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Introduction 

The stories presented here are true. 

Some of the names have been changed to protect privacy.  

The dialog is not exact, of course, but no deception is intended. 

To those who recognize me, and to you who’ve played a part, 

I hope I treated you with love. 
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Prologue  

I don’t have it all figured out and I don’t know for sure why I did anything.  

Those are the questions I’m always asking myself.  

What is choice and what is destiny?  

My mother says I was always willful and stubborn, even as a baby, and she 

backs up her words with a story to “prove it.” The subject of my flawed 

character can then be dismissed with a shrug of the shoulders, absolving her 

from any responsibility for my transgressions. She’s always done the best she 

could. Here is her proof.  

I am a baby, about nine months old, sitting in my high-chair in the kitchen of 

our old house. She is attempting to feed me, little spoonfuls of mashed 

bananas or something, when, she says, I simply refused her: I shut my mouth, 

turned my face, pushed her hand away from me and said clearly, “Feed self.”  

From that day on, she says dramatically, I would never let her feed me again…  

I wonder why? Didn’t I trust her? 



Rorschach Memories 

A potty chair  

A rubber duck  

A rubber nipple on skin 

Can’t breathe 

  Can’t scream  

Detaching 

Floating free  

Someone is wiping off my face 

 

 

 

 



A Stubborn Willful Girl 

It is November 21, 1955 and I am 8 years, 10 months and 16 days old.  

I have just come home from school and my grandma is sitting in our kitchen. 

She beckons me to come and sit on her lap. I do and she pulls me close. 

 “Your father is dead.”   

I’m stunned. What happened to him?  She doesn’t say. Frozen in the moment, I 

have no idea what to say or do. I lean back against her and start to cry. She tells 

me not to. She urges me forward, up and off her lap.  

“Be a big girl,” she says,  

“Be strong.  

You’ll need to take care of your brothers.”   

 

My father was a doctor. We had secrets. I was the oldest and I was his girl, but I 

didn’t understand that he was sick.  I remember waiting, peeking out the front 

door that day, watching for my grandpa’s blue car, waiting for my mother to 

come home.  I tried to make eye contact with her as she walked up the path to 

our house, but she did not look my way. Instead, she was looking down and 



practicing her smile, the one that showed all her teeth.  Maybe my grandma was 

wrong. When we were finally alone with her, I waited for her to say something, 

to explain what had happened. Instead, she looked at us with that smile on her 

face and asked brightly, “What shall we have for dinner kids?”  

 

I am the oldest of four. Robby was six at the time, Larry was two, and Ricky was 

just 14 months. As the oldest, I feel I should explain our mother’s behavior 

somehow, because her not saying anything to us about my father’s death 

seems so strange, I think you might not believe me.  I hardly believe it myself, 

but honestly, that’s the way it was. She never said a word about it. No 

comforting story: Poor daddy got very sick kids, and then he died… and now 

he’s up in heaven watching over us.  Nope. No explanation. No nothing. And we 

behaved like good children, of course, and we did not ask. My father was simply 

gone. Not here anymore. Disappeared.  

 

Good children were “seen but not heard” back then. I guess they didn’t go to 

funerals either, because we didn’t. The traditional Jewish mourning period, 

called Shiva, is 7 days long, so I stayed home from school for a week.  My 



mother’s friends came and went. They brought food to our house and they 

talked quietly to each other. I remember only a few of them talking to us, and 

those who did felt they should remind me once again that I was the oldest; I 

had to be strong. I had to take care of my brothers.  

 

When I returned to school I had to bring a note explaining my absence. For 

some reason, that first day back, I decided to stop in the middle of the street 

and read the note my mother had given me. It said:             

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

To Whom It May Concern, 

Trudy was absent from school November 22nd — December 2nd  

because of the death of her father. 

 

Sincerely Yours, 

Mrs. June Harvey 

 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

 

I remember feeling sort of queasy and lightheaded when I read that note, and 

then I fell to the ground. Someone must have gone to get my mother, I guess, 

because she took me to the doctor. He said I had probably fainted, but I don’t 



think that was it. Something happened to me that day.  I’m not sure exactly 

what it was, but I do know this. I disappeared.  And when I came back, I was 

different.  

 

I went to school the next day but most of the kids wouldn’t even look at me, 

not even the girls who had previously been my friends. They acted like I was 

invisible, like I wasn’t there. I didn’t blame them much. There was something 

wrong with me now and they knew it. I knew it too.  

 

During our spelling time we had to say our new words out loud and use them in 

a sentence. I remember being seated around a table with the other children in 

my class, and as I sat there, looking around the room at all the charts and 

posters, as I waited for my turn to come, I started to realize one of the ways I 

was different now from how I used to be. Now I knew what my classmates were 

going to say before they said it. What I mean is this: When the teacher said the 

word she wanted used in a sentence, I would hear the sentence my classmate 

was going to say… inside myself, and then my classmate would say it out loud.  



It was the strangest feeling, like I was different from everyone else in the room, 

sort of floating, ahead in time and not attached.   

 

When I got home from school that day my mother was in her bedroom, sorting 

through her clothes. I still felt strange and I was hoping she could explain it 

somehow. When she didn’t look up at me I knew she wasn’t really listening, but 

I tried asking her anyhow.  

“I knew the sentence, Momma, I could hear it inside me, first, before-“ 

“That’s just ridiculous,” she said without looking up, “and it’s not even possible. 

I don’t want to hear another word about it.” Her mouth tightened into a frown. 

She was still looking down at her clothes. 

“Go and check on your brothers please.”   

 

So this is what I figured out. There is an outside world and an inside world. The 

outside world is where people say things and do things. They use words to 

make up rules and games and to agree on what is real. The inside world is 

different. Everyone has their own. Inside is the place where you can think about 

things and feel things and where you can talk to God if you want to, and where 



he can talk to you. Time is different too. When you are inside you can know that 

something is going to happen before it happens on the outside. The inside and 

outside worlds are separate. When you are in one you don’t usually remember 

the other one. But you need to remember this: In the outside world people can 

smile and lie. And you can be erased.  

 

My mother smiled and lied all the time. She told people everything was “just 

fine.” She smiled at us and made us food and pretended that we were real but I 

don’t think we were real to her. I think we were like dolls or like the oven. What 

makes something real? What matters? Am I always visible? Can I be erased too?  

 

It was the songs on the radio that finally helped me understand her. This is 

what I figured out: If you were a girl you were supposed to have a husband, to 

love you, to go to parties with you and to play cards. My mother didn’t have a 

husband and that was the problem. She had to get one. To do it she had to 

have the right clothes. These were the important things. These were the things 

that mattered.  

 



Within a few months of my father’s death my mother joined an acting group at 

the Westside Jewish Community Center and, leaving us with various babysitters, 

she started going out on dates. She never talked about the men she was seeing, 

or told us where she went or what she did. We were just “the kids.”  Seen but 

not heard, separate from her real life.  

 

I asked her once, “Momma, how do you know if you love someone?”  

She liked this topic, I guess, because she looked directly at me, and smiling her 

brightest smile, she said in her best dramatic voice:  

“When you love someone dear, you would do anything for them.  

If they had to have their right arm cut off, you would gladly give them yours!”   

 

That was just about the dumbest thing I’d ever heard of and I decided right 

then and there that I would never love anybody, except maybe my brothers, and 

I would be sure to keep their arms safe.  

 

Just a little over a year later, just after I turned ten, my mother married a man 

she had known for less than a month. As soon as I woke up that morning she’d 



announced it.  “I love him, I love him.” She kept repeating it, over and over. Her 

blue eyes were shining, her smile brighter than usual.  The man she “loved” was 

named Duncan Gorman. His wife had died of cancer a few years before, leaving 

him with two young children: David, who was seven, just two months older than 

Robby, and Doreen, who was four. At ten I would remain the oldest.  

 

My mother had just recently gotten her driver’s license and we were going to 

meet Duncan and his kids for the first and only time before they got married.  

I remember her that morning:  

“Trudy! Didn’t you hear me?  I said, Go put on that outfit I bought for you, and 

for heaven’s sake, tie your hair back. Make sure your brothers are ready too. I’ll 

load the car.”     

I remember us all in the car. I was turned around in the front seat, holding a 

squirming Ricky on my lap. Robby and Larry were in the back. Robby and I 

made faces at each other and rolled our eyes because our mother kept singing, 

at the top of her lungs, over and over:  

“I’m in love,  

I’m in love,  



I’m in love,  

I’m in love,  

I’m in love… with… a… won—der--ful guy” 

This was a song from a new musical called South Pacific.  

I wasn’t in the mood.  

As fate would have it, my first menstrual period began on that day too. My 

stomach started hurting almost as soon as we got to the park and when I went 

to the bathroom and saw dark brown blood on my underpants I got really 

scared. I tried to tell my mother there was something wrong with me, but she 

was very busy setting out the food, I guess, because she told me to “just use 

some paper towels for now.”  She said she would get me “something else” later.  

I was only ten. I didn’t understand what she was even talking about. I told her I 

wanted to go home, but she just ignored me, continuing to pass out potato 

chips and tuna sandwiches.  

 

Doreen was a cute little girl, timid and shy, and David was nice too, but Duncan 

barely even acknowledged my brothers and me. Maybe he gave us each a nod 

or said a curt hello, but that was about it. Why does she even like him?  I 



wondered. He wasn’t nice or funny or even handsome. He just sat there, 

hunched over, stuffing food into his mouth, waiting for the day to be over. 

 

My hair was my very best feature. It was long and thick, almost to my waist, and 

it hung down my back in long cork-screw curls. People said the color was 

strawberry-blonde and I was always being told it was beautiful.  I washed my 

hair myself, and I brushed it 100 times a day, just like you were supposed to. 

Before she married Duncan, my mother told me she was taking me to the 

beauty shop with her so that I could have my hair trimmed. We were going to 

see “Mr. Perez, from New York.” I was excited. Maybe she was finally seeing me 

as a real person. 

 

I had never been to a place like this before. There was music coming from 

somewhere. It smelled strange but nice, kind of like a doctor’s office mixed 

with perfume. There were red curtains dividing the stations and mirrors 

everywhere, bottles and brushes. Women were talking and laughing, some 

inside giant pods for drying hair. Mr. Perez took us back to his station and 

motioned for me to sit down in his chair. He took out a long black cape and 



ceremoniously put it around me. I felt like a princess. My mother stood there 

behind me, watching. I watched her too, in the mirror, as Mr. Perez gently 

combed through my long hair. Then, telling me to keep my head straight, he 

gathered a big handful of it, pulled it taut below my ear, and he cut it off.  

 

For a moment I thought I must be dreaming. This couldn’t really be happening. 

But then I knew that it was. My body went numb inside. I clenched my teeth 

hard. I said nothing. I was ten years old. Someone had just cut off my beautiful 

hair. What could be said or done to change that?  

 

Mr. Perez, I found out later, had been instructed by my mother to give me a 

“Buster Brown” haircut, fashionable at the time. Perhaps you remember it? The 

bowl-on-your-head look, with very short bangs.  When he was finished I simply 

got up and walked out of the shop. I did not say a word. I did not cry. I got into 

the back seat of the car, lay down and covered my head with a jacket. I did not 

speak to my mother when she got into the car. She did not speak to me. She 

had utterly betrayed me. I hated her.  

 



As soon as they got married Duncan staked out his territory and he let us know 

he didn’t like having us around. Right away he installed hook-and-eye locks on 

the outsides of our bedroom doors and he would lock us in whenever he felt 

like it. I sort of understood this in the beginning, figuring they wanted to be 

alone or something but it didn’t take long before he was picking on us, and 

then pushing us around. Then he started to hit us, with his hand, or a wire coat 

hanger, or with his belt. This is for making a mess, he’d say, or leaving the 

lights on, or making too much noise. The truth was, he would hit us when he 

was in a bad mood and felt like taking it out on someone weaker. I thought this 

was obvious, but my mother didn’t seem to notice. Or care. The woman would 

just stand there and watch while he hit us, doing absolutely nothing to 

intervene.  

 

Yes, I admit it, I did taunt him after a while, especially when he’d go after one of 

my brothers. Someone had to protect them and evidently that was me.  I’d get 

in between Duncan and whichever one of my brothers he had cornered, and 

then I’d say something like this:  

“You like hitting little kids, don’t you?  



You’re mean. You’re a bully.  

If you want to hit someone, you fat bully, you can hit me.  

But you leave my brothers alone.”  

And he would do it too. He’d turn right around and chase after me, and my 

brother would escape. And my mother would stand there and do nothing. 

 

Oh, you don’t have to worry about me. I learned not to feel it. Yes, I did cut 

myself with a razor a few times, but I really didn’t feel that either. I don’t 

exactly know why I did that. Yes, there was a lot of blood, but I cleaned it up 

okay. I think I was hoping my mother would think he did it somehow, and she’d 

send him away. Or at least I hoped she would notice I was cut and ask why. But 

she didn’t.  Three months after they were married they gathered us together.    

“Guess what kids?” Duncan says,  

“Mom’s going to have a baby.” 

 

Our new brother Jeff was born in May of 1958 and soon after that “the kids” 

were gathered together once again. This time Duncan told us we were all going 

to be “cross-adopted.”  For us, my brothers and me, that meant that Duncan 



Gorman would become our legal father.  Our old last name would be erased, 

like my father had been, and we would get a new one, Duncan’s. My mother 

smiled brightly, “We’re going to be a real family, kids.” The whole thing made 

me want to puke.  

When my mother learned it wouldn’t be that easy, I was thrilled. Her plan to 

have us cross-adopted came to a halt because, in California at least, a child 

over the age of ten has to consent to an adoption. I was eleven. No more would 

I be seen but not heard. I loudly and emphatically said “No!”  My mother was 

alternately angry, frustrated and embarrassed by my interference with her 

perfect family charade. She did everything she could think of to make me give 

in. She tried to be nice. Small gifts would magically appear on my bed. But I saw 

through her phony charade and I continued to say “No.”  

Then one day I came home from school and she had a lawyer waiting to see me. 

He had on a suit and a tie and it was clear from his stern expression that he 

meant business. We met alone behind the closed doors of the dining room. He 

told me, in no uncertain terms, that I was “just a child” and I’d better get used 

to the fact that I would eventually have to give in.  

“This is how it’s going to be young lady,” he said to me.  



“You will be adopted. You will get a new name, and a new birth certificate and a 

new family. Better get used to it.”  

It was at this moment that I had the idea that would change my life forever.  

I asked the lawyer if changing my name and getting a new birth certificate 

meant that I could also change my first name?  He, sort of flabbergasted, said,  

“Well yes, I guess it could mean that.”  

This is what I figured out:  My parents had chosen my name. I’d had no say in it 

and no idea why they chose it. Now my father was dead and my mother had a 

new husband. I was nothing to them. I was completely on my own. So I decided 

to name myself something that I liked. A name that I respected and admired, 

the name of the heroine in my favorite childhood story: Wendy.  

The older sister and mother of the lost boys in the story of Peter Pan.  

Yes, that was it. I would become Wendy. 

And Trudy?   

What would happen to her? 

Trudy would be erased.  

Trudy would disappear.  

Trudy would die.  



 


