Talmud, married Thekla Feuchtwanger, a young woman from a prosperous Orthodox family. My grandmother was something of a beauty who, as far as I can tell, was never in her long life photographed without a string of pearls—except at the beach at Ostend, or on skis in the Alps. She was an intellectual, independent enough to have become a teacher in an age where this could almost be characterized as rebellion for a young Jewish woman of high culture. Omama’s cousin, the novelist Lion Feuchtwanger, issued a prescient warning in 1933 about National Socialism in his novel The Oppermans. In it, he describes the growing threat to a successful extended family not unlike his own, Jewish but with a proud Bavarian identity. According to the family genealogy, almost eight hundred Feuchtwangers (including “consorts”) emigrated from Germany between 1933 and 1945. Eighty were murdered by the Nazis.


Three months after Hitler came to power, the Institute for Sexology was ransacked by a mob of Nazi “students” and its library burned. Opapa, Omama, and their four children moved to Zurich. This was possible because my grandfather had obtained Swiss citizenship while a medical student in Switzerland. Omama’s father, Felix Feuchtwanger, was sent to Dachau concentration camp, outside his native Munich where there is a street bearing his family name. The ailing seventy-one-year-old was released to die in 1938, when a Jew could still get a marked grave. I saw it myself in 1999 when an amazing number of local residents went out of their way to help me find “the old Jewish Cemetery” in Munich, apparently eager to be of some assistance to a living Jew. I was told that the cemetery had escaped desecration because of a valiant Gentile caretaker who had refused entrance to Nazi vandals.


In May 1940, as England stood alone against Hitler, Opapa finally obtained visas and the Schapiros sailed to New York. What must it have been like for my mother, age fifteen, escaping from Europe with the shadow of the Holocaust looming? All her life she was full of fears. When I was little, if sirens sounded from fire engines passing under our apartment windows, she would run from window to window, pulling down the shades as if it were an air raid. Like so many first-generation children, the terror of the Nazis has always been very real for me, an integral part of my zeitgeist. I never believed it couldn’t happen here, or to me.


My Aunt Noni recalled high school as torture for the strictly reared girls who wanted desperately to fit in with their peers but were forbidden to wear lipstick. She said she would lie awake nights, wondering, “When will I ever learn English?” Both Mother and Noni left their authoritarian home at eighteen, going to work right out of high school. I have no idea how my mother met the dapper Sam Kreiter. Perhaps it was at a USO function. My grandparents were scandalized when she married him, a non-observant Jew the age of her own mother! But Mommy was a rebel, the black sheep of the family.


In his last years, Daddy grew sentimental about the eighteen-year-old Hannah, whom he divorced when she was twenty-three. “She was so innocent,” he said with misty eyes, over coffee at Dubrow’s Cafeteria.


SHE MAY HAVE BEEN innocent, but life with mother was no picnic. We lived in sixteen different places during my first eighteen years; of these, only two were houses. The first house was in Lynbrook, a small Long Island suburb. There, I attended Happy House preschool and rode my tricycle up and down our dead-end street. I still have a scar from the gash I got on my left knee the time I fell off my tricycle.


Daddy was away a lot of the time, on whatever his business was, but I was crazy about the accordion-fold picture postcards he sent from cities across the United States and the towels he brought home with different hotel names. When he was there, my parents did a lot of shouting. I would hide in the closet, pressing a pillow around my ears to drown out their angry voices. Sometimes, my father got mad at me too; he shook me and made me cry and Mommy would scream at him and cry also. But I still adored my Daddy.


I have no actual memory of the divorce, but when I turn my attention within and revisit my three-year-old self, what comes up is the feeling of my Daddy being wrenched out of my arms.


• • •


I AM FOUR YEARS old. Mommy and I live in the city now, in a big room on the third floor. The house has five floors with a shiny wooden staircase. Mommy works as a dental assistant. When she goes to work in the morning, I stay downstairs at the preschool run by the two ladies who own the house. They are German, like us. One of them, Niecie, is very strict. At lunchtime she makes the kids eat liver, stupidly “hidden” in mashed potatoes. I hate liver and throw up on purpose. When Niecie catches me making drawings with my left hand, she tears them up and tells me I must draw only with my right hand. But I won’t.


On Friday nights, Mommy and I walk down Broadway to Omama and Opapa’s apartment on 81st Street for Shabbat. I love Shabbat because my aunts and uncles come over and everyone talks and kids around. They make a big fuss over me. I am the only grandchild and they all think I am cute and funny and smart. Mommy is pleased when they praise me.


Tonight Omama is finishing dinner in the kitchen as the rest of us wait for sunset in the living room. Aunt Mina says, “Ricky, would you like to dance together?” Of course I would! I love to dance more than anything. Mina puts a thick black disc on the Victrola and winds the handle that makes the record turn. I let the pretty music move me as Mina taught me, and she and I float around the living room on our toes, gently waving our arms, smiling at one another while the others look on.


“You’re so graceful, Ricky,” Aunt Ruthie says warmly.


I want to be a dancer when I grow up.


As the sun sets, we line up with our backs to the dining room windows. Oma and Opa do the benschen. One by one they go down the line of their children, holding cupped hands above our heads, muttering barely audible prayers in Hebrew. First, there is handsome Uncle Ray, home from MIT. Tall and thin, he has boundless energy and a hearty laugh that always makes me feel good. His wife, Mina, is a teacher in a “progressive” school. Then come Aunt Noni and Uncle Billy. Pretty Noni always speaks to me thoughtfully and asks me what I think about things. Billy likes to tease me. He was buddies with Ray in the Army, on Guam, which is an island. That’s how Billy came to be Uncle Billy. I was the flower girl at their wedding. Noni is Mommy’s twin, but she is smaller, like Ruthie, Mommy’s kid sister who goes to Hunter High School. Ruthie picks me up from Hebrew School every Saturday and together we walk up the nine flights to my grandparents’ apartment. You’re not allowed to take the elevator on Shabbat. Ruthie makes the hard climb fun—we pretend we’re climbing up to heaven.


Next in the line is my mommy, so glamorous with her thick brown hair and generous figure. I watch my grandparents as they make their way toward me at the end of the line. When they bless me, the top of my head feels warm. Benschen is mysterious and thrilling.


Afterward, we gather at the round oak table to sing the Shabbat songs and bless the meal. I stand on a chair next to my Opapa, so I’m as tall as he is. The smell of dinner, which had to be fully cooked before sundown, wafts through from the kitchen, making my mouth water. As we sing, Opapa lifts my hand to his face. I smile as he gently presses the back of my hand into the warm, soft skin over his eye. When we say the blessing over the wine, he gives me a little sip.


At last, Omama brings a platter of pot roast through the swinging door. Omama is not gentle like Opa but she shows me lots of interesting things, like the big art book with the picture of the yellow drawbridge and then we saw the real painting in the museum. Wow. I love going to the Metropolitan Museum with its grand staircase and beautiful art.


I try to copy the way Omama eats her dinner. I turn the fork so it points down. Then I put some pot roast, salad, and potato on my fork, all at the same time. I like the way the crunchy salad tastes together with the rich meat and mushy potato.


Soon I am full and the dining room feels warm; the French doors to the living room are closed. My eyes are heavy. I try not to look at the big, dark painting over the wooden sideboard. It shows a boy and a girl in a stormy forest, fleeing from a vague, threatening figure.


When we get home, Mommy tucks me in and we sing “Sh’ma Yisroel …” which means God is One, and we pray for the whole family and everyone who is unfortunate.


IN OUR ROOM AT Niecie’s, lace curtains lie flat against the cold windowpane. Dark wood furniture is set around the walls of the room, leaving plenty of space for dancing in the center of the carpet. Mommy likes to watch me dance, too.


I am sick today and must stay in bed instead of going downstairs. Mommy has to go to work at the dentist’s office but Mrs. Schoenfeld will come up to check on me during the day. Now Mommy tucks me in with my teddy bear and Snooky, the hard rubber doll who pees when you give her water from her bottle. She kisses me tenderly and sings our song:


I don’t care if the sun don’t shine,


I get my loving in the evening time,


When I’m with my—ba-a-by!


She always tickles my tummy when she says “ba-a-by” and I still giggle even though I’m a big girl now. It’s our game.


I wish Mommy wouldn’t leave, but I don’t want to cry. When I cry Mommy feels so bad she cries too; she holds me close and begs me, “Please don’t cry, Ricky.” Then I feel like I’m falling and falling and there’s no bottom. So I swallow hard to keep the tears down.


After Mommy closes the door, the room feels too big so I close my eyes tightly and pray.


“Dear God, please stay with me until Mommy comes home.”


All of a sudden a thought washes over me like a big wave at the beach. What if God is not really there? As soon as I think it, I am certain that it is true. Now blackness is all around me, just blackness and nothing else.


I pull the covers over my head and hug the teddy bear to my chest.


Soon I hear the words, “I’m home, dear.” It’s George. Mommy calls George “Ricky’s imaginary husband.”


“Oh, Sweetheart,” I say in my mind, “did you remember to bring the bread?”


“Of course I did, Darling,” George answers. “I brought ice cream, too.”


“Oh, thank you, Sweetheart. That means that after I make your favorite supper, spaghetti and tomato sauce, we can have ice cream for dessert.”


“Yes, dear,” says George. He comes over and gives me a hug and kiss. Then he lies down with me and we fall asleep.


• • •


IN 1951 MY GRANDPARENTS finally fulfilled Opapa’s Zionist dream and made the move to Jerusalem. In their stateroom on the Queen Mary, I remember walking waist-high to all the black clad well-wishers who were eating canapés and drinking champagne. Now and then a powdered face appeared at my eye level and red-tipped fingers pinched my cheek hard as someone said “zehr schön.” Each time the foghorn blasted I tried to pull my mother away, fearing the ship would go out to sea with us still on board.





As the chartered bus crosses the George Washington Bridge, I gaze absently at the trees on the Palisades, fuzzy with early spring growth, and wonder what tonight will bring. So many of the teachers I respect—and many I doubt—speak of this Swami as the real thing.


Olga sleeps quietly beside me, her mouth slightly open. The hum of the engine acts as a soporific and the scenery of the passing towns doesn’t engage me. Despite the fact that I lived here for a while (or because of it), the sights of New Jersey hold little interest. When the bus turns north, I try to determine where we are by referencing things on the other side of the river. In my New Yorker’s view of the world, everything north of the Bronx jumbles together in my mind under the label “upstate.”


We might be parallel with Ardsley right now, for all I know …





CHAPTER 2
Ardsley



Mommy and I are living in Omama and Opapa’s old apartment. I am in the first grade now and Mommy is letting me stay up to watch her poker game with her girlfriends. They play at the dining room table where we used to have Shabbat dinner. Each one has a pile of pennies in front of her and during the hand they make bets and put the pennies in the pot. I like to watch all the hands like Seven Card Stud or Baseball, where threes and nines are wild.


Ingrid comes in through the swinging door from the kitchen and says, “We’re out of soda.”


Mommy says, “Ricky can get us some from the store.”


Everyone talks and murmurs at the same time. “Oh, no, Hannah, she’s too young.” “It’s too late …” “We don’t really need it …”


“I can go,” I tell them. I jump at the chance to show what a big girl I am.


“It’s okay,” says Mommy, “she doesn’t have to cross the street. Ricky’s done it before.”


Mommy gives me a dollar from her purse and I practically run down the long hallway and out the door. Reaching up, I open the elevator door and press “1” to go down. Out in the big courtyard I’m startled to see it is already dark. I falter a little as I step out onto 81st Street and walk quickly toward Amsterdam. The block seems much longer tonight. A few people turn their heads to look at me. I go around the corner to John’s Grocery Store where we get our food and am relieved to find John there as usual. Stepping up to the dusty counter, I say, feeling very grown up, “Can I have a bottle of ginger ale, please.” You should always say please when you ask for something.


“You’re out late, young lady,” says John as he puts the big glass bottle in a paper bag.


“My mommy sent me,” I tell him proudly. I give him the dollar bill, a little damp now, and he hands down the change. My green plaid dress has no pockets so I clutch the coins in my left hand and put both arms around the bag to carry it home.


It’s a little heavy.


Walking back down 81st Street, I feel the bottle start to slip. Uh-oh. Our building looks very far away. I try to shift the awkward weight around in my arms but, like slow motion in the movies, the bottle slips through the bag and crashes to the sidewalk.


Oh no! Oh no! I bend down to pick it up and a thick piece of glass cuts me on the hand. I can’t believe this is happening. A lot of blood is dripping from my hand and I’ve dropped my change. I burst into tears, crying really loud. I can’t help it. A lady comes over and asks me where I live; she’ll take me home. I want to pick up the bottle but it’s all in pieces and ginger ale is spreading out on the sidewalk. The lady puts her handkerchief around my hand and helps me get my change before taking me upstairs to my house.


Mommy and her friends make a big fuss when they see me. I cannot stop crying so Mommy cries too, her forehead wrinkled and tears on her cheeks.


“I dropped it,” I wail, but Mommy says, “It’s all right, Ricky,” and puts iodine on my hand, which makes me cry even harder. She puts on a bandage and hugs me tight.


I am so ashamed.


• • •


MY MOTHER LIKED FINDING euphemisms for things to assuage her characteristic guilt feelings. Cohabiting with Freddie the Jeweler was a “trial marriage” because, she said, her parents—consulted, presumably, via air mail—had approved of the arrangement. The imprimatur of her parents’ approval (fabricated by her, I now imagine) was meant to neutralize the stigma of such an arrangement in 1952. I believed her as I always did when I was a small child: hook, line, and sinker.


Freddie was German, a harsh man, and I hated him. Of course, I probably would have hated any man my mother took up with. Like most children of divorce, I secretly clung to the hope that somehow my father would return to me, despite the fact that my mother hurled curses at him whenever they were in the same room for more than two minutes.


When Freddie gave me a watch for my birthday, I threw it out the window. He had a mean daughter who was twelve. When she came over and we played in my room, she frightened me with her bossy attitude. Once she made my head bleed when she pushed me hard against the wall. Mommy got very upset. “She gave Rickie a hole in the head,” she yelled at Freddie as she held ice to the wound through my matted hair.


Before Freddie, I used to be free to climb into Mommy’s bed and cuddle anytime I wanted. She hated sleeping alone and always kept a night-light on, afraid of the dark. After Freddie moved in I would try to sneak into their bed when they fell asleep. But Freddie was a light sleeper. If a board creaked as I crawled on hands and knees across the bedroom floor, he would wake up and get angry. Picking me up roughly, he’d carry me back to my own bed. If I made it across to my mother’s side of the bed, she’d take me in her arms and under the covers without even waking up. This made the risk of incurring Freddie’s anger worthwhile.


Then one day, she took me back to that agency, and before I knew it, I was brought to live with Hans and Ruth Krause in the sleepy little town of Ardsley, New York, forty-five minutes from the city. My mother told me that Hans and Ruth were friends of my grandparents. For years, I believed her. She said she sent me away because—since she was of course looking for a husband after breaking off with Freddie (what else would a single woman do?)—the family told her it was bad for me to witness “a parade of men” in her life. In 1953 the divorce rate in the United States was only 25 percent. And that was when most people got married. Affordable child care was virtually nonexistent.


IN THE RED BRICK house on Euclid Avenue, everything seemed large and strange. I cried desperately when I realized my mother was leaving me there. She cried too.


“It’s just until I find a husband,” she begged. “Then we’ll have a big wedding and we’ll be together always.”


From then on, I lived for that wedding day. Meanwhile, I was determined to hate it in Ardsley.


The Krauses were a Jewish couple who had emigrated from Germany in the ’30s. Hans, a bald man, perhaps fifty, with soft features and a roundish body, was a furrier who commuted by train to his business in Manhattan’s fur district. Ruth must have been around forty. She was rugged, with a strong, unmade-up face. She usually wore slacks so she could work freely in the house and garden. Her thick black hair was clipped at the nape of her neck with a barrette. Beneath her gruffness she was filled with longings—for children, for music, for romance. Hans was a gentle soul, as tender as Ruth was strict. He could sit playing songs on the grand piano in the living room for an hour.


I loved Hans and thought Ruth was mean to him, often speaking contemptuously about his failing fur business. Hans was overtly loving and affectionate. I was afraid of Ruth, though I sensed that she cared for me in her own way. Still, in my misery, I could not soften toward her. I regret that now. Then, I was seven years old.


The Krauses had two dachshunds, Hazel and Heidi, and two tabby cats, former strays named Percy and Peter. I had never had a pet and I delighted in brushing those frankfurter dogs and in how Percy, way friskier than stolid Peter, came running when he heard the noise of the can opener mounted on the wall in the basement pantry, knowing this meant his dinner would be served immediately.


I remember the living room best. There was a large Oriental carpet. In one corner stood the piano, unscratched and polished to a shine. A wooden console housed the television, then just beginning to appear in most homes. We always watched Your Hit Parade and Ed Sullivan on Sunday nights. The rest of the living room was crowded with heavy mahogany furniture, reminiscent of my grandparents’ apartment. Also on the ground floor were the dining room, Hans and Ruth’s bedroom, and a large kitchen with a breakfast nook where we ate our meals on a Formica and chrome table, sitting on vinyl chairs. On the infrequent occasions when there was company for dinner, we ate in the dining room. The table would be covered in a white cloth and we used the good china, exactly like Omama’s. Conversation was stilted and if it was my mother who was visiting, I would be dreading the time when the meal ended and she would leave.


For a while I was the only child there, but after some months another girl my age, Judy, came to live with us, placed by her single mother for reasons similar to my mother’s. Judy and I shared a slant-ceilinged bedroom upstairs with a window facing out onto the quiet street.


I only remember Judy’s black ponytail and that she was my colleague in misery as well as my rival. At night, we whispered together across the chilly bedroom, trying to outdo one another in bragging about our mothers.


“My mother has dates every weekend.”


“My mother has a rich boyfriend—they’ll probably get married soon and I’ll be going home.”


Hans and Ruth told us that they kept foster kids because they wanted children but couldn’t have any. One girl, Connie, had stayed with them for five years. Her mother had disappeared after two years, and the Krauses raised Connie as their own daughter. Then her mother reappeared and took Connie away. They never heard from her again and we could tell they were bitter about it. Judy and I thought Connie was terrible to be so ungrateful and vowed that we would never be so thoughtless, even though all we wished for was to go home.


At the Krauses’ we had chores and discipline, something totally foreign to my experience. We had to set the table and clear the dishes. There was a half-acre garden and we had to weed the flower beds every day, in season. The garden was pretty, and wild raspberries grew at the edge of it. On the slope beneath the flagstone patio, Ruth had planted a rock garden. I learned names of flowers like pansies and rhododendron. I learned that crocuses grow so early that they peek up through the snow! Still, I hated weeding and always malingered until Ruth yelled at me and threatened to send me to my room without supper. Sometimes I took the punishment, just because.


The Krauses listened to different kinds of music on the radio and they had records: German lieder, big bands, opera. Hans bought sheet music so he could play popular songs such as “Wish You Were Here” on the piano.


I resented Ruth, as if it were her fault that she was not my mother. I constantly compared her to my mother as in, “My mommy doesn’t make me do that,” to which she responded by saying that my mother had no discipline and was overweight. This infuriated me. Every few weeks when Mommy came to see me, I would cry and tell her all the bad things Ruth said about her. She said Ruth was just jealous. Before each visit I would harbor the hope that, this time, Mommy would surely take me home. When I begged her, she always said, “It’s just until I find us a husband.”


Hannah was twenty-seven then.


In the winter, Hans started teaching me and Judy how to play the piano. We each had to practice for an hour a day. Whenever I thought I could get away with it, or maybe just to make Ruth mad, I would spend the time playing with Hazel and Heidi instead of practicing. But I can still pick out the two simple German folk songs I learned from Hans.


• • •


IT IS ABRAHAM LINCOLN’S Birthday and Judy and I are off from school. Hans is late coming home from work. Fat old Peter is curled up on the living room windowsill, studying the snow falling on the deserted street. Finished with chores, Ruth puts a record on the Victrola and Perry Como croons a dreamy love song. I begin to dance around the room on tiptoe, more aware of how I look to Judy and Ruth than really listening to the music. Heidi, standing in the doorway, tilts her head quizzically and wags her tail. Soon enough, the familiar pleasure of dancing overtakes me and I let myself go, making little leaps with arms circling over my head.


Ruth bursts out laughing. “You look like a little elephant,” she chortles. Judy guffaws at this.


“We should call you elephant foot,” says Ruth, and the two of them laugh harder.


Shocked out of my reverie, I restrain hot tears. I hate them but I won’t show them they’ve hurt me. I continue dancing ’til the record ends, feeling ugly and fat.


• • •


SOMETIMES ON SUNDAYS, THE Krauses took us down to Riverdale to visit their friends Irv and Sylvia Feinstein in their high-rise apartment. Both the Feinsteins were tall and elegant, with well-groomed silver hair. Their home had plush white carpeting and thick cut crystal glasses on a rolling bar with glass shelves and brass trim. The liquor was kept in matching crystal decanters. The grown-ups listened to music and drank highballs, talking and laughing while Judy and I played in the bedroom.


It was at Sylvia and Irv’s place that Ruth first met the handsome opera singer Mario Castelli. We saw him there several times. Later, Judy and I would hear Ruth talk to him on the telephone when Hans was at work. After a while, we both noticed something funny about her tone of voice. We spent many hours alone with Ruth in the house and sensed, as children do, that she was lonely and frustrated.


One day during Easter vacation, the phone rang and we heard Ruth speaking intensely for a long time, covering the receiver with her hand so we couldn’t hear. Judy and I looked at each other, trying to imagine what it could be about. When she hung up, Ruth piled us into the backseat of the black Oldsmobile and drove to the city. This was extremely unusual. Ruth was distracted and seemed not to notice when Judy and I whispered to each other, wondering where we were going. She parked near the City Center Theater and told us to wait in the car and keep the doors locked. Judy and I now knew she was doing something naughty—it must have something to do with Mario who, we remembered, sang in the opera here. We giggled together nervously as we watched people hurry by on the busy midtown street.


After a little while Ruth returned. She sat in silence behind the wheel for a moment. Then she began to cry softly, bending her head toward her hands which gripped the steering wheel. Judy and I looked at each other in fear and amazement. We did not utter a sound. After a few minutes, not saying a word, Ruth dried her eyes and turned on the ignition. On the way home, she told us we should not tell Hans that we had gone to the city. I was too disturbed by the whole event to dream of prolonging it in any way. I preferred to pretend it never happened.


SO I LIVED ON at Hans and Ruth’s and settled in, in a way. Despite myself, I was experiencing a new sense of safety at the Krauses’, thanks to their consistent routines and their real concern for my welfare. In second and third grade I went to Ardsley Elementary School, a rectangular brick building just erected to accommodate all the kids born since the war ended. In Mrs. Ruotolo’s third grade class, I learned US geography from a puzzle kept on a windowsill near my desk. Each state was a different colored piece. To this day, I picture those pieces when I think geographically of Nevada (purple) or Tennessee (yellow). I had a crush on Mrs. Ruotolo, who was tall and slim with auburn hair. She once told us she lived at 3030 Valentine Avenue (in the Bronx), which I thought was perfect, since she was my perfect valentine.


I made two good friends at school, Mary Ann Greer and Laurie Feldman. Visiting their comfortable homes, I experienced, for an evening or an afternoon, what an intact family was like. Mary’s father came home for dinner and spoke respectfully to her mother, complimenting her cooking. Laurie’s parents teased each other affectionately and fed their collie from the dinner table. They all spoke to me in sympathetic tones that made me feel I was a sad case.


ON NEW YEAR’S EVE, 1952, the Krauses gave a party. Sylvia and Irv and three or four other well-dressed European couples ate canapés, sipped cocktails, and danced cheek to cheek to Hans’s records. I was so excited because tonight Judy and I would stay up late to perform for the company. Hans had written some special poems and we had been practicing and practicing.
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