August 25, 1993

Everybody tells me I should write a book. My sister-in-law, Jule, was the first one, some 15 years ago. I never understood what was so interesting, but nevertheless after all these years, I think I'll put some memories into words. She was interested in the tales I told about my mother and grandmother. My grandmother was 98 when she died; I was 43. That means when I was 10, she was as old as I am now.  I remember her as the mistress of her own home. Very important in 1938. She and my grandfather owned a brownstone on 7th Street near what is now the East Side Drive. It had four flights and a basement appartment. You could walk through the basement - it had a long dark hall - to a cement yard. In back of the yard was another building. We called it the "yard house." That had a cellar where my grandfather stoked the coal furnace that heated the front house. The yard house had no central heating. 

We lived in the yard until I was nine. Then we moved up in the world to the front house. "We" are my parents, sister and two brothers. They are eight, ten and 12 years older than I am. 

The yard house apartment was a "railroad" flat. You entered into a large kitchen. It had a round table, a pot bellied coal stove for heating and a coal stove with an oven for cooking. I think they were separate. I remember sitting near the stove on cold wintry mornings while my father put my stockings on for me, while chiding me, saying the Dionne quintuplets put on their own stockings. 

The kitchen windows faced the front house. There was a clothes line extending from one house to the other. My mother washed the clothes in the bath tub, which also served as a counter next to the sink. Oh yes, the bathtub was in the kitchen. When not in use it had a metallic porcelanized white cover. I have no recollection of any problems taking a bath. I was young enough not to have noticed. I'm sure there were difficulties for the older members of the family. 

To the right of the kitchen was a small room, large enough to hold a sofa bed. My two brothers slept there. I don't recall any other furniture in the room. I don't think there was enough space for anything else.

In back of the kitchen was my parents' bedroom. That faced onto a rooftop of some building on the next block. To the left of that room, was where my sister and I slept. It had a bed and a dresser and stuff hanging on the wall covered with perhaps a sheet. I was afraid of the shapes inside the sheet. But of course, I never told anyone about my fears.

There was a small room in the kitchen next to the boy's room that contained the toilet. I remember being afraid to go to it in the middle of the night. I had to pass through my parents' room and through the kitchen. I tried to wake up my sister to take me to the toilet. She wasn't happy about that; I'd whisper a call to my father: "Pa," "Pa." Poor sister! I remember wetting the bed. 

25 August 1993

Jede sagt das ich ein Buch schreiben soll. Meine Schwiegeschester war die Erste, etwa 15 Jarhen zurück. Ich habe nie verstanden was so interessant war, aber trotsdem nach alle diesen Jahren, probiere ich die Gischichte zu errinneren. Sie hat sich in die Geschichte wegen meiner Mutter und Grossemutter verinteressiert. Meine Grossmutter war 98 als sie tod war; ich war 43. Das meint das als ich 10 Jahren alt war, war sie alt wie ich bin jetzt. Ich errinnere mich sie wie eine Herrin der ihre eigene Haus. Zehr wichtig in 1938. Sie war stolz und sie zehr schwer gearbeitet hat. Eine Wohnug auf die Siebente Strasse neben was jetzt der East River Drive ist hat zu ihr und mein Grossvater gehört. Diese Wohnung hatte 4 Treppen von Marmor. Sie hat jeder Freitag diese Treppen auf die Hände und den Knien gewascht.  

Es war auch eine Souterrainwohnung. Mann konnte durch die Souterrain gehen - die hatte einen lange Korridor - zu einem Betonhinterhof. Eine andere Wohnung hinter dem Hof standt. We called it the "yard house." That had a cellar where my grandfather stoked the coal furnace that heated the front house. The yard house had no central heating. 

March 1, 1994

I've just watched the olympics. With great pride, people say "I'm competitive." I'm playing to win. Kathy Turner was disqualified for pushing two women out of her way in the short ice skating competition and she says she doesn't know what she did wrong. 

My Dad was too good to live in this world. I remember he was given an opportunity to learn a technique for sewing neckties by machine. He refused. He said, that that would take away jobs from other people who were doing that particular process by hand. That it would better his livelihood didn't matter. He was concerned about other people and their jobs. Didn't he ever hear about the industrial revolution? Maybe he didn't. His education was the talmud, etc. He believed in fairness, and honor and nobility. And he lived it, even though throughout his life, he was never afforded the same courtesy.

Towards the end of his life, I believe he was bitter. Or was he finally disillusioned? I think his brother, he who came in with a roar and loving life, wised him up. But maybe by that time it was too late for my Dad. 

I couldn't play sports because I didn't want other people to lose. I couldn't play volley ball because I didn't want to take the ball away from any one else on my team. It took me years to get the idea of placing the tennis ball somewhere on the court where my opponent wasn't. 

Although I was raised to believe if you did things for the benefit of yourself you were and I quote, "a selfish egotist," maybe competitiveness is no longer a cardinal sin. 

Saturday, October 31, 1998

I’ve just come back from Florida where Selma is lying in a hospital bed dying. It is so sad. She’s 86 years old and is leaving this world with nobody really to mourn her. Her Marty died February, 1997 and according to the doorman of her apartment, she’s been going downhill ever since. Sad. I looked around her beautiful apartment, at all the “things” that have been so precious to her and the thought that she’s leaving them really has gotten to me. She didn’t leave them to anybody, just left them. The four of us are her closest survivors and we’re sad but it won’t change our lives. I wrote to Bea – maybe she’ll be affected by it more than we. Judy and Lila are caring for her – they’re caught up in the emotion of it. Judy in particular is giving up much time and energy, really making sacrifices for Selma. It’s nice to see.

Selma spoke of her self with great pride as being stubborn and independent. When the doctors told her she was dying ( i don’t know why telling a patient that over and over again is so important these days) she said she hoped that she didn’t hang on.

I wrote to her cousin Bea. Bea was my piano teacher when I was a teen ager. I think she was the best teacher I ever had. Besides that I remember Bea as being the glamourous one of the family. We saw each other often when I was a child – we all lived in the same neighborhood until probably the 1940s. She was beautiful and graceful. I remember her as happy and lovely. She was dark haired with large eyes and a lovely figure. She’s probably about 14 years older than I so that makes her about 84. I hope the news about Selma doesn’t affect her too badly. They’ve kept in touch all these years. Bea married three times. The first ended in divorce. That was about 1949. I was taking piano lessons from her at that time. I think he hit her. Such a tragedy. The second husband died. An even worse tragedy. She loved him. I remember seeing her in the funeral home. She was all in black and crying and I was shocked at how small and old she looked. I’m not sure if I ever saw her after that. She married the third time to a divorced man with problem children who, it seems to me from what I’ve heard, has been sick all the time. No, I don’t think Bea has had a happy life, but that’s according to Selma, who through the years hasn’t impressed me with her optimism. 






