
I would like to tell you that we had a very difficult time when we came to this country, but that would not be true.  Although my first job was tedious, it was not burdensome.  I worked for a year as a token seller at the 110th St. IRT station.  From four in the afternoon to midnight, I slid tokens through the little window to passengers who paid absolutely no attention to me.  I saw only their hands—fat hands, thin hands, gloved hands, black hands, white hands, old and young hands, cold, red hands.  I liked not having to look people in the eye, and there were times when I thought I could recognize my customers by their hands, but I never tested myself because I did not really want to recognize anyone.  The hands seemed innocent to me, angerless, devoid of malice.  Of course I knew the hands were capable of terrible things, but I imagined them as disembodied creatures that felt like taking a ride on the subway.  They weren’t going to work; they weren’t going to meet lovers or friends; they weren’t going to the movies.  I saw them sitting properly, one hand crossed over the other, or swinging their fingers off the edge of their seats like children.  


People did not treat us strangely.  They did not tell us to go back to where we came from.  They did not glare.  In fact, they did not look at us at all.  It was as if we were invisible or as if we had been coming into their stores all their lives, buying milk and meat and newspapers.  I kept expecting someone, a cashier or a bus driver, or the woman who sold us stamps at the post office, to look up as we asked for something in our bad English, “Six stamps, please.”  We always made a point of saying “please.”  Sometimes, when we thanked her, she said, “You’re welcome” and sometimes she didn’t.  But I always expected her to look up and see me for what I was.  I expected her to hold my hand, look into my eyes and say she was terribly, terribly sorry for what had happened.  Of course, I realize that was too much to ask.  They were civil to us, which is all we needed, and we ate well and had a room and we were not cold, and we went to the park on Sundays.  Still, I suppose deep down we expected them not only to care about our suffering, which perhaps they did in a theoretical sort of way, but to acknowledge it.  But they had their lives and they let us slip into their city, their streets, their shops, their subway, concert halls, schools.  


It was winter when we arrived in New York.  Our room on 106th Street, which we rented from an aging widow, smelled of nail polish.  Our landlady was very proud of her nails.  Once a week she went to the movies, but otherwise she stayed at home, listening to the radio and reading movie magazines; and every evening she painted her fingernails the same color—bright red.  Our little room on the second floor looked out onto the airshaft, so every morning I stuck my head out the window to look up at the sky to see whether it was sunny or not.  It usually wasn’t.  Our landlady told us it was an unusually cold winter, but we were not cold.  At first I thought we would never want to leave our room, thick with heat from our sputtering radiator, because it was the first time in years, after the concentration camp and then the refugee camp, that we were truly warm.  But we woke up in the middle of the night sweating, the covers in a heap on the floor, and had to stand by the open window, naked, letting the cold winter air bring our bodies back to life, standing there until our flesh was cold and we could sleep again.


For a few extra dollars a week, our landlady watched Clara while Karl and I attended English classes.  The classes were taught by an overly exuberant elementary school teacher who clapped her hands whenever we were able to spit out a few intelligible words. Our teacher was very fond of tongue twisters and spent more time than necessary making us repeat them in unison.  Betty Botter bought some butter, but, she said, this butter’s bitter.  If I put it in my batter, it will make my batter bitter.  But a bit of better butter, that would make my batter better. So t’was Betty Botter, bought a bit of better butter. 


When we came home from our class, the landlady always reported that Clara was such a charming, easy child.  “Not a peep from her all night,” she would say, but we hated leaving Clara with her because it would usually take at least an hour to unstiffen her little body when we got home, and we wondered why the landlady didn’t think it strange that Clara could spend two hours sitting in the armchair, her legs sticking straight out, her tiny nails digging into the cushions, not moving, without making a peep.   Maybe the landlady thought Clara couldn’t speak yet because she was only two and stunted from her early trauma.  But we had to go to our classes and we knew no one else to ask, and Clara never formally protested having to stay behind with the landlady and when we asked her what she did while we were away, she said, “I was thinking.”


“What were you thinking about?” we would ask.


“Things.”


“What kind of things?”


“Words.

“Which words?”


“Words like book and table and chair.”


We figured there was nothing wrong with leaving Clara behind to think about words, especially when we were in class thinking about words too, although she didn’t pick up much English until the spring when we started taking her to the park to play with other children.  We thought English would confuse her as it confused us, but she never mixed up languages. The funny thing is that she doesn’t remember anything from that period except the smell of nail polish.  She doesn’t remember our little room or being watched by the landlady.  She doesn’t remember the refugee camp either, not the nurses or all that bad chocolate.  What she remembers, or claims to remember, is lying still, wrapped in a dirty blanket in the concentration camp.  She remembers the cold, the stench, the silence, the bony bodies that held her, trying to keep her warm.


The night of Clara’s birth it snowed and the usual sound of the guards marching back and forth outside the barracks was muffled by fresh snow.  I concentrated on those muffled footsteps through the long night of labor.  The other prisoners stood around my bed as if they thought they could create a human wall to protect Clara and me from harm.  They did not touch me, nor did they speak, but they stood three rows deep around my bunk.  When a woman grew tired, another would replace her.  As it drew closer and closer to dawn, I knew that if I did not deliver before the guards woke us to begin our long day, we would both be lost, so I pushed and pushed, biting my own hand to keep myself from screaming.


When Clara emerged, the women washed her as well as they could and one of them—she had red hair and for some reason I thought that it was because she had red hair that she was chosen—bit the umbilical chord in half with her front teeth.  After that I slept and when I woke, Clara was sleeping on my breast.  Outside, the camp was covered with snow, and though I was afraid to leave Clara alone in the bunker, I was more afraid that the guards would come for both of us and so I joined the other prisoners, cutting wood and shoveling, all of us working slowly, like sleepwalkers.  Since my body was too undernourished to produce milk, I chewed my ration of stale bread each evening and spit it directly into Clara’s little mouth.  And then, not even a week after Clara was born, the Russians arrived.  We had no idea they were coming, no idea that we were so close to the end because even I had come to believe that there would be no end, that this would be our lives and then, sooner rather than later, we would die.
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V. Take one specific scene:  the token booth, the apartment, the concentration camp, the English lessons.  Explain at least two details that are used to evoke this place and experience.

VI. How does the narrator feel about being in the United States?  Give three examples from the text as evidence for your answer.

VII. How did the author organize the piece and make transitions?  Why do you think it was organized in this way?  Be specific in your answer.

VIII.  Go through the text and indicate possible stage directions that would help an actress to perform this piece as a monologue.  Insert at least five such suggestions. 
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