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Praise forRedeemed




“Penny Lane’s memoir of childhood trauma is engrossing and terrifying. Carefully crafted and beautifully written, this memoir is a tribute to resilience and, in the end, to family and love and belonging.”


—ELLEN BARKER, author of East of Troost and Still Needs Work


“The author had me from the start and kept me riveted throughout her harrowing story. Few among us can not only survive a painful and emotionally abusive childhood but also go on to thrive and make deep meaning of our lives. Penny Lane has done that, and has written a tour de force that will resonate with so many people. This is a book that will be spoken of for a long time.”


—JOANNE GREENE, author of By Accident


“I found myself incredibly inspired by this author’s resilience and ability to overcome circumstances that were beyond her control. Much like The Glass Castle by Jeannette Walls, this memoir almost reads like a thriller.”


—CORRINE PRITCHETT, Publicist, Books Forward


“The narrative will stir strong emotions in the reader and hopefully prompt more people to speak out and report abuse. A compelling, gripping story that ends in redemption.”


—LINDA MOORE, author of Attribution and Five Days in Bogota


“I was hooked from the first words of this engaging memoir—I strongly recommend it.”


—LALLY PIA, MD, author of The Fortune Seeker’s Prophecy


“Penny Lane’s memoir confronts the stark realities of childhood trauma with unflinching honesty. Though it may be triggering for some, I found myself drawn into Penny’s world. This memoir is a poignant reminder that while scars may linger, they need not define us, and that true redemption lies in the courage to reclaim one’s own story.”


—JUDE BERMAN, author of The Healing Zone and The Die


“Penny Lane’s gripping memoir is both heartbreaking and heartening, a testament to resilience and hope. This is a page-turning journey that maintains hope through the bleakest of circumstances, and ends on a tremendously satisfying note. I highly recommend this book!”


—ANN BANCROFT, author of Almost Family


“What a spectacular read; I could hardly put it down. Lane’s writing is eloquent and intimate, easily drawing the reader into her world. You are in for a real treat with this remarkable book.”


—CLAUDIA MARSEILLE, author of But You Look So Normal


“Redeemed will grab you and wrap you into a forty-eight-hour whirlwind! Be prepared to start this book and not put it down. It pulls you into an unbelievable story of trauma, sacrifice, and a true testament of a woman surviving in this patriarchal and pained world. Penny tells her story with precision, bravery, and honesty. Do yourself a favor and read it.”


—ERICA TANAMACHI, award-winning director/producer
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Author’s Note



Some of the names and other identifying characteristics of the people included in this memoir have been changed. Memories are imperfect, and each person has a perspective. The following memoir is accurate to the best of my ability.









For my mother, Patricia Ann, and for my Aunt Charlotte









Redeemed:


verb. To free from what distresses or harms
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The man kissing me told me he was my father, but I did not know him. His face was rough and scratchy, and his smell unfamiliar. His sloppy kisses soon turned into hugs as he babbled away in a foreign accent that I did not recognize, acting as if he knew me. I didn’t want him to kiss me but did not know how to tell him to stop. I tried to pull away, but he was too big, and I didn’t stand a chance. My throat closed up, and I couldn’t talk.


The year was 1963. I was four years old. Before this strange man walked down my driveway, I had been plum happy sitting on my red tricycle, scanning the neighborhood for someone to play with. I had a great life in a big, brown two-story house in Linden, New Jersey, with lots of yard on a shady, tree-lined street. We had a long, wide driveway on which I could ride back and forth all day or play hopscotch with my cousins. I lived with my aunt Charlotte and uncle George and their kids, Georgie and Alex. Living downstairs were my uncle Buddy and aunt Mary and their brood, Maggie, Rebecca, and Ted. We had neighbors next door who were old but still nice, and there were lots of kids and fun on our street. I fit right in.


“Penniké,” the new man called out enthusiastically, grinning with his funny teeth. He kept calling me Penniké, though my name was Penny, and he called me another funny word, csillagom.


Just then, Aunt Charlotte came outside in her going-to-town dress and began talking to this man like she knew him. She did not seem surprised by his presence, or his odd words, which made my stomach queasy. She looked at me with eyes I could not read, then quickly looked away.


The street was quiet, except for the grown-ups talking, and it was hot. My clothes were starting to itch and stick to my back, making me even more uncomfortable. After a while, my aunt hunched down to me, her soft, tender eyes at my level. She smiled as she stroked my cheek, but I could sense that she was having a hard time of it, her smile cracking into a sad face.


“Precious,” she said, “this is your father, and he’s come to take you home.”


What? I thought to myself. I had never seen him before in my life.


Home? I was already home. This was where we had birthday parties and ice cream, where we kids played hide-and-seek and chased fireflies in the backyard at night. I had always lived here, and I did not like this stranger. Aunt Charlotte held my hand as she and the man started walking way too fast toward a car parked at the curb. I dragged my feet and pulled back, but Aunt Charlotte tugged me along with a force that I had not experienced with her before. I let go of my tricycle and hoped it would not tip over. What was going on? And why was this man carrying the suitcase I had seen in the kitchen that morning? As I looked back at the house, I saw my cousins Georgie and Alex in the front window, watching. I looked up at the adults talking to each other over my head, but I could not make out the words. Something was very wrong.


In the car, a man waited for us in the driver’s seat. He smiled and handed me a beautiful teddy bear, which calmed me down a little. Maybe this was not so bad. The driver’s eyes were kind, and he held my gaze for a few moments, as if to communicate some sort of comfort, but did not say anything. As we got in the car, the driver spoke to my father, but their words were in a funny language, and I did not get any of it.


I sat in the back seat with Aunt Charlotte, who continued holding my hand. She told me we were going to see Uncle George at the train station. My uncle George was a ticket agent for the Pennsylvania Railroad, a glamorous-sounding job to me. But we’d never visited him at the train station before.


As we pulled away from my home, I looked back at my tricycle left in the driveway. Aunt Charlotte held me close, her arm around my back. The two men in the front seat were still conversing in their strange language. Sometimes I heard them mention that name, Penniké.


I could tell by the struggle on her face that my aunt was getting ready to say something and was choosing her words carefully. “Precious, your mother died when you were a baby,” she told me gently. She said she had taken me in, and I had been living with her and her family ever since.


“You were too young to remember,” she said.


My head and throat were starting to hurt, and I became dizzy. I had always thought that Aunt Charlotte was my mother and that Uncle George was my father and that I was part of their family. Why hadn’t anyone told me?


I kept quiet. There was a lot of chatting among the adults the rest of the way to the train station, but I was still reeling from what Aunt Charlotte had told me. Why did my mother die? Would Aunt Charlotte die? Would I die too? I held on to Aunt Charlotte’s hand for dear life. I looked at the two men in the front of the car as if in a dream, wondering how they got there. My eyes filled up. I could not speak.


When I gazed up toward Aunt Charlotte, I noticed that she was biting her lip as she looked out the window, and there were tears in her eyes too. Soon, we got to the station, and she squeezed my hand.


“I’ll be right back, Precious,” she said, not looking back at me. In a flash, she was out the door, disappearing into the crowd before I could say anything or muster the courage to run after her. She never looked back.


In that moment, I had no way of knowing that my carefree, happy life was about to turn into a nightmare I could never have imagined. That I was being ripped from my loving home and thrust into a world full of fear, neglect, and abuse that would take decades to escape. That I was about to become an unwanted alien, lost in a cold, foreign home, and a powerless scapegoat lacking any sense of self or worth, one that not even God could save.


Until I finally broke free and found a way to stand on my own.


In the car, the two men in the front seat remained silent as we drove away. I waited nervously for Aunt Charlotte to come back. But it would be more than fifty years before I saw her again.
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We drove away from the train station in silence, me waiting for the driver to pull over and for Aunt Charlotte to miraculously step back into the car. But it didn’t happen. I was cold and scared, trembling, and feeling alone with these strangers. I stared out the window as a storm of cars rushed by to and fro, and we arrived at a busy set of buildings. People and cars were everywhere. But where was my aunt? I was too shaken and confused to ask. The man at the steering wheel dropped us off quickly, as if trying to get away, calling after us with his kind eyes.


“Jó von, viszontlátása Penniké.”


My new father and I were at an airport. The terminal was the biggest building I had ever seen—loud, crowded, and frightening. My father held my hand firmly, and I held on to it as if my life depended on it as we ran to catch our plane. My short legs struggled to keep up, and my head hurt from the noise and my confusion. Once we boarded our flight, I thought about running away but soon realized I couldn’t get very far in the enclosed airplane. My aunt was not here. I was alone with this man I did not know. Deflated and again anxious, I took my seat.


“Would you like some crayons, sugar?” a beautiful stewardess asked in a sweet southern drawl. I nodded, doe-eyed, momentarily distracted from missing my aunt, and smitten. She buckled me into my window seat in the first row and tucked a blanket on my lap. Smelling like flowers and dripping with kindness, she made me feel like it was all going to be okay. My fears ticked away as I took in her glamorous blue dress, high heels, fancy hairdo, and red, lacquered nails, which matched her glossy lips. I thought she was the nicest, prettiest woman I’d ever seen. She was pleasant with all the passengers but extra kind to me. She winked at me whenever she passed by and made me smile. In addition to a coloring book and crayons, she gave me an airline pin, just like the one she had on her dress. I relaxed back into my seat. I would tell my aunt Charlotte about this nice lady.


My father sat next to me as if I wasn’t there, with a beer in hand, grinning, joking, and chatting with the stewardess in his thick accent. He didn’t say much to me at all. He didn’t tell me where we were going, and I was too shy to ask. I wanted to know when I was going home to Georgie and Alex, but I couldn’t ask that either. When the stewardess served us dessert with dinner on little dishes like my tea set, I forgot about ever being afraid and settled into being treated like a real princess. I loved dessert but had never had it served with dinner before.


After we landed in California, my father and I took a taxi to a house in the desert. He maintained his silence. The house was unlike anything I had seen before. It was small and flat and white, with no upstairs. There were awnings over the windows, and a big US flag that hung limply from a pole by the front door. There was no grass, bushes, or trees anywhere, and no breeze. Just sand and odd-looking plants with pins sticking out called cactus. Everything was pale and strange. This was not like Aunt Charlotte’s.


“Welcome home,” my father said.


I noticed that no one was on the street, which I thought was very strange. It was so hot that I started sweating as soon as I stepped out of the taxi, and there was a haze over the horizon that made me rub my eyes to straighten them out. Exhausted from our long journey, I squinted into the blinding sun as we trudged to the house, only to jump when a little green lizard skittered in front of me. My father laughed.


“This is Desert Hot Springs, Penniké,” he snickered. “We have lizards here, big ones and little ones.”


I never did get used to those lizards. Nothing was the same in California. I knew we were still in America because of the flag out front, but it did not feel that way.


At the house, a stern woman approached and immediately started talking to my father in that funny language that I did not understand. The tone sounded frustrated, as if we were late or something. She ignored me even though I was standing next to my father, holding his hand. I watched her face, trying to make out her words. She did not look happy, and sounded put out. I looked up at her, longing to be seen, when she finally addressed me.


“Hello,” she said in perfect English, but nothing more.


I was surprised and relieved that she spoke my language and told her so. She laughed at me and explained that they spoke Hungarian at home and that I’d have to learn it too. Why was she laughing at me? Had I done something wrong? What was Hungarian? And what was I doing with these people who spoke this funny language? It still did not make sense. I felt lost again, holding back tears. I missed my aunt Charlotte, but something in my gut told me it would not do to mention it.


As the days passed, I tried my hardest to fit into this new family. I figured out that this woman was married to my father, and she was going to be my new mother. I was not sure what to make of this situation—or her. No one was telling me anything.


My stepmother was pretty but reserved, almost aloof. She looked a little bit like Elizabeth Taylor with a rounder face and less makeup. She wasn’t tall but wasn’t short either. She wasn’t fat or skinny. The air was always chilly around her, and I could not feel at ease. She didn’t speak to me much, but when she did, she just called me Penny.


There wasn’t much to my new home. The living room and kitchen were both small, but I had my own room. I couldn’t find any toys, and no dollhouse like I’d had in Linden, only coloring books. There was some shade in the backyard, which was a small square surrounded by a chain-link fence. I thought looking into other people’s backyards was a strange thing to do, though it didn’t matter. No one was out anyway. I couldn’t see or hear any kids, which caused that creeping feeling to come back to my stomach. I was alone here. Who would I play with? Who would be my friend? Who would hug me like Aunt Charlotte used to?


The house smelled different too, maybe because my stepmother cooked weird things, made with a strong spice that she called paprika. She put it in everything, even eggs. We ate food that I had never tasted before, things made with cabbage, onions, green peppers, and sour cream, which was disgusting. But I did like the things called palacsinta, flat, thin pancakes rolled up with jam.


The food was the least of my problems, though. This place was different, and so were the rules. My new parents spoke Hungarian all the time, and I had to work hard to make out what they were saying by guessing what was going on. I learned that menj enni meant go eat, and menj aludni meant go to bed. Did the other kids in the neighborhood speak this way? I had no idea. I could not shake the feeling that I did not belong here, and I did not really feel wanted either.


It was always very quiet in the house, except when my stepmother played opera, Elvis Presley, or Glenn Miller on the record player. At least it was in English, except for the opera. I did not ask a lot of questions, like I had done with Aunt Charlotte. I quickly understood in this foreign place that I was to be seen, not heard. I was not exactly scared, but I existed under an odd cloud of not fitting in, of boredom and silence. My stepmother seemed nice enough, and Father appeared to be a jolly guy, whistling all the time and joking with my stepmother. But none of us had much to say to each other like I was used to back in Linden. Nothing was like back in New Jersey. I missed my real family, but we never talked about them.


Sometimes my father would break up the boredom by taking us for drives. He loved to drive. But those brief trips could not dispel a nagging question: Why had my father gone to so much trouble to bring me all the way out here, when he was never around, and never talked to me when he was? He worked all the time, even Saturdays, and liked to sleep in on Sundays while I just had to be quiet.


Eventually, I was allowed to wander around the neighborhood, but only if I asked. It was too hot to stay out for long, and I didn’t make any friends. At Aunt Charlotte’s I’d had the run of the neighborhood, as I’d had my cousins around me and my aunt was so friendly, I knew everyone on the street. My stepmother didn’t seem to have any friends either. We were always in our house by ourselves. I just colored in my room and waited for my father to come home. I felt empty inside, like something was missing, but I did not know why.


My father never mentioned my aunt Charlotte again, and as I  settled into my new life, I started to forget about her and my cousins Georgie and Alex. That life seemed like an old dream, distant and vague, like something that hadn’t really happened. I barely remembered the plane ride, but when anyone asked what I wanted to be, I always answered, “Stewardess.”


My stepmother and I coexisted, but we didn’t always get each other, and I don’t mean just the Hungarian, which I was picking up with each passing day. Things were different between us in a way I did not understand.


“I’m hungry,” I told her often.


“You just ate,” she’d reply.


“But I’m still hungry.”


She would put her chin up and walk away, as if I did not deserve an answer. I knew that I would have to wait for the next meal to get more food. It seemed like I was always hungry in California, yet another thing I did not understand.


There was no warmth between us. No love, though I wanted to be loved like I knew Aunt Charlotte had once loved me. I could not approach my stepmother. I wasn’t afraid exactly, but her air made me too timid to even try. My stepmother looked at me funny sometimes, like she was trying to figure out whether she could change my looks, to see whether there was another way to do my hair, which she said was straight and ugly.


Things changed a few months later when my half brother Steven was born. No one told me we were having a baby, so it was a big surprise to me. His fancy white crib covered in a beautiful quilt sat in my parents’ bedroom, a shelf of stuffed animals nearby. Because the house was small, I heard his cries wherever I was, but I did not mind. I loved having a baby brother. The house became alive with his arrival.


Steven was truly a cute baby and soon became the light of my life. Everyone was a lot happier when he came home, even though there was a lot of work to do. We were always changing, feeding, washing, or burping him. I got to swish his diapers in the toilet and rock him to sleep by shaking his crib. My stepmother fussed and fawned over him, and was always on guard whenever anyone else held him. She was constantly on the phone to her family in New York telling them his every detail, and sending them pictures of him from our black box camera. He was the first male grandchild, and firstborn son, which I found out was a big deal to Hungarians, a much bigger deal than girls. At least now I got to help, which made me less invisible.


Steven was chubby and round, with beautiful olive skin and curly brown hair, which we wove around our fingers into a roll of hair on top of his head. That was how they did it with babies in Hungary, my stepmother said. With the arrival of Steven, my father was home more, which made me happy. He whistled and joked with me as he helped me fetch diapers and bottles. He bought my stepmother flowers and brought stuffed animals for Steven. I held my half brother with real, deep joy when my stepmother wasn’t around, but nervously when she was.


Even better than getting a baby brother was starting kindergarten a few months later. I had played school with my cousins back in New Jersey but had never been to a real one. Now, I finally had other kids to play with, and we could run around on the playground and make as much noise as we wanted. I made friends quickly, and had lots of them. Something else was different at school, a feeling inside that was hard to pinpoint. Like I mattered to people. Like I was as good as everyone else there. There were crafts and books and music and snacks. It was pure fun, and I fit right in from day one. The teacher let each kid have a turn talking, and I got to say what I liked. There was no Hungarian spoken in the classroom, or on the playground, or anywhere, which was a welcome change. The kids at school seemed more like me.


I loved school and hated when we had a day off. And, best of all, I never got in trouble there, and seemed to do everything right. Instead of raising your hand to be called on by your teacher, the rule was to sit up straight to be noticed or picked, which I did, straining to sit taller and straighter so I’d get chosen. I could tell the teacher liked me, and before long, she told me I was so bright that she was going to move me up to first grade early. With this promotion, I could stay in school all day. I was over-joyed.


But after my initial week in first grade, my bubble burst. My parents told me that we were moving to New York. I had no idea where that was, but I knew for sure I did not want to go.
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Standing next to my metal trash bin, I rode the clanging old elevator down to the basement of our Bronx apartment building. The ride always took forever, but I didn’t mind. Sometimes I would bump into the super, Hector, who would smile at me with his gold-covered teeth, or Mrs. Laski, who would get on from the third floor.


As soon as the door opened into the basement, I saw Marci Lieberman and her father emptying their own trash.


“What are you doing down here all alone?”


Mr. Lieberman always asked me that, saying it wasn’t safe for a little girl to be in the basement alone, but I never thought anything of it. Instead, I just tapped Marci on the arm and we started playing tag, laughing as we ran around the dozens of big black barrels in the dank cavern of a room. I wasn’t afraid. I loved taking out the trash and doing other errands because I had fun and I felt free.


It was a relief not to be trapped indoors all the time, like I had been in California. Six months earlier, my parents had decided to move to New York to be closer to my stepmother’s family, and in 1965, the Bronx was the most affordable of the city’s five boroughs. My stepmother and my baby brother had flown back on their own, while my father and I had driven a U-Haul with our meager belongings across the country. The trip was long, hot, and boring, and seemed to go on forever, the only relief being our infrequent stops for gas and the bathroom or food. My father didn’t talk to me much. He liked to whistle or listen to the radio. Eventually, after many days on the road, he announced that we were looking at the lights of New York City. It was big and tall and bright and crowded. And loud.


My life in the bustling Bronx was far different from the barrenness of the California desert, but somehow it suited me just fine. My family and I lived on the top floor, at the far end of an echoing hallway in an Edwardian brick building. There were ten apartments to a floor, and six floors to slide down the banisters on, until you were dumped into a tiny marble lobby. A whole village nestled into an old, creaking building. Our block was lined with a few trees and many more buildings just like mine, holding their residents in until their errands and children sent them teeming into the street.


There was always something going on in our little corner of the South Bronx, a decent, working-class neighborhood of mostly Eastern European immigrants. Inside our apartment, I felt like one of those immigrants. I kept to myself and spoke only Hungarian. On the streets, though, I became more of the outgoing American I was, one who spoke English well and didn’t know a stranger. The girl in Linden who laughed all the time and rode around carefree on her tricycle. The girl who used to be me.


The sidewalks were busy with people carrying bags of food or running to catch a train, kids jumping rope or playing hopscotch, or boys playing handball against the buildings. In the mornings, the shopkeepers in long white aprons swept the bits of sidewalk in front of their businesses before setting out their cardboard-box displays of fruit, cheap radios, or pots and pans. Above me, airplanes crisscrossed the sky and window air conditioners hummed loudly, while mothers shook out rugs and called down to their children or husbands with reminders to get milk on the way home. There was always something happening on Boynton Avenue, and it filled me with energy and life.


On the other side of Westchester Avenue, the street that carried the elevated subway that we just called the El, lived the Puerto Ricans, Jamaicans, and Blacks, who erupted onto the street with an energy like the pulse of a party. On that side, there was always music playing, people calling out in all kinds of languages, kids on bikes or roller skates, and fancy cars blaring salsa music, honking for children to get out of the way. Bright fabric shops, fragrant food stalls, and crowded hardware shops were abundant on the avenue, the wares and aromas spilling onto the sidewalks, which were scorching in the summer and frigid in the winter. Yet the weather never bothered me. I could breathe in the Bronx, and loved being out and about in its frenzy.


I usually skipped instead of walking as I ran errands, and sometimes I acted out little plays I had learned at school with arm gestures and dance steps, the music chorusing in my head. I saw no reason to keep it all to myself, and couldn’t if I tried. Exuberance and song bubbled out of me.


I knew most of the people on my block, if not by name, then enough to say hello, or to join in on a game of double Dutch for a few minutes on the way to the vegetable stand to get soup greens. I had fun on these walks. There was never anything to be afraid of. The shopkeepers smiled at me if they were out for a smoke, and I always said hello to Mr. Chan sitting inside his laundry. His daughter Mary was in my grade, the only Chinese girl in my school.


Invigorating as the neighborhood was, school was the place I loved the most. Public School 77, or PS 77 for short, was much bigger than the one in California, and the schoolyard was the length of an entire city block. The teachers were mostly young, happy, and easygoing. It was the place where I mattered, did well, and could be myself. I had friends and I had fun, and I loved to learn. I clamored to sit at the front of the class, with my hand strained up in the air to be seen and chosen to give the right answer, which I always had. I read well, even at a young age, and was not shy about reading out loud like others were. I was first in line, rushing to hold the teacher’s hand as we walked back from recess, hoping for a compliment, which I usually got.


At home, there were no compliments, only orders and rules. It seemed there were rules about everything, including what I could eat and when. I constantly ran errands, taking out the trash, going to the market, and helping take care of Steven—whatever my stepmother told me to do. She rarely said more than a few words to me, but she somehow made clear that she thought I was ugly and stupid. My father was hardly ever around and barely spoke to me when he was. Though I had lived with my new parents for almost three years, I still didn’t know very much about them, where they came from, or why I was with them. And they never asked me about anything.


In the Bronx, I did not have my own room like I had in California. My family’s apartment was a smallish one-bedroom, whose saving graces were its tall ceilings and large windows. Our place on a sixth-floor corner exposed large swaths of light, sky and cloud rarely seen on lower floors in the tightly packed buildings.


Right off the entry was a short, wide hallway between the living room and kitchen, leading off to the bedroom, where my father, stepmother, and brother slept. The hallway was my space. It was lit from the kitchen window on one end and the parlor on the other, the dimmest place in the apartment. I was not usually allowed in the living room or bedroom unless I was watching my brother. “Maradj a helyedben, lány,” she’d say to me if I forgot. “Go to your place, girl.”


My stepmother didn’t explain this rule to me, and yet somehow I knew better than to ask. Her face wore a permanent frown when she spoke to me, smiling only for my brother. My stomach began to quake when she was near, and I involuntarily backed away. I ended up spending most of my free time in the hallway when I wasn’t running errands, or doing homework or chores in the kitchen. The hallway was painted antique white, the same dreary color as every other apartment in New York at the time, a color not so much white as a dull, diluted gray. My metal folding cot was against one wall, and a small wooden table and two chairs against the other. My clothes were in the closet by the front door, and my book bag leaned against the wall. But there was not much else. The few toys I had did not make it from California, and I was too old for coloring books.


My favorite time at home was being alone in our bright living room on the warm carpet with my brother. He was a good baby and always happy to see me. I was fluent in Hungarian by then, so I could teach him little nursery rhymes like “Debrecenbe kéne menni,” about going to the town of Debrecen to buy a fat turkey. I had memorized the words but had no idea what they meant. It made him laugh, and that’s all that mattered. We spoke to Steven only in Hungarian, so I had to keep thinking of songs and words he could understand. I’d build him a tower with his wooden blocks, and I’d say, “Üsd le,” and he would squeal with joy as he knocked them down, over and over again.


I loved my brother. He was easy to please and not bothered by much, the opposite of my stepmother, who seemed to be an noyed by everything. Being around him was my joy, a joy that quickly dissipated when my stepmother appeared. Whatever I did was not good enough. I was not holding him right. I was not watching him closely enough. If she asked me to sweep the kitchen, she always found a spot I missed. When she sent me to the store, I somehow got the wrong brand of flour, forgot something, or took too long.


One day, I was sitting in my hallway not really doing anything when I was surprised by sounds coming from the bedroom. It was laughter. It was very unusual because my stepmother always insisted on quiet. I thought about creeping to the door to look but was afraid I might be seen and get in trouble. Steven was still a baby, not yet walking, but I was almost seven. I remember hearing all three of them, a tickly, joyous, bubbling-over laughter, over and over again. It sounded so happy. I smiled as I heard my brother’s laugh, such a sweet, sweet sound, followed by my father and stepmother’s. I listened closely, hoping to hear them call me in, but they did not. Soon I began feeling a weight in my chest. It started out small, and at first, I didn’t pay attention to it. But it kept getting worse until I realized it hurt. A dull, numbing pain that slowly spread and made heavy tears drop from my eyes. The hallway was supposed to be my own personal space, but in that moment, it felt more like a cage that I could not break out of. I wanted to join the family’s fun. I wanted to belong to them! I wanted to laugh with them, but they didn’t seem to be aware that I existed. I still wondered whether they would call me in, but a long stretch of time passed, and then things got quiet. I was still alone.


I was six years old. And suddenly, I understood something. I was not really wanted. My stepmother would never want me, and my father couldn’t make her. I was not part of that family—or its laughter. And I never would be.
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School was my favorite place, and my favorite escape was being sent to the bakery. It was an excursion I loved, not only for the free cookie I usually got but also for the chance to be away from a dreary and cold home. I knew I was not really part of the family, but I still had school and my errands in our lively Bronx neighborhood, and they kept me quite happy.


The bakery had a huge glass window filled with beautiful, airy cakes of all flavors that looked more like fine works of art than things to eat. My face brightened and my mouth watered before I even entered the crowded shop. It was always busy with harried people coming and going, ordering things I could only dream of tasting, sometimes in languages I could not make out. I always paused to take in the aroma of apple cake, burnt sugar, and baking bread, and thought it must be the best fragrance in the world. I gazed longingly into the rows of glass cases, savoring the sight of the strudel, Danish, rugelach, babka, and jelly doughnuts with table sugar on the outside.


The shop had an important feeling of urgency as patrons clamored for their desired loaves, rolls, and pastries before the bakery ran out for the day. As the patrons jostled for their turn, they ignored the young child in their midst. I took a number from a machine that I could barely reach and then waited to be called. Their heads covered with kerchiefs, the bakery ladies were short, stout women with thick arms and accents not unlike my parents’ yet different in a way I could not figure out. They were always kind and generous.


On this particular day, the wait was longer than usual, making my stomach signal its emptiness with audible grumbles. When my number was finally called, I ordered the usual. “Seedless rye bread, sliced, please.”


My father would only eat bakery-made rye bread, which he had at every meal. But he wouldn’t eat it if it was more than a day old. Hungarians, I was learning, were obsessed with food. Whether the meal was fancy or simple, it was discussed and fussed over in detail. Ingredients were shopped for with very specific instructions, as if the world would fall apart if they were not followed: meat only from certain butchers, cold cuts only from Schaller & Weber, fruit and vegetables only from select produce stands. The shopping was done daily, not only because we did not have money for a big weekly shopping trip but also because that was how it was done in Hungary, and there was no reason to change. If company was coming, things were even more precise. My father would be dispatched to the Hungarian neighborhood on Second Avenue in Manhattan for the best cuts of meat, authentic Hungarian paprika, or old-world pastries. Each step in a recipe had to be done in a certain way, to exacting standards, or it would not turn out, which was a fate worse than not having food at all. Hungarians were different, I was finding out.


At the bakery, I watched one of the lady workers pick an oval loaf from the shelf and put it in the slicing machine, which looked like the silver rib cage of a whale, scissoring through the loaf while leaving it aligned. I reached up to the counter with my thirty-five cents and smiled as the woman handed me a butter cookie with a half cherry in the middle. It was gone in seconds as I clutched the still-warm, fragrant bread wrapped in a waxed paper bag to my chest. Oh, it felt so good!


Being in the bakery had made me hungry, which was not unusual. What was unusual was that I was hungry enough to ignore the warnings to never eat anything without asking. I was usually hypervigilant of my stepmother’s rules, as her slaps were swift and sharp. Without thinking it through, giddy from my cookie and the aroma of the bakery, I carefully selected a slice from the center of the loaf where I thought it would not be missed. It was still warm, soft, chewy, tasting of yeast and salt, the crust tough, crunchy, and satisfying. It was a heartwarming snack, and I skipped back home, obliviously happy.


When I returned to the apartment, my stepmother took the bread and a moment later asked whether I had eaten any. My heart dropped to my feet and a chill crept up my arms as I remembered the rule. Realizing I would be in trouble if I said yes, I did the only logical thing for a seven-year-old: I lied. My terror made me stutter.


“N-n-n-no, I didn’t touch it.”


In a flash, before I knew what was happening, my stepmother pulled out a wooden dowel from my brother’s crib, lifted it high over her head, and started beating me with it. I cowered in a shaking ball as near to the floor as I could manage.


“Thief! Liar!” she yelled with an unimaginable fury.


I crouched down, my hands over my head, choking out cries of pain, gasping for air, begging for forgiveness. After many blows to every part of my little body, the wood struck my forehead, breaking the skin, and blood squirted in every direction. It splattered all over, on me, her, the linoleum, and the dirty white walls.


My stepmother continued screaming at me, lashing out, now about getting blood everywhere. I cried out, stumbling on my words, my nose running, snot mixing with blood and tears, promising to clean up the mess. At some point, she stopped long enough to push a rag into my hand so I could hold it to my bleeding head. Yet instead of tending to my wounds, she left me alone in the hallway, grumbling about how she had to look after her husband’s bastard child. I had no idea what a bastard was, though I knew it had to be something bad. I held the rag to my forehead while spraying Formula 409 on the walls and floor, and trying with a shaking hand to clean up the mess as best I could to avoid her further wrath. I hurt all over, and feared I had more to come.


When I finally got all the blood cleaned up, the bread seemed to be forgotten. I crept into the bathroom and stood on the edge of the tub to look in the mirror. There was a huge gash on my forehead, almost an inch long, with pink-white stuff sticking out. My insides, I guessed. My face was red, battered, bloated, and bloody. It didn’t look like the face of any little girl I knew.


Eventually, my stepmother came into the bathroom and cleaned me up in silence, pouting angrily with her usual down-turned frown and putting a Band-Aid on my head. She said nothing to me but muttered in Hungarian to herself with words I could not make out. When it was all over, the atmosphere in the apartment was like the calm after a storm: eerie, quiet, and foreboding; a sort of silent truce where no one speaks and no one admits wrong but no one was mean to me either. I never went to a doctor or got stitches, and I don’t remember a “sorry.” My father never said a word about it when he got home, if he even noticed me at all. At least my stepmother didn’t tell him that I had stolen a slice of bread and lied about it, which was good, as I did not have a good explanation for what I had done. Being hungry didn’t count in my house.


The next day there was no hiding the incident. Much to my horror, I woke with two black eyes, surrounded by all shades of yellow and blue, making what I thought of as my already ugly face much worse. I cried when I looked in the bathroom mirror, but I got no solace. My father was already gone, and my stepmother was not yet awake to see it. So off I went to school, not knowing what to expect. I walked slowly, crying because of how I looked and trying to hide my face in my short pixie cut. But it was impossible. I hoped that one of my kind teachers would notice my face and do something. Maybe they would call the police, who would knock on the door and demand that my stepmother explain her actions. Then they’d take me somewhere safe to live with nice people, in a pretty house with lots of food and books and warmth.


But I soon realized that it was not going to happen. Even though my black eyes lasted for weeks and everyone stared with some suspicion at my scars, not a single person at school or in the neighborhood asked me what had happened or whether I was okay.


It took a few days, but my father finally noticed my face.


“Mi történt?” he angrily asked my stepmother, demanding to know what had happened.


Apparently, he didn’t like her answer, so he pulled me aside in front of her to ask me directly, holding my shoulder and making me look into his eyes. My cunning stepmother had prepared me for this, and had told me to say that I had fallen off the bathroom window and hit my head on the toilet pipes. It would have been conceivable, I guess. The bathroom had a high window with a wide sill directly over the toilet. But my father did not buy my story for a second, squeezing my arm and shaking me, now making me fear them both.


“Miért hazudsz?”—“Why are you lying to me?” he yelled.


I was too scared to speak. My stepmother was watching me, the disdain on her face palpable, and I knew she would beat me again later if I told him. I decided to stay quiet, even though his yelling and shaking me was making my head hurt even more. I struggled to hold down the vomit growing in my gut and to keep my body upright.


It finally came to an end when we drove to my uncle Joe’s in Englewood, New Jersey, that weekend. My parents had been silent the whole hour-long drive. When we arrived, my father got out and told me to come with him while the others stayed in the car. My stepmother stared at me pointedly as my father and I walked away. He pulled me aside in the front yard, out of eyeshot, and said:


“Look, I’m the only one who loves you. No one else in the world loves you like I do, so you better tell me what happened.”


I could not take the pressure any longer. Breaking into tears, I told him what my stepmother—his wife—had done. I told him I was afraid of her. That she had not said she was sorry. That she was always angry at me, and I did not know what to do about it.


He didn’t say a thing. Instead, he dragged me roughly by the arm and tromped to the car. He shoved me into the back seat, and we started the long, silent drive home without seeing my uncle Joe. I never heard my parents discuss the beating, and it was never mentioned again.


Although not a word was spoken, I learned a lot on that ride home. I already knew I was a foreigner in my own home. That no one really wanted me. But now, at seven, I knew no one was going to protect me either. My stepmother felt no guilt or remorse, and my father continued to look the other way and take no action on my behalf. I wondered whether I’d be safe if I just stopped taking bread. But somehow I knew that could not be true. I needed to figure out how to survive. Not in the neighborhood or at school but at home. Back at the apartment, I began to shrink even more than before, becoming awkward, hesitant, withdrawn, and preoccupied, cowering to take up as little space in the room as I could. I tried to make myself so small that I would not instigate her anger. I tried not to be there at all.
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Books were my very first friends. One day, during reading hour in class, I eagerly turned the pages of The Adventures of Pippi Longstocking, a tale about a fearless girl whose mother had also died. Since the beating incident with the bread, reading had taken on an even greater meaning. Books were an escape from my bleak life into another time and place. They were the allies I did not have. They made sense to me, as my family life did not. They were real and predictable to me in a way that people were not, and I developed feelings for the characters. They “spoke” to me, as my parents didn’t. The few books we had at home were Hungarian children’s books, but I did not know how to read Hungarian. At school, the books broadened my narrow, closed world, and I looked forward to them with excitement and without reservation.
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