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God Bless’ the Child

Dorothe Bernstein

A waitress.

I WENT INTO an orphan home in 1933. I was about ten. I had clean
clothes all the time, and we had plenty to eat. We’d go through the park
when we walked to school, Railroad tracks came somewhere. The picture’s
like it was yesterday.

The men there waited for us to go through and hand them our lunches. If
we had something the dietitian at the home would prepare that we didn’t
like. We'd give them the little brown paper bags.

Today 1 tell my daughters: be careful of people, especially a certain
type that look a certain way. Then we didn’t have any fear. You’d never
think that if you walked by people, even strangers: gee, that person I got
to be careful of. Nobody was really your enemy. These were guys who
didn’t have work. Who'd probably work if there was work. I don’t know
how they got where they were going or where they ended up. They were
nice men. You would never think they would do you bodily harm. They
weren’t bums. These were hard luck guys.

On Fridays, we used to give ’em our lunch, all of us. They might be 125
of us going to school, carrying the same brown paper bag, with mashed
sardine sandwiches and mayonnaise on it. This was thirty some years ago.
1 still don’t eat a sardine. (Laughs.) Today when I serve a sardine in the
restaurant, I hold my nose. Not with my fingers. Did you ever hold your
breath through your nose, so you can’t smell it? *Cause I still see these
sardine sandwiches with mayonnaise on them.

You hi’d them, and they hi’d you. That was it. If you asked me where
they slept at night, I couldn’t tell you. They knew we were friends, and we
knew for some reason they were friends.

People talk about the good old times. These can’t be the good old times
when men wanted to work and couldn’t work. When your kids wanted
milk and you had to go scratch for it. I remember one girl friend I went to
store with. She was real ashamed because they had food stamps. I remem-
ber how apologetic she was to me. It kind of embarrassed her. She said,
“You want to wait outside?”

Louise was a Bohemian girl. Her mother had a grocery store that they
lived behind. Louise used to do the books, and there was always owing.
You never said to the people: “Do you have the money to pay me?” They
would say, “Write it in the book.” And you wrote it in the book, because
this was their family food, and they had to have it. It wasn’t that you were
giving it away. Eventually, you’d be paid.

99



HARD TIMES

But there wasn’t this impersonal—like the supermarkets. They'd say,
“Hello, Dorothe, how’s your sister?” And so forth. There’s no such thing
as books in the supermarket. You go in, you pay, you check out, and you
don’t even know what you’re checking out. The faith people had in each
other was different.

There are people out in the world today are ashamed to admit from
whence they came. I met one at 2 PTA meeting. I went up nice and
friendly and I said, “Aren’t you La-da-da?” She looked at me. I said, “I'm
Dorothe. Remember me?” Her eyebrow raised. I mean she was all dressed

" up to the hilt. She said, “You are completely mistaken. I don’t know who
you are.” I bumped into this person five or six times since. She is who I
thought she was. I let the subject drop. A lot of kids felt the stigma. While
it wasn’t your fault, they feel: I'd rather it’s a closed door, those times.

I never knew any real millionaires who were diving out of windows. I
would read it like it was fiction. Who had that kind of fantastic money?
They would kill themselves because of loss of it? To me, it's easier and
nicer to scratch a little bit and get up.

You know, when you get down so low that you can’t get any lower,
there’s no place else to go but up. You do either one of two things: you

either lay down and die, or you pull yourself up by your bootstraps and
you start over.

Dawn, Kitty McCulloch’s Daughter

THESE WERE the years 1 remember my dad, who was a white collar
worker, being derisive of the strikers. And yet this man put in seventy-two
hours, he worked so hard, and he couldn’t see that it was necessary for
people to strike. When the forty-hour week came through, boy, he really
supported Roosevelt.
I can remember all the excitement. Politics was important. I remember
that my folks used to get together with dear friends and listen on Sundays
_ to Father Coughlin. It was a must that the kids keep quiet while this man
was screaming over the radio. I don’t really remember all the things he
was saying, but I remember I hated him. I really don’t know why, because
I didn’t know then. I know now. But isn’t it funny, a child’s reaction. . . .
My father used to listen to him and think he was right: Coughlin’s right.
They would sit there and say he had the right idea. How important a part
radio played in all our lives, all during the Depression.
Everything was important. If one man died, it was like a headline. Life
was more important, it seemed to me. I remember a headline story of a
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Phyllis Lorimer
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