
BROOKLYN BOUND

BROOKLYN IS A CITY with its own language.  A city where people spew out phrases  

like “fuggedaboudit,” ”axe” questions, sit on a “stoop,” sun their houseplants in the “airyway,” 

and end each sentence with “whatsamattaferu?!”  This is the Brooklyn dialect, the language I was  

schooled in and smugly owned.  I grew up on egg crèmes, which contain neither eggs nor cream 

and penny candy and homemade go-carts.  Recreation was playing skelsies in the streets, sitting  

at the window observing neighbors or prancing in the illegal powerful force of water from the  

Johnny pump (a fire hydrant) during those heat waves of summer.  Brooklyn - a city like no other.

A memory: I was three years old and crawling across the white commercial-tiled floor 

speckled with muddy green triangular shapes.  I was in a new home.  My mother, Rosemarie, was 

embarking on a new life, leaving my father, Armand, way behind, after ten years of marriage.  It  

was 1965 and I was in my new home: Sunset Park, Brooklyn, New York.

My mother escaped from what she considered an emotionally rotting marriage taking her 

five children with her.  “He’s going nowhere and he’s always depressed.  I’ll never be happy with  

him and I’m not going to waste my life away.  Besides, he never treated me right and I deserve a  

hell of a lot better.”  She said this over and over to us as we were growing up.  She stole back her  

life and crossed over the horizon to the unknown.  It was her gamble and she expected to win at  

the game of life.  She had no plan and no man.  I was taught risk at the age of three and I didn’t  

even know it.

The apartment building, four stories high of washed-out gray brick with boxed windows, 

was located right on the corner - 475 41st Street and 5th Avenue; the bottom part of the building 

was situated above a drug store.  The stoop of five steps offered quick entry into the building.  

My feet traveled up and down these steps for years to come.



At 475, families grew to know one another.  Over the ten years I lived there, I shared my 

life with those people, whether I liked it or not.

That was the first place my mother claimed for herself.  The family was ready to move in  

and move on.  There were five of us: Jeremy, age 9, Rachel, age 8, Mariel, age 6, Susan (me), age 

3,  and  Caroline,  a  newborn.   We  were  a  living  assembly  of  different  shades,  colors  and 

temperaments.   My father  had  a  Hispanic  background.   His  mother  was  born  in  Spain  of 

European parents and his father  came from South America.   Half  of  us  inherited the Latino 

“look.”   Both  my  mother’s  parents  came  from  Germany  so  fair  hair  and  light  eyes  were  

bequeathed to the rest of us.  All hair colors were represented: red, blonde, brown, and black; 

some were pin-straight and silky, while others sported tight curly waves.

Each apartment  had its  one-of-a-kind family smell,  some  welcoming and some nose 

torturing.  A triple-sized elderly lady on the first floor had a particularly neat apartment, but it  

smelled like a moldy laundry hamper filled with sweaty overly worn garments. Yet her tender  

gestures made each day pleasant.   “Good morning Suzy.  How’s it  going today for ya?”  She 

would say in her grandmotherly voice.

Next door to her was a gay man with well-coiffed hair and a decaled manicure to match. 

He burned woodsy smelling incenses that dominated the dreary hallway most days.  On other 

occasions,  everyone’s  nose  begged  for  a  dinner  invitation  as  the  hunger  inducing  aromas 

emanated from his exotic Spanish entrees and floated through the hallway teasing taste buds.

The Cuban family on the second floor was probably the cleanest among us.  When their 

door opened, sweet fragrances from musky scented candles escaped into the hallway.  They were 

extremely religious and offered spiritually lifting smiles whenever we crossed paths.

An “Ozzie and Harriet” couple – the idealized duo exploited on television in the 1960s –  

lived next door to us.  The smell from their apartment was refreshingly airy and wholesome.  

They didn’t have any children so they gifted me and my siblings with coddling, expensive treats,  

forgiving smiles and affectionate gestures.  “You all  have such precious faces! I just want to 

squeeze those delicious cheeks.  Do you want some sweets for your tummy?”  Passing them in 

the hallway meant much needed doses of love and kindness.

Mother and daughter security officers were located on the third floor; they were robust, 

boxy women with earned muscles under extra pounds of flesh.  Their home smelled as if they 

tried to clean but failed; a tangy, mildewed stench mixed with pine floated out their door each 

time it opened.

 One flight up, first door on the right, was us, the rule-breaking, noise polluting, always-

fighting family whose visitors constantly staggered up the stairs to reach us and stumbled their  



way down when they left.  Neighborhood kids were not permitted to enter.  Their parents feared 

what might be going on inside.  Police waited for their next call.  People on the block whispered, 

“That’s a crazy house.  Those poor kids, what they must live through every day.   It’s such a  

shame!”  We knew something wasn’t right but what could we do?  Kids have so little power to  

change the life they are given and I instinctively accepted that reality.

We had our own unique smell, too.  If illegal drug trafficking and domestic battles have 

an odor, it would match that of rotting meatloaf – sour, bitter, hopeless, gone-too-far – a diseased 

and poisonous life-destroying odor.  That tainted smell would routinely attract police officers to 

investigate domestic violence and drug issues.  It smelled of insanity, too.

The kitchen, a sun-saturated room, lent the illusion of brightness to my child mind with 

its beams of light.  The poem “Don’t Quit,” torn from a Dear Abby column was taped to the 

refrigerator; I memorized it, silently owning its meaning.  My mother affixed words to the kitchen 

walls  and the refrigerator door.   Whether a controversial  article or a grocery list,  there were  

always words in sight.  “Don’t vegetate, think, think, think,” she would demand.

The long and narrow bathroom, with its deep chalky white porcelain bathtub, became a 

symbol of emotional confusion later on for me.

The railroad rooms - bedrooms and living room with aging wood paneling, engulfed a 

person in a mental darkness with its worn out color.  You felt a sense of doom each time you 

entered any of those rooms.  The living room, where my mother and stepfather slept on the couch 

bed, snuffed out any family time.  We could never gather together in that room.  Living was done 

in our bedrooms.

I shared a room with my three sisters on and off during those years but I knew that I  

needed secluded, mental space.  I craved spending time with my thoughts. My mother sensed that 

so when my oldest brother, Jeremy, marched off to the Army, I inherited his room.  Out came the 

can of paint and I transformed that bite-sized back room into a palace.  The walls were paneled  

but I slopped on sea-colored paint and framed the one window with lace-trimmed, baby blue 

sheers; thus, my mini sanctuary was born.  We didn’t have pillows; “bad for your back,” my 

mother would say, even though she had one herself.  We had a flat sheet and a skimpy blanket and 

they were shared.  We slept two in a bed and were each assigned two drawers.  The absence of  

material things didn’t mar my happiness; it was the absence of closeness among family members 

that left my heart hollow.

THE NEIGHBORHOOD:  Sunset Park.

The stores might have been a built as a movie set. The German delicatessen generously 



displayed puddings, gourmet potato salads and coleslaw, bulging pickles, oily herring and other 

delicacies.  Freshly baked strudel, cookies and Angel food cake would tease you as you entered  

the store.  My school friend worked there; her family owned it.  Every day after school, she was 

in the backroom peeling potatoes, about five pounds.  Her fingers were always an unhealthy pink 

and scaly.  Still, she seemed happy and content.  I was certain that she had great meals every day. 

I felt some jealousy toward her, not that I wished her harm, I just wanted some of her normal life.  

One evening, walking by the store, I saw her father sitting on an entry step that led to the upstairs 

apartment over their store.  He looked worn and wasted and held a can of beer.  As he looked 

directly at me with blood shot eyes, he smiled. I sensed that he was carrying some kind of burden 

and maybe they really weren’t the perfect family after all.

I  visited the butcher  shop around the corner weekly to  buy Boars  Head frankfurters,  

chicken, sausages and ground beef.  Those visits were life lifting.  Even though we probably 

couldn’t afford their high prices, my mother didn’t stint on her choice of meats.  That butcher  

shop  with  its  wood  shavings  on  the  floor  and  artic  breezes  from the  meat  freezers  offered 

authenticity to its customers.  Waiting among neighbors for service always made me feel a part of 

society.  I enjoyed going there for that reason alone.  In the old days, those mom and pop stores  

brought people together; time spent waiting encouraged conversations about life, the weather or  

the exchange of a wink and a smile.

Across the street from my building was a fresh fish store.  The stock of newly caught fish 

slept on beds of crushed ice with their filmy eyeballs wide open, expressionless.  The sight of the 

fish’s bloody gills tempted a child to stare and wonder about their last hour of life.  Crumbly fish 

cakes, bulky shrimp, moist flounder and squiggly looking squid entertained eyes; the fish store  

was wall-to-wall raw fish and neighborhood kids visited just for a whiff and a glimpse.

The stationery store was located on the other corner.   The husband and wife owners 

showed  up  every day to  pitch  their  inventory of  paper,  pens,  greeting  cards  and  good  old-

fashioned stationery.   In the 1960s,  people wrote to one another;  they popped a letter  in the  

mailbox that  was  sweetly scented  strawberry,  apple,  or  blueberry and anticipated  an  equally 

personal response.  Stationery designed to reflect your personality created a connection between  

two people.  Whether decorated with hearts or smiley faces, a message of affection was the gift  

along with the written sentimental words.  Lollipop pens, stickers, fancy erasers, troll key chains,  

all  offered for less than a dollar,  gave a person’s life a lift  and I indulged whenever I could. 

Greeting cards were my favorite; they gave me a reason to splurge on thoughtfulness.  I stocked  

up on cards to beat the calendar and be prepared for life’s special events.  I believed that the gifts  

of words were gentle heart touches.



  Imagine  a  place  where  you  could  visit  with  good  old-fashioned  warm  people  with 

friendly faces, soft-spoken words and sparkling eyes: this was Dan and Mary’s candy store.  They 

were the neighborhood’s grandma and grandpa.  Dan and Mary were the Norman Rockwell folks 

of Sunset Park.  They made a home behind a shiny, formica counter.  The spinning cherry red 

vinyl stools said it all.  Life was sweet.  Penny candy for the kids in the neighborhood, ice crème 

sodas for the grown-ups and the almost grown-ups and a massive collection of newspapers and 

magazines were all the wanted daily items.  I visited that candy store two or three times a day just  

to bask in its spirit.  I didn’t know it back then, but Dan and Mary offered the neighborhood love 

touches with their sensitive greetings; they were the real McCoy.

One day I waltzed in with less money than appetite.

“Seems like you’re a little short here,” Mary would say sweetly.  “Go ahead, save your  

pennies better and bring back the rest when you have it.  Here’s your bag of candies.”

Those bits of trust and kindness tossed my way softened my child’s heart.

One block away, on another corner, fresh fruits and vegetables were sold.  We called it 

the fruit and vegetable store.  That simple.  Produce was stocked outside in bins for customers to 

pick and choose.  Rough looking potatoes, onions and broccoli crowns waited patiently to be 

bagged.  My mother summoned me to purchase the basics, mainly potatoes, onions, oranges and 

apples.  Sweet cherries or grapes rarely found their way into our home - too expensive but if you  

were a quick-fingered kid, you could grab one or two when no one was looking and pop one into  

your  mouth.   Lettuce  and  tomatoes  were  also  brought  home,  but  only  for  my  mother  and 

stepfather to eat as any salad was denied us kids; some crazy house rule.

Those storeowners gave me smiles, good cheer and were my role models, the ones that 

could not be found in my home.

Supermarkets were within walking distance and one of my jobs was to handle the food 

shopping.   A list  of  items  with  their  estimated  costs  was  carefully  written  by  my  mother  

accompanied by coupons to use, an added complexity.  She rarely left the house and never went 

food shopping.  With all the youngsters growing up in the house, she didn’t have to.  I learned to  

shop for groceries.  I learned the difference between necessities and luxuries.  I also learned to  

ignore the people who stared at a ten year old on line at the supermarket.

St.  Michael’s  Church  was  three  blocks  from the  apartment.   I  made  my First  Holy 

Communion there and rushed on Sunday mornings to pray, sing, and feel the rejuvenation that 

church offered.  Wooden pews were filled with people who showed up each week.  Were they,  

like me, searching for that moment that religion lifted them up?  St. Michael’s Church offered  

beauty that was authentically alluring, another blessing in my childhood.  Its deep jewel-colored 



stained glass windows and religious paintings, statues, and carvings mesmerized me.

Next  block  over,  near  the  church,  was  the  dreaded  laundromat.   Laundry  was  a 

monumental childhood chore and from the age of seven I paired up with one of my siblings and 

did my duty.  Shoving a shopping cart with laundry produced by a family of eight tested and built 

endurance but destroyed my Saturdays.  My siblings and I took turns so it was bearable.  Our 

orders were to keep up with the laundry from start  to finish:  wash,  dry,  fold,  and put  away.  

Traveling with a shopping cart  loaded with laundry piled high over my bobbing head was a  

balancing act requiring muscle and coordination.  Summer days were the worst at the laundromat.  

There was no air conditioning, just fans recycling hot air.  Laundry days taught me to withstand 

discomforts in life.

Right under our apartment was the “drug store.”  Its sign in large white letters trimmed in 

dark ruby red read: “The Drug Store.”  There was merchandise for every occasion, need and 

desire: toys, make-up, candy, magazines, medicine, perfume, sunglasses, cards, hair products, and 

ice cream.  Its owner had laughing eyes framed by crow’s feet and round-wired spectacles and his  

tender approach seemed angelic. A secret dream of mine was to be trapped inside that store for a 

week.  I figured it all out.  Food was available, toys and reading materials were in decent supply,  

medicine in case of an emergency and a pay phone.  I could set my world to happy mode and live  

happily ever after.

The main feature in the neighborhood was a goliath-sized park, Sunset Park, which was 

adjacent  to  my  apartment  building.   The  abnormally  wide  concrete  steps  at  the  entrance 

encouraged a person to walk comfortably slow going uphill, but walking downhill forced one’s  

legs to gallop.  At the center of the park was the second highest point in Brooklyn.  From that  

point,  a  stunning  sunset  with  reddish  orange  and  brilliant  yellow colors  shocked  your  eyes. 

Superimposed upon the sunset were the Statue of Liberty and the New York City skyline.  The  

park was a live montage of the Big Apple.  I grew up viewing the World Trade Center and the 

Empire State Building.  Impromptu picnics, sleigh riding, rock finding, that park donated many 

playground escapades to my childhood.  In the summer, neighborhood kids scrambled to find 

coins to pay the fee to swim in the park’s Olympic-sized pool.  In the fall we gazed at withering  

brown  gold  foliage  on  colossal  trees  and  then  buried  our  bodies  in  the  pile  of  leaves  that  

unwillingly fell from their tree homes.  In the winter, “dead man’s hill,” was the daredevil hill that  

challenged the older kids to ride down on their sleighs through plush snow.  And there were other 

private sleighing zones for  kids of  all  ages.   There was no shortage of  hills  at  Sunset  Park. 

Tumbling in the grass, picking yellow dandelions, sleighing, swinging on trees, swimming or just  

drinking water from the fountain were memories that I cherished.  It was drenched in natural  



beauty  and  I  knew  as  a  kid  we  were  privileged  to  have  that  park  as  our  own  childhood  

playground.

The elementary school that I attended was on the other side of the park.  During the 

warmer  months,  I  welcomed  the  long  walks  alongside  Sunset  Park  and  up  the  hill  to  my 

educational  destination.   But  it  was brutal when winter hit  the scene.  My stamina was built 

during my kindergarten through six grade years from the effort it took to get to school.  My 

teachers brought life into my days by recognizing me as a smiling and thirsting child.   One  

teacher always mentioned my smile, enthusiastically pinching my cheeks as often as she could. 

These gestures pumped me up to believe in myself.  I took advantage of school days by focusing  

on the lessons, having fun with friends and allowing the good to enter.  So when I went home I  

was armed with life satisfaction.  At that school I was one of the few token Hispanic students.  

“Hey, did you know that you’re a spic? You have curly hair and tan skin just like one so I know 

you are one!  What are you doing in our school?”  A crowd of kids hurled those remarks at me 

while  I  walked home one day.   I  was uncomfortable  with their  tone,  but  their  words meant  

nothing.   Although it  felt  slightly hurtful  I  didn’t  wallow in negativity,  I  just  retaliated with  

sarcasm and crushingly devilish mean eyes.  I told my mother and she said to say, “I’m a spic and 

I’m slick.”  I did, and it worked.  Those kids shut their mouths after that.  Since I wasn’t raised  

within a typical Hispanic family home environment I figured those enemies were wrong.  I wasn’t 

a real spic, I thought.  They were just ignorant.  I still loved school, though.  Learning was brain 

and mind pleasure for me.  I welcomed education wholeheartedly and respected the process of 

education.  School entertained me and zapped unhappiness away.

In my mind, my neighborhood raised me.





BLUE-EYED AND LOST

 OUTWARDLY, MY MOTHER was beautiful.  She had a near perfect nose, model-full  

lips, toothpaste white teeth, and aqua blue eyes.  She drew attention wherever she went.  When 

she shook her ultra short pixie bleached blonde hair, that perky playful look said to the world,  

“anything goes!”  After birthing six children, her body remained petite making her look younger  

than she was.  My mother’s looks were a cross between Mia Farrow and Shirley McClaine -  

innocent, sexy, coy.  Her friends called her “Rosie” and her whimsical attitude attracted those 

who drank life like she did.  “Life is too short to be serious.  Lighten up,” she would broadcast  

coquettishly.  “Fun, fun, fun, let’s do it!”  She was on the go and in the flow.

Although her  luminous smile  was  her  staple  mojo,  I  believed it  real  for  so  long.   I  

understood differently as I grew into myself and encountered my own reality.  Her appearance 

created an image of confidence to the world, but deep inside she was a lost and crippled soul.

Her dad, Emil, and her stepmother, Catherine, raised my mother.  Her father was a rough,  

stocky German man who ruled their home life like an institutional facility.  They lived in a middle 

class  section in  Queens,  New York,  in a die-hard German neighborhood.   Her mother had a 

generous nature and a gentle soul that exuded compassion; this is what my mother was told.  

Sadly, my maternal grandmother died at thirty-three, eight months pregnant with her fifth child. 

As the story goes, her varicose veins exploded in the bathtub and she bled to death.  Motherless at 

three years old, my mother and her two older sisters and one younger brother were contaminated 

by hatred when one year later my grandfather married Catherine, her stepmother.  Some of us are 

lucky when  parents  choose  loving  replacements,  but  my grandfather  married  a  woman  who 

viciously tortured my mother’s mind, body, and soul.



My mother was a bed wetter and was severely punished for this childish mishap.  Her 

stepmother’s tactic was to humiliate her into change; she would stuff the soiled urine saturated 

underwear into her helpless mouth and made her wear a cardboard sign with the inscription “I  

AM A PIG” scrawled in German.  Mother was thrown into the streets and commanded to traipse 

up and down in complete nakedness advertising this childhood weakness.  My mother played that 

movie reel over and over again to us as we were growing up.  Her other childhood memories 

were of padlocked refrigerators, monitored food rationing and routine beatings.  She had no voice 

until  she grasped the power of choice and left home as soon as she had an option.  She was 

eighteen.  That option was my father, Armand, the Hispanic kid from the other side of town.

My father lived in Brooklyn, just over the border of Queens in a multi-cultured area with 

his mother and six siblings.  His mother, Celina, was a liberal parent with weak guidelines and  

boundaries; it was apropos that my mother would attach herself to their household.  His father 

didn’t live with them.  His mother had escaped an abusive situation.  My mother was attracted to  

a different social and ethnic class and was desperate to escape her own abusive home life.  Her 

best friend introduced her to my father.  His olive skin tone and ethnic ebony curly hair invited  

her to step outside her race and this ignited her hunger for change.  Within months they fell in 

love and were sold on getting married.  My mother left her father’s house with glee.

MARRIED AT EIGHTEEN at City Hall in Brooklyn, she had her first child by nineteen 

and four others followed.  They lived over a store in Queens their first eight years of marriage. 

Then, itching to improve their status, my father packed everything and everyone in the car and  

headed to California.  He couldn’t find steady work in New York, and so he decided that going 

out west would jump-start a “white picket fence” lifestyle for the family. But plans are just that.  

Sometimes  they meet  your  expectations  and other  times  they flop.   Stressed  conditions  and 

diminishing hope and money brought them back to New York.  Ten years of marriage had passed 

before she left my father and started a new life.  She said that his mental state stood in the way of 

her train ride toward happiness, something she believed that she deserved.  She said that he was a 

depressed man who moved from job to job.  She wanted more, better, or both.

Settling  in  Brooklyn,  my mother  started  an  affair  with  one  of  my uncle’s  friends,  a 

younger, available one.  I was three at the time.  I didn’t know that my childhood was entering a 

phase of torment and in slow motion.
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