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  In the beginning there was a warm room with a table, a black iron stove and old red-flowered wallpaper. The child lay on a cot feeling the good heat while the mother moved peacefully from the table to the stove. When the mother sang her small voice quavered over the lulling nonsense-words; the song was meant to be gay but the child felt sadness in it.


  “Don’t sing,” she commanded and the mother stopped. She was amused.


  “Imagine,” she told her husband, “Anna doesn’t like my voice! She made me stop singing today!”


  The father laughed and picked Anna up. He had a sandy beard and dim blue eyes. He was slow and tender, especially when he touched the mother; the child was comforted when he put his arms around the mother.


  “Kiss Mama!” she said.


  They laughed again and the child understood that they were laughing at her and that they loved her.


  For a long time the days and the years were all the same. In the house the mother moved between the stove and the table. The father hammered boots and cut leather for harness in his front-room shop. On the big bed in the room back of the kitchen the mother brought new babies to birth; one year there were twin boys, red-haired like Anna and Papa.


  On Friday nights there was a linen cloth on the table; there was sugar in the tea, and white bread. Papa brought beggars home from the synagogue: the beggars were dirty and had a nasty smell. They were given the best food in the house, the plum jam and the breast of chicken. The room was shadowed; the white light of the candles burned through Mama’s hands as they moved in blessing and flickered on the pearls in her ears. There was a lovely and lofty mystery in her words and on her face.


  It seemed to the child that the world had always been and would always be like this. She could not imagine any other way for people to live. The road through the village was dusty in the summer, muddy and icy in the winter; it stretched to the river where there was a bridge and went on for miles, it was said, to other villages like this one. The houses were strung along the road or clustered around the wooden synagogue, the market and the school. All of the people who lived here knew you and called you by name.


  The ones who did not know you – the Others – lived on the far side of the little river where the church steeple rose over the trees. Beyond there cattle grazed, and farther still you could see the wind make tunnels through the growing wheat. The milkman came every day from that direction, two heavy wooden buckets swinging from his yoke. People seldom went there. There was no reason to go unless you were a peddler or a milkman, although sometimes you did go with Mama to buy vegetables or extra eggs.


  The days were measured and ordered by the father’s morning, afternoon and evening prayers; by the brothers in their black coats and visored caps going to and coming from school. The weeks ran from Friday night to Friday night. The year ran from winter to winter, when silent snow fell and voices rang like chimes in the silence. The snow turned to rain, drenching the lilacs in the yard, strewing petals over the mud. Then before the return of the cold came the short, hot summer.


  Anna sits on the step in the breathless night, watching the stars. Of what can they be made? Some say they are fire. Some say the earth is fire like them, and that if you could stand far off and look at the earth it would glitter like the stars. But how can that be?


  Papa does not know; he does not care about such things. If it is not in the Bible he is not interested in it. Mama sighs and says that she does not know either. Surely it would be wonderful if a woman could be educated and learn about things like that. A rabbi’s wife in a far-off district runs a school for girls. There, very likely one could learn about the stars and how to speak other languages and much else besides. But it would be very expensive to go to such a school. And anyway, what would one do with that kind of knowledge in this village, this life?


  “Although, of course,” Mama says, “everything need not be useful. Some things are beautiful for themselves alone.” Her eyes look into the distance and the dark. “Maybe it will be different after a while, who knows?”


  Anna does not really care. The stars glow and spark. The air is like silk. Clouds foam up from the horizon and a little chill comes skimming on the wind. Across the road someone closes the shutters for the night with a clack! and click! She rises and goes back into the house.


  Sometimes she listens to scraps of talk, the parents’ evening murmur that repeats itself often enough to form a pattern. They talk about America. Anna has seen a map and knows that, if you were to travel for days, after a time you would come to the end of the land called Europe, which is where they live. And then there would be water, an ocean wider than the land over which you have come. You would sail for days across that water in a ship. It is both exciting and disturbing.


  Of course, there are many people in the village whose relatives have gone to America. Mama has a second cousin in New York, Cousin Ruth, who has been there since before Anna was born. Tales arrive by mail: in America everyone is alike and it is wonderful because there is no difference between rich and poor. It is a place where there is equality and justice; every man is the same as every other. Also, America is a place where it is possible to become very rich and wear gold bracelets and have silver forks and spoons.


  Papa and Mama have been talking for a long time about going, but there has always been some reason they cannot leave. First, there was Grandmother who had suffered a stroke. The people in America would not have let her in, and of course the family could not just have gone away and left her. Then Grandmother died, but Eli and Dan, the twins, were born. After them came Rachel. Then Celia. And Papa had to save more money. They would have to wait another year or two.


  So they would never go, Anna knew. America was only something that they talked about in their bed at night, the way they talked about household things and their neighbours, about money and the children. They would stay here always. One day, a long, long time from now, Anna would be grown, a bride like Pretty Leah whose father had the chicken farm just past the bridge, led under the canopy to the dance of violins, with a white gauze veil over her face. Then she would be a mother, lying in the bed like Mama with a new baby. But still it would be the same life; Papa and Mama would be here, looking no different from the way they looked now.


  Yes, and the sheltering house would be here, too. And Rachel stifling in the bed. The old dog jingling his chain in the yard. The blown curtain; summer nights of pine and hay and Mama’s bush of yellow roses at the gate. Rustle of night-birds, trill of frogs: I am alive, I am here, I am going to sleep.


  2


  Whenever Anna told or thought about the story of Pretty Leah she fell into the cadence and language of the twelve-year-old child she had been when it happened.


  “Mama sent me to the farm to buy some eggs. Pretty Leah and I stood in the courtyard counting the eggs. Then I wanted to go into the barn to look at a newborn calf, and I was there when the men came, three of them on plow horses, cantering into the yard.


  “I think Pretty Leah thought they wanted to buy some eggs because I saw her smile and look up at them. They jumped off the horses and one of them took her shoulders. They were laughing, but they were angry, too, I think; I didn’t know what they were, really, but Pretty Leah screamed and I ran up the ladder into the loft and hid.


  “They dragged her inside and shut the barn door. Her screams, oh, her screams! They were drunk and saying dirty words in Polish; their eyes were all puckered in their flat cheeks. They pulled her skirt up over her face. Oh, they will smother her, I thought; I mustn’t look, and still I could not look away from the things they did.


  “Like the bull and the cow, that time when Mama and I were out walking and Mama said, Don’t look and I asked, Why mustn’t I? And she answered, Because you are too young to understand. It will frighten you.


  “But the bull and the cow had not frightened me at all. It seemed a simple thing, what they had done. Not like this awful thing. Pretty Leah twisted and kicked; her screams under the skirt had turned to weeping and pleading, soft, soft, like a baby animal. Two of the men pinned her arms and the third lay on top of her. Then they changed places until all three had lain on her. After a while she stopped moving and crying. I thought, My God, they have killed her!


  “When the men left they flung the barn door wide. I could hear the hens clucking in the yard. The light came in and fell on Pretty Leah with the skirt over her face, her naked legs spread wide, blood sticky on her thighs. After a long time I came down the ladder. I was afraid to touch her but I made myself draw her skirt down. She was breathing; she had only fainted. There was a cut on her chin; her black hair had come unbraided. When she wakes up she will wish she were dead, I thought.


  “Then I went outside and vomited in the grass. I picked up the basket of eggs and went home.”


  That was the way she remembered it, all the years of her life, the way she would often think of a man with a woman, although she would not want to think of them like that.


  In the evening after the dishes had been put away Mama said, “Come, Anna, we’ll sit outside on the steps and talk awhile.”


  But it was dark blue dusk. There were shadows and movement of Things behind the trees, and someone was walking in the distance, rapping on the road, the fast steps coming closer.


  “I don’t want to go outside,” Anna said.


  “Very well, then, I will ask Papa and the children to sit in the yard and we can talk by ourselves.”


  The mother lay down on the bed beside the daughter and took her hand; the mother’s hand was hot and rough.


  “Listen to me,” she said softly. “I would give anything if you hadn’t seen what you saw today. Such an ugly, ugly, evil thing!” She was trembling. The long quivering shook her body, shook her voice. “The world can be so frightful and human beings worse than beasts. Still, you must remember, Anna, that most people are good. You must try to put this out of your mind as soon as you can.”


  “Will nobody punish those men?”


  “In the first place, nobody could prove who did it. Nobody saw it.”


  “I saw it. And I remember the faces. Especially the short thick one. He wears a red shirt and sometimes he goes into Krohn’s Inn to get drunk.”


  The mother sat up. “Listen to me, Anna, do you hear? You are never, never to mention that to anybody, to anybody at all, do you understand? Terrible things would happen to you! To Papa, to me, to all of us! You must never, never –!”


  The child was frightened. “I understand. But then, there is nothing that can be done about people like that?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Then how can we know it won’t happen again? Even to you, Mama?”


  The mother was silent, And Anna pressed, “How can we know?”


  “I suppose we can’t.”


  “Then they can always do what they want to do. Kill us, even.”


  “That, too. You’re old enough now to know.”


  The child began to cry. The mother held her. After a while the father came in. He stood at the door. His face was crumpled and creased.


  “I’ve made up my mind. Year after year we put it off. But this year, by spring, we’ll manage it somehow! We’ll sell the furniture, your earrings, your mother’s silver candlesticks. We have got to get to America”


  “There are seven of us.”


  “And if there were seventeen we would still have to manage it. This is no place to live! I want to lay my head down once without fear before I die.”


  So all the time, in this home of theirs, they had been afraid. Mama so calmly and skilfully arranging things. Papa humming and smiling while his strong arms hammered and cut, The child thought wonderingly: I didn’t know, I never knew.


  The winter of 1906 was strangely warm. Snow fell briefly and lay puddled in soggy grey slush. A damp wind blew; people perspired in their heavy coats, sneezed, shivered, ran fevers. Late in February the rain began, racing in long, even lines down the dark sky. The village street turned to sucking mud; the little river that curved at the bottom of the rise rushed over its banks and flooded all the yards along its length.


  The sickness started down there at the river. In the middle of March a baby and a grandfather died in one house. On the other side of the river, where the peasants lived, a whole family died. Each day brought more sickness and some deaths. Sickness travelled north and south; people on farms five miles away brought their dead to be buried in the churchyard. It was like the black rot that spreads some years in the potato fields, creeping down the rows. And there was no place to go, nothing that anyone knew how to do but wait.


  Some said it was because the floods had brought filth into the drinking water. The village priest said it was because people had sinned. Hour after hour the church bells rang for funerals and masses of intercession, making a grave, bronze clamour in the rain. Whenever the rain stopped the processions formed: the priest, the altar boys holding candles, carrying banners and a bone relic in a glass box. Men lifted a statue of the Virgin on a swaying platform; women cried.


  In Anna’s house the shutters were closed. “If this sickness doesn’t stop soon,” the father said, “they will start blaming us.”


  The mother spoke sadly. “I don’t know which is worse, fear of the cholera or of them.”


  “In America,” Anna said, “there is no cholera and nobody is afraid of anybody else.”


  “And by summer we’ll be there,” Papa said.


  Perhaps at last they really would have gone that year. Who knows?


  The father and the mother died at the end of March after an illness of just two days. Celia and Rachel died with them. Anna and the twins never fell sick at all.


  They lived, the spindly red-haired girl and the ten-year-old boys, followed the four pine coffins to the cemetery, shook in the whipping wind while the prayers were chanted, saw the first clod of earth strike the wood. Hurry, hurry, it is so cold, Anna thought. And then she thought, I shall forget them. Close your eyes: Think of their faces, remember the sound of their voices calling your name.


  They stood in the kitchen of what had been their home. Someone had aired and disinfected the house. Someone else had brought soup. The little room was crowded with neighbours in dark wraps and shawls.


  “So, what’s to be done with these children?”


  “No family! People without relatives shouldn’t marry each other!”


  “That’s true.”


  “Well then, the community will have to provide!”


  And who is the “community”? Why, the richest man, naturally, from whom all charity is expected and to whom all respect is given. He steps forward now, Meyer Krohn, innkeeper, dry goods merchant, money-lender. He is a tall, pockmarked man in peasant boots and cap. His grey beard is rough, his voice is rough, but it speaks with authority.


  “So who’ll take them? What about you, Avrom? You, Yossel? You have room enough!”


  “Meyer, you know I give what I can. I’ll gladly take one of them, but not three.”


  Meyer Krohn frowns; the furrows in his forehead are deep enough to bury the tip of a fingernail. He roars.


  “We don’t separate families! Now, who here will take in these three orphans? I ask you, who?”


  Nobody speaks. Anna’s legs are weak; the bones melt.


  “Ah,” Meyer says, “I know what you’re thinking! You’re thinking: Meyer’s rich, let him do it.” He thrusts his enormous arms out. “What am I, Rothschild, that I have to support half the community? “Meyer, the school needs a new stove; So-and-so broke his leg and his family is starving” – is there no end to what is expected of me?”


  Coughing and shuffling. Eli has been told that he must be a man now. He is trying not to cry.


  “All right,” says Meyer Krohn. “All right.” He sighs. “My children are grown and gone. The house is big enough, God knows. There’s a room for the boys and Anna can share a bed with the servant-girl.” His voice lowers quietly. “What do you say, Anna? And you, Eli? Which one of you is Eli and what’s the other one’s name? I always forget.” He puts his arms around the little shoulders of the boys. “Come along home,” he says.


  Oh, he is decent, he is kind! But Anna walks naked; everyone is looking at her growing breasts, the secrets of her body. Her clothes have been stripped off. She has been shamed, she has been outraged. Like Pretty Leah.


  The Krohns live prosperously. Their house has two stories and wooden floors. There is carpet in the front room. Aunt Rosa owns a fur cape. A servant does the cleaning while Aunt Rosa measures cloth and waits on customers in the store. Sometimes she helps in the tavern; sometimes Uncle Meyer helps in the store.


  Anna works wherever she is needed, and she is always needed everywhere. She is often tired out. But she has grown tall like her mother, with bright, healthy hair. The Krohns have fed her well.


  “How old are you?” Uncle Meyer asks one day. They are rewinding cloth on the heavy bolts and lifting them back onto the shelves.


  “Sixteen.”


  “How the years fly! You’ve turned out well in my house. A nice girl, a worker. It’s time we found a husband for you.”


  Anna does not answer, but this does not bother Uncle Meyer. He has a way of talking without noticing whether anyone answers or not.


  “I really ought to have done something about you before this. But I never seem to have time. People think: he’s a rich man Meyer Krohn, what has he got to worry about? My God, when I lie down at night I can’t sleep, my head spins, a hundred things at once –”


  He is always complaining, there is always an undertone of resentment even in the best humours. But Anna knows that is because he’s afraid. Growing up in a stranger’s house, you learn to watch for moods, to anticipate and analyze, to look at the outside and see what is inside. Yes, Uncle Meyer is afraid, even more than Papa was, because he is important and conspicuous in the village. When a new commissioner of police is sent to the district it is Meyer who goes to him for favours that may possibly buy the safety of the community. Also, he has his personal bribes, gifts to the peasants so the store will not be looted and wrecked during the holiday rampage. The same friendly fellow who comes with his cajoling smile to ask for credit and who, of course, receives it – can just as easily return to boot you down the stairs or set his wicked dogs upon you.


  “Yes, and there are your brothers to think about. What’s to become of them? Let’s see, how old are they now?”


  “Fourteen.”


  “Mm. Fourteen already. What’s to be done with them? How are they to support themselves?” He thinks aloud. “Rosa has an uncle in Vienna. He went there years ago, perhaps we’ve mentioned him? He sells furs. As a matter of fact, his son will be coming through here this spring to buy fox skins. It’s an idea.”


  He looks like a fox himself, Anna thought. The young man from Vienna was thin and lively; his reddish eyes snapped; his city suit fitted like skin and he talked so much and so fast that even Uncle Meyer was subdued. Eli and Dan were fascinated.


  “… and the Opera House has marble stairs and gilded carving on the walls. It’s so enormous that you could fit thirty houses, one whole side of your village, into it.”


  “Bah,” Uncle Meyer could not resist. “Who hasn’t seen big buildings? I’ve been in Warsaw; I’ve seen buildings in my time.”


  “Warsaw? You compare that with Vienna? I’m talking about a cultured country! Where Jews write plays and teach in the university, where they don’t have pogroms whenever the drunken peasants feel like having a little fun!”


  “You mean,” Dan asks, “that Jews in Vienna are exactly like everybody else?”


  “Well, naturally they don’t attend balls at Franz Josef’s palace, but neither do other people. They have grand houses, though, and carriages, and they own big shops with porcelains and Oriental rugs and fashions – you should see where I work, we’ve just doubled the place. Why, if you work hard and use your brains, you can see your family rising for generations to come and no limit!”


  The foxy young man has planted thoughts that sprout like seeds.


  “I may go to Paris in the spring,” he says carelessly. “Did I tell you that?”


  “You didn’t tell us,” Dan says.


  “Yes, well, we sell furs to some concerns there and the boss wants to discuss matters. And naturally, you can get new styles in Paris, new ideas for the retail end. The boss has promised to take me along.”


  The cat scratches vigorously; the water bubbles for tea and the questions hang in the air.


  “I shan’t be coming back here again. We’re making new contacts for furs. In Lithuania.”


  “So in other words,” Uncle Meyer says, “if you’re going to take these boys back with you it will have to be right now.”


  “That’s about it.”


  Dan turns to Anna and she sees his eagerness, his pleading. She thinks: It’s true, here there is nothing. Uncle Meyer can’t do anything for them. What will they become? Porters with ropes around their waists dragging bundles through the streets of Lublin? Or learn a fine trade in Vienna and wear the look of prosperity and ease?


  Goodbye, Eli. Goodbye, Dan. Little snub-noses, little dirty faces. I am the only person who can tell you apart. Eli has the mole on the side of his nose; Dan has a chipped front tooth.


  “I’ll send for you from America,” Anna tells them. “I’ll get there and I’ll earn money enough to send for you. America will be better.”


  “No, we’ll earn it and we’ll send for you. There are two of us and we are men. You can come back from America. If you go.”


  People don’t come back from America.


  They had been gone a few weeks when Aunt Rosa said, “Anna, I have something to tell you. Uncle Meyer has found a nice young man.”


  “But I’m going to America.”


  “Nonsense. All the way across the world alone, at sixteen?”


  “I’m not afraid,” Anna said untruthfully. Maybe, after all –? At least, the village was home. At least, its threats were familiar ones. And yet – America. For some reason she always saw it lying at the end of the voyage like a tropical island rising out of the sea, a silver-green lure. Of course, she knew it was not like that, but that was the way she saw it.


  “I shall miss you,” Aunt Rosa said shyly. “You’ve become like a daughter to me. My own I never see since they married and moved away.” And coaxing, “Just look the young man over one time. You may change your mind.”


  He came to dinner on Friday, a gentle person from another village, earning his way as a peddler of tobacco, thread and sundries to the farms. He had pimples, garlic breath and a kind, mournful smile. He was disgusting. Anna was ashamed of herself for being disgusted by a decent, honest human being.


  Her thoughts ran back to Pretty Leah, those men, what they had done. But this young man was no drunkard, no brute; it would not be like that! Disgusting, all the same.


  “Really, Anna,” Aunt Rosa said, “you have to look at the facts. You’re a poor girl without money or family! What do you expect, a scholar? Or a merchant prince? Ah,” she sighed, “these foolish unplanned marriages! It’s the next generation that suffers and pays! Your father was a good-looking man, he had a trade; and if he had married a girl with some family and substance he could have built up a business and left something for his children!”


  “My parents loved each other! You don’t know how happy they were!”


  “Yes, of course, I’m not speaking against them! Your mother was a charming woman, a religious woman; I knew her well. It’s only that – well, here you are, you see! However, it could be worse. Thank God you’re pretty, otherwise you’d have to marry an old widower and raise his children for him. At least this man is young and he’ll be kind to you. You don’t think we didn’t inquire? We wouldn’t turn a girl over to a man who would mistreat her.”


  “Aunt Rosa, I can’t …”


  Aunt Rosa clasped her hands together. Her face puckered into wrinkles. “Oh, but Uncle Meyer will be angry! After all that he’s done for you! Anna, Anna, what do you want?”


  What did she want? To see the world beyond this village, to be free, to hear music, to wear a new pink dress. To have her own place and not have to say thank you for everything. Thank you for this corner under your roof which keeps me out of the wet. Thank you for the food; I would like a second portion but I am ashamed to ask for it. Thank you for this thick, warm, ugly, brown shawl which you no longer wear and have given to me. Thank you.


  She owned four silver candlesticks, a pair from each grandmother. Keep two, the ones with the feel of Mama’s hands upon them. Sell the others for the price of one passage to America. And go.


  At the top of the rise the wagon stopped to let the horses rest. Below lay the village, held in the curve of the river. There, the little wooden dome of the synagogue. There, the market: jostling and churning at the stalls; flurry and squawk of crated fowl. Round and round, the busy lives in the order of their days.


  “Well, come,” the driver said. “We’ve a long way.”


  The wagon creaked along the road above the river. There, the last huddle of houses, the board fences and a glimpse of lilacs. In another month Mama’s yellow roses would flower like a celebration.


  Then the road turned and led downhill across level fields, dark earth steaming and wet new greenery swimming in spring light. The village was gone, erased in the moment of turning. The hill blocked out the past. The road led forward.


  Dust, flies and dirty inns. The border: guards, papers, sharp questions. Will they perhaps not let us through? Then Germany: neat railroad stations with candy and fruit for sale, Be careful not to spend too much of the little treasure in the knotted cloth wrapped up with the silver candlesticks.


  The immigrant-aid people come to expedite the journey to Hamburg. They are German Jews wearing fine suits, ties and white shirts. They bring food, sign documents, rearrange the boxes, bags and feather beds. They are generous and kindly. They are also impatient to get the strangers onto the ship and out of Germany.


  The Atlantic is a ten-day barrier between worlds. It is the lonely mourning of horns in dark grey fog. It is wind and the heaving sea, the creaking and cracking of the ship. It is retching out of an empty stomach, lying in a top berth with all strength drained and hands too weak to hold on. There is a noisy turbulence of voices: laughing, arguing, complaining in Yiddish, German, Polish, Lithuanian, Hungarian. And thefts, the poor stealing from the poor. (A woman lost her gold crucifix. Don’t let the bundle with the candlesticks out of sight.) A child is born; the mother wails. An old man dies; the widow wails.


  Suddenly it is over. There is a wide, calm river. From the deck one sees houses and trees. The trees draw closer; the wind turns up the silver undersides of the leaves. The air is tart and brisk, like witch hazel. Gulls flow over the ship, circle, climb and slide down the sky.


  America.
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  The house on Hester Street was five stories tall. Cousin Ruth lived on the top floor with her husband, Solly Levinson, their four children and six boarders. Anna would be the seventh.


  “You don’t have room for me,” she said in dismay. “You’re kind to offer but I’d be crowding you –”


  Ruth pushed the hair back from her sweating forehead. “So where do you think you’ll find a place where you won’t be crowding somebody? Better for you to stay here where at least you’re a relative. And to tell you the truth, it’s not all kindness on my part, we can use the money. We have to pay twelve dollars a month for this place, not counting gas for the light and coal in the winter for the stove. We’ll charge you fifty cents a week. Fair enough?”


  The smells! The stench surged from the street door and up the four flights: cooking grease; onions; an overflowing toilet in the hall; the sickening steam of pressing irons: a noxious drenching of tobacco from the front apartment where the cigar-makers lived. Anna’s stomach contracted. Yet how could she refuse? And if she refused, where could she go?


  Ruth coaxed. Her anxious, pretty eyes lay in two circles of dark blue shadow. “When we’re through with the sewing at night Solly and I put up the cot for ourselves in the kitchen. We put the machines in the corner and get out the mattresses. The women have the best room to themselves, the room with the windows. And the men sleep in the rear by the air shaft. It’s not so bad, really. Can you sew?”


  “Just mending. And I can make a plain skirt. I never had time to learn because I worked in the store.”


  “Well, it doesn’t matter. Solly can take you to the factory tomorrow, he has to bring the finished work back.”


  In a corner stood a pile of black bags stuffed with coats and pants. Two sallow, curly-haired children lay sleeping on top of the pile.


  “You can help Solly carry the bags, you’ll meet the boss and they can show you how to stitch pants in no time. A good finisher gets thirty cents a day, you know.”


  Anna set her bundles down and unfastened her shawl. The dark red braids fell free.


  “They didn’t tell me how pretty you are! A child, a baby –” Ruth put out her hands. Her arms were black to the elbow with the stain of the pants fabric. “Anna, I’ll look out for you, you won’t be alone. It’s maybe not what you dreamed it would be but it’s a start. And you’ll get used to it.”


  The noise was the worst. The smells and the crowding could somehow be endured. But Anna had sensitive hearing and the noise attacked her like brutal fists. On the street below the old-clothes man chanted through his nose: “Coats, fifty cents, coats, fifty cents!” Wagons rumbled. The “L” ground into the station with the squeal of metal on metal. And always until midnight the sewing machines whined. Would they ever sleep, ever slacken the struggle?


  Sometimes on breathless nights Anna and Ruth went out to sit on the stoop. It was impossible to sleep indoors and they were afraid to join the others on the fire escape since a woman from across the street had rolled off in her sleep and smashed to the street. The sky was a cloudy pink from the glow of factories that smoked all night; you could scarcely see the stars. At home on summer nights they had been so clear, winking and pulsing above the trees.


  “You’re so quiet,” Ruth said. “Are you worried about anything? About your brothers?”


  “I miss them. But they’re all right, they’re doing well. They have a nice room in their boss’s house and Vienna is beautiful, they say.”


  “It’s not beautiful here, God knows”


  “That’s true.”


  “But one has a future here. I still believe that.”


  “I believe it, too. I wouldn’t have come if I hadn’t believed that.”


  “You know,” Ruth said, “you know, I’ve been thinking there isn’t any reason for you to work as hard as you’re doing. At your age you ought to have some life. You ought to be meeting men. It’s my fault, I’ve done nothing for you, after four months. I’ll ask Solly to look around for you, for a dancing class. There are lots and lots of good dancing classes.”


  “If I’m going to take the time off I’d rather go to night school. Working here like this I’ve had no chance to learn English.”


  “That’s not a bad idea, either. If you could learn enough to be a typist you could find a husband more easily, a better class of man. Typists don’t earn much, just three dollars a week, but the work has prestige. Only,” Ruth’s voice grew doubtful, “I really think you have to be American born. Still, it’s worth trying.”


  “I’m not so interested in finding a husband. I just want to learn something.”


  “You’re like your mother, I remember her well.” Ruth sighed. “I, too, would like to learn. But with all the children to feed, and now another –” She sighed again, resting her hand on the swelling beneath her apron.


  Only ten years ago Ruth had been the age Anna was now. Was this what marriage made you, so tired, so resigned? But Mama hadn’t been like that. Or could she have been? What could Anna when she was twelve years old have really known about her mother?


  Ruth said, lowering her voice, “One doesn’t want to complain. But it’s hard to get ahead. Though some people do, I don’t know how they do it. There’s a knack to making money. My poor Solly hasn’t got it.”


  A shifting light moved in the window. Someone inside had got up to light the oil lamp and a yellow flare fell over the steps.


  “There was a girl who came from home with me – Hannah Vogel, your mother knew her. She married a fellow she met on the boat. He didn’t have a cent when he came, but he was smart. Somehow he made a connection and moved to Chicago. Opened a haberdashery there. I hear he owns a chain of stores now –” Ruth’s voice brightened. “My Solly’s got very friendly with the factory manager. You never know, changes are always being made; he might decide to open his own place and take Solly in with him.”


  Anna thought of Solly in the corner, bent over his machine, A thin man with the timid pointed face of a mouse. Poor hopeful Ruth. Poor tired Solly. They would never get out of here.


  People who had come from Europe twenty years before them still lived on these streets. The old men were thin, with dark, beautiful eyes: they seemed more fragile, somehow, than the old men Anna remembered from home, leading their wagons of secondhand clothes, chickens, hats, fish and eyeglasses. Their old wives were fat, potato-shaped and potato-coloured, their hanging white flesh untouched by the sun.


  Where were the pink dresses, the freedom and the music?


  Still, there were many marvels. The streets were almost as bright at night as by day, not like home where you stumbled down the road holding the lantern high. In a vacant store down the street there was a machine, a nickelodeon, where you could look in and see a picture that moved: Indians attacking a train, a beautiful woman named Irene Castle and a tall man swooping and gliding in a dance.


  Anna walked, taking no particular direction, just walking and looking. Under the Second Avenue elevated the women sat at the horseradish machines, weeping their smarting tears. She avoided the tramps who slept over the baker’s ovens in the yard. She went past the synagogues in the tenements on Bayard Street. She walked five, ten blocks and more, until the people on the streets looked different and spoke in languages that she did not understand. On Italian streets the children swarmed more thickly than on Hester Street. A man sold pink and yellow sweet ices from a little cart. An organ grinder wearing a bandana and earrings made melancholy music in the bright morning; on his shoulder sat an eager, tiny monkey in a red jacket. She watched; she listened to the melody of Italian speech. It was like singing.


  Then the Irish streets. The saloons with harps and shamrocks on the signs above the doors. The beautiful women in their ragged dresses and the curving sweetness on their faces.


  And Mott Street, where the strange-eyed peddlers sold watermelon seed and sugar cane. Through half-open cellar doors you saw Chinese men playing fan-tan. Their pigtails came below their knees. You never saw Chinese women or children. Why was that? How could that be?


  Worlds. Every few blocks another world. From what strange places had all these different people come? Villages in China, in Ireland – how different could they be from home? Had these people felt fears like ours? Are they perhaps like me after all?
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  Her name was Miss Mary Thorne. Thin and precise in her dark serge skirt and starched shirtwaist, she stood at the front of the classroom with the map of the United States on one side and the portraits of Washington and Lincoln on the other. She looks like them, her face is American, Anna thought. Americans are always tall and slender, with long faces.


  Evening school was held in a room that must have housed ten-year-olds by day. One’s knees didn’t fit under the desks; one had to sit twisted sideways. The ceiling bulb glared harshly and the heat from the sizzling radiators made people yawn. They shifted restlessly. But Anna hardly moved. She watched. She listened. Miss Mary Thorne was pouring knowledge like a good drink out of a pitcher.


  Toward the end of the winter she was called to the desk after class. “You’ve done amazingly well, Anna. It’s hard to believe you never studied English before. I’m going to promote you to my intermediate group.”


  “Thank you, miss,” Anna said. Proud and embarrassed, she stood looking at Miss Thorne, not knowing quite how to leave the room with grace.


  The teacher looked back at her. People were often intimidated by Miss Thorne: she had a stern face most of the time, but not now. Her eyes, magnified behind the unrimmed glasses that clung to the bridge of her nose, were soft.


  “Do you think about what you want to do with your life, Anna? I ask because it seems to me you are different from so many others. I see so many. … Every so often someone sits in this classroom who is different from the rest.”


  “I don’t know what there is for me to do,” Anna said slowly. “I suppose what I really want is just to know things. I feel that I don’t know anything, and I want to know everything.”


  Miss Thorne smiled. “Everything? That’s a large order.”


  “Of course, I didn’t mean that. But you see, the way it is, sometimes I feel there is a screen between me and the world. I want to pull it away to see more clearly. I don’t know anything about the past, or the way the world is now, except for these few streets and the village that I came from.”


  “Did you study anything there in the village?”


  “There was a woman teacher who came to the houses for the girls. We learned numbers and writing and reading. In Yiddish.”


  “Not Hebrew? Oh no, that’s only for the boys, isn’t it? The sacred language.”


  “Yes, only for the boys.”


  “Well, it’s not like that here, as you know. A girl can study whatever the boys do.”


  “I know. That’s a good thing.”


  “Yes. Well.” Miss Thorne stood up and went briskly to a shelf of books behind the desk. “The secret to it all is reading, Anna. Nothing else. I’ll tell you something: if you read and read and read you don’t even have to go to school, you can educate yourself! Only don’t tell anybody I said so! First, you must read the newspaper every day, the Times or the Herald. Don’t read the Journal, it’s cheap and sensational. Then I’m going to make up a list of books for you, long enough to take years to get through. You’ll be reading it long after I don’t see you anymore. Now, tonight I’m going to start you with this, you must learn about your new country from the beginning. It’s a book about Indians, a wonderful poem called Hiawatha, by one of our best poets, Mr Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. When you have finished it, bring it back and tell me what you thought about it. And then I will give you another.”


  Over the fireplace there was a round mirror in a gilded frame. Everything looked queer in it: she could see herself holding the flowered teacup on the embroidered napkin, see the little table with the teapot and the cake plate and Miss Thorne on the other side of the table. All of these were squat, condensed and flattened out. Even Miss Thorne looked wide and flat.


  “That’s a bull’s-eye mirror,” Miss Thorne said, following Anna’s gaze. “I don’t see much point in having it myself. But then, it’s not my house.”


  “Not?”


  “No, my nephew’s. He and his wife have only the one child and it’s a large house, so when I came down from Boston they invited me to live here with them and it has been very nice for me indeed.”


  “And were you a teacher when you lived in Boston?” Anna asked shyly.


  “Yes, I’ve been a teacher ever since I left school myself. I came to New York to be the assistant headmistress at a private school for girls. That’s what I do all day, you see. Then at night I teach English to newcomers like you.”


  “And what do you teach the girls in the daytime, since they already know how to speak English?”


  “I teach them Latin and ancient Greek.”


  “Oh. But why – excuse me, I ask too many questions.”


  “Not at all. How will you find out if you don’t ask? Tell me what you wanted to know.”


  “Well, I want to know what Latin is. And ancient Greek.”


  “A long time ago, two thousand years ago and more, there were powerful countries in Europe where those languages were spoken. The languages aren’t spoken anymore; we say they’re ‘dead,’ but the laws, the ideas those people left to us, are very much alive. And it’s also true that the languages are the great-great-grandparents of English. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  Anna nodded. “I understand. Those girls in your school are so fortunate, learning all these things, I think.”


  “I wish they all thought so. Or had your eagerness, Anna. That’s why I like to teach in your school, at night. Because so many of you want to learn – I feel I’m doing something really important.”


  Now that she had been invited here to tea Anna felt bolder. It was different from the classroom, with the elevated platform where the teacher sat above everybody else.


  “Do people speak differently, is that why you speak differently, because you’re from Boston?”


  “What do you mean, differently?”


  “I notice that some words are different. The way you say “park,” for instance? That’s not the way some other Americans say it.”


  “Extraordinary, your ear! Yes, it’s true, we have a different accent there. In the South, in the Midwest, there are all sorts of accents.”


  “I see. And will you answer something else, please?”


  “If I can.”


  “Please, I’ve never had tea in a cup like this. What must I do with the spoon after I’ve stirred the tea?”


  “You just lay the spoon on the saucer, Anna.”


  “That was probably a foolish question. I might have figured it out for myself. Except that I should like to do things right, the American way.”


  “It wasn’t a foolish question. Only, let me tell you something. Wherever you go, and I hope you’ll go far, don’t ever be nervous about manners. Manners are mostly common sense, being tidy about things and considerate of other people. I don’t think you’ll have the slightest trouble about either of those, Anna.”


  “Then, may I have another piece of cake, please? It’s very good cake.”


  “Of course. And when you’ve finished I want to give you the list of reading that I’ve made out for you. I finally got around to it. That’s one of the reasons I asked you to come today, because we can talk better than at school.”


  The list was pages long, written in a neat script that looked like Miss Thorne herself. Anna scanned it.


  Hawthorne: House of the Seven Gables


  Hardy: The Return of the Native


  Dickens: David Copperfield, Bleak House


  Thackeray: Vanity Fair


  Henry James: The Bostonians, Washington Square


  “Washington Square? That’s where we are now, the same?” Anna cried.


  “The very same. Henry James lived not far from here before he went to live in England. My family, my father’s people, knew him well. My mother’s family came from Boston.”


  “Really American,” Anna murmured.


  “No more than you. We just arrived sooner. You can be as American as anyone, never think otherwise. That’s what this country is about, Anna.”


  Anna said, suddenly troubled, “I only wish, I wish I had more time to read all these books. It takes me so long.”


  “You’ll find the time. You can get a lot done just on Sundays alone.”


  “Sundays I work.” And as Miss Thorne looked puzzled, she explained, “I took the afternoon off today because you invited me and I was so honoured, I wanted so much to come. But I’m really supposed to be working.”


  “I see. Sewing, where you live at home.”


  Anna nodded.


  “Tell me, then, is there any place where you can read by yourself? I suppose not.”


  “Alone? Oh, no! Only on the front stoop when the weather is warm, and it’s noisy enough there. But in cold weather, there’s no place. It’s so hard even to write to my brothers. With everybody talking I can’t think of what I want to say.”


  “A pity, a pity. And so many empty rooms in this house alone. If only one could do what one wants to do. One thing, though: my niece is about your size, and I’m going to ask her whether she has a good warm coat to give away. It would be better – shall we say, more American? – than your shawl. Also, I have duplicate copies of a few of the books on this list and I’m going to give them to you to keep, so you can start to build a library of your own. I’ll get the things to you, since it’s hard for you to take time to come here.”


  Anna put the shawl around her shoulders and they went out into the hall. On the other side a door was ajar; a room was filled with books from ceiling to floor; a little boy was practicing at a huge dark piano.


  “You don’t mind the offer of the coat, Anna?”


  “Mind? Oh, no, I’m glad, I want a coat!”


  “Someday you’ll be one of the people who gives, I’m sure you will.”


  “I shall be happy to give if that day ever comes, Miss Thorne.”


  “It will. And when it does I hope we shall still know each other. Then I’ll remind you of what I said.”


  I don’t believe we shall know each other, almost surely not. But just as surely, I will remember Miss Mary Thorne. Yes, I will, always.
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  “You must be Anna,” the young man said.


  He stood above her as she sat reading on the steps: This is the forest primeval. The murmuring pines and the hemlocks –


  Unwillingly she returned to the street, stilled on the Sabbath afternoon, the old men in their long black coats walking on quiet feet, and now this new voice prodding softly.


  “May I?”


  “Of course. Sit.” She moved over, observing him without seeming to. Medium, he was. Medium height and age; medium brown suit, eyes and hair; medium features in a neatly fashioned face.


  “I’m Joseph. Joseph Friedman, Solly’s cousin.”


  The American, so called because he had been born in New York. The house painter from uptown. And of course Ruth had arranged this. The same as Aunt Rosa! They can’t rest until they’ve got a man for you. He can be ugly, stupid, anything, as long as he’s a man. Not that this one is ugly, but I wanted to read and I’m not thinking about men right now anyway.


  “Ruth asked me to come down here to meet you To tell you the truth, I almost didn’t come. They’ve tried to hitch me up to every girl who ever got off a boat; I was getting tired of it. But I can tell straight away I’m glad I came this time.”


  Anna stared at him, weighing his astonishing words. But there was no conceit in his face, only the direct and simple return of her look.


  “I’m so embarrassed,” she said. “I knew nothing about it. Ruth shouldn’t have –”


  “Please! I know you had nothing to do with it. Shall we take a walk?”


  “All right,” she said.


  He pulled her arm through his. He had clean hands, clean fingernails, a fresh collar. She respected that, at any rate. It is no easy thing to be clean when you are poor, in spite of what people say.


  They began to see each other every Saturday. In the afternoon heat they walked the shady side of the street. They could walk for two or three blocks without speaking. Joseph was a quiet man, Anna saw, except when a mood came on him and then one could hardly stop him. Still, he was interesting, he had a vivid way of describing things.


  “Here’s Ludlow Street, there’s the house where I was born, We lived here while my father had the tailor shop. After his sight failed – he couldn’t even see the needle anymore – we moved where we are now, my mother and I. Or where my mother is now, I should say. Two rooms behind the grocery store. What a life! Open six days a week until midnight. Bread, pickles, crackers and soda. My mother made salad in back of the store. Such a little woman, such a patient smile. When I remember being a child, I remember that smile. And what the hell was there to smile about? It didn’t make any sense.”


  “Perhaps she was happy about her children, in spite of everything else.”


  “Child. Just me. They were both over forty when I was born.”


  “And your father? What was he like?”


  “My father had high blood pressure. Everything upset him. He was probably already worn out by the time they got to America. But why don’t you stop me? Here I am, chewing your ear off!”


  “I like to hear about people. Tell me more.”


  “There isn’t any more to tell. You live here. You know what it’s like to live on these streets, just walking around, because there’s no place to be comfortable inside. We were poor, and that’s the whole story.”


  “Even poorer than we were in Poland, I should think.”


  “Well, I don’t know how poor you were, but I can remember making supper sometimes out of bread and pickles – before we had our own store, that is. Not all the time, of course, but often enough.”


  “Still, I think,” Anna said thoughtfully, “it hasn’t hurt you I think you’re a very optimistic person after all.”


  “I am. Because I have faith, you see.”


  “Faith in yourself?”


  “Yes, that too. But what I meant was faith in God.”


  “Are you so religious?”


  He nodded seriously. “Yes, yes, I believe. I believe there is a reason for everything that happens, even though we don’t see it. And I believe we must accept everything that happens, whether good or bad, on trust. And that we, we as individuals, must do our best, do what God intended. I don’t give a damn for all the philosophy you hear them spouting in the coffee houses where the loafers sit around and solve the world’s problems. They were all solved years ago on Mt. Sinai. That’s what I believe.”


  “Then why is there still so much trouble in the world?”


  “Very simple. Because people don’t do what’s right. Very simple. You’re not an atheist, Anna, I hope?”


  “Oh, no, of course I’m not! I just don’t know much about religion. I don’t really understand it.”


  “Well, naturally, women don’t have to. But I can tell what you are all the same. Honest and kind and good. And very smart. I admire you for educating yourself with all these books.”


  “You don’t read, ever?”


  “I don’t have time. I’m up before five, and when you’ve been craning your head back on a scaffold with a paintbrush all day you’re too tired at night to improve yourself. Although, to be truthful, I never was a student. Except in arithmetic, I had a good head for figures. At one time I even thought I might become an accountant.”


  “Why didn’t you, then?”


  “I had to go to work,” he said shortly. “Tell you what, there’s a place over on West Broadway that’s pretty good, we could have supper there. Soup, stew and pie for thirteen cents. Not bad, with a schooner of beer thrown in. Will you go with me?”


  “Yes, but I don’t drink beer. You can have mine, too.”


  Ruth said: “One good thing about this country is you don’t have to have money to get married. It’s not like the other side. Of course, some people still go to marriage brokers, but modern people don’t. You like each other, you get married. You both work.” And when Anna did not answer, she said: “Tell me about you and Joe.”


  “Joseph. Nobody ever calls him Joe,”


  “And why not?”


  “I don’t know. But Joseph seems to fit him. It’s more dignified.”


  “All right, then, Joseph. Tell me about you and him.”


  “There’s nothing to tell.”


  “Nothing!”


  “Well, I like him. But there’s no –” Anna looked for a word. “Fire. There’s no fire.”


  Ruth threw her hands up. Her eyes and brows moved upward. “So why do you go with him?”


  “He’s a friend. It’s lonesome without a friend.”


  Ruth looked at her. I might as well have spoken in Chinese, Anna thought.


  “You know how many people around here have never even been north of Fourteenth Street?” Joseph had asked Anna.


  “I’m one of them.”


  “Wait, then, I’m going to show you something.”


  The slippery cane seats were cool and the spring breeze ran along with the trolley car as it gathered speed up Lexington Avenue. The bell clanged with authority. When the car stopped at the corners one could see on the side streets row after row of narrow houses, all brownstone, with high steps and tubbed evergreens at the front doors. Hester Street was a thousand miles away.


  “We’ll get out at Murray Hill and go over to Fifth,” Joseph said.


  They walked through the quiet streets from sun to shade, from shade to sun. Now and then a carriage passed; the horses had glossy hair and braided tails.


  “Going for a ride in Central Park,” Joseph explained. Anna was surprised that he knew so much about this part of the city.


  A motorcar stopped in front of one of the houses. The lady in the back seat wore a wide hat tied with a veil. The driver, in uniform and leather boots, walked around and helped her out of the car. She had two small fawn-coloured dogs, one under each arm. Then the house door was opened from inside and a young woman came down the steps. Her dress was narrowly striped in blue and white; her little apron was edged with lace and her cap matched it. She took the two dogs and followed the lady up the steps.


  “There! What do you think of that?” Joseph asked.


  “Oh, it’s nice here!” Anna said. “I never imagined anything like this.”


  “This is nothing. Wait till you see Fifth Avenue. That’s something to see!”


  The sunshine glowed. The trees in the park across the avenue at Fifty-ninth Street glowed green and gold.


  “That’s the Plaza Hotel,” Joseph said. “And on this side, this is the famous Hotel Netherland.”


  A young man wearing a straw hat (“That’s called a “boater,” Joseph said) came out under the awning. The girl with him wore a bunch of violets on her coat, a beautiful coat, pale as the inside of a peach. They crossed the avenue walking swiftly, going somewhere. Anna and Joseph ambled along behind them, going nowhere in particular. When the policeman’s whistle blew, the traffic started up and they were stopped on the concrete island where General Sherman, larger than life, reined in his horse.


  “Some statue, hey?” Joseph said.


  Anna read the inscription. “That’s the Union general who burned all the houses when he marched through Georgia during the Civil War.”


  Joseph was astonished. “I never heard about him! I know about the Civil War, of course, but how do you know so much?”


  “History. I’ve a book of American history,” Anna said with pride.


  Joseph shook his head. “You’re something, Anna, you really are.”


  Beyond General Sherman stood a great house of red brick and white stone, with iron gates. “The Vanderbilt mansion, that is. Or one of them, I should say.”


  “That’s not a hotel?”


  “It’s a house. A family lives in there.”


  She thought he was joking. “One family? It’s not possible! There must be a hundred rooms.”


  “I’m telling you the truth.”


  “But how can they be so rich?”


  “This particular family made it in railroads. All up and down this avenue I could show you dozens of houses like this. Fortunes made in oil, steel, copper, and some just from owning land. You know where you live downtown? A lot of those tenements are owned by people who live here. When people like us pay rent it goes to these people here.”


  She thought of the crumbling house on Hester Street. “Do you think that’s right?”


  “Probably not. Or maybe it is, I don’t know. If they’re smart enough to get it, maybe they’re entitled to it. Anyway that’s how the world is, and until a better world is made I’ll adapt to this one.”


  Anna was silent. And Joseph went on, his voice rising with excitement, “I’m going to live like this someday, Anna. Oh, not in a palace like these, but uptown in one of those nice places on the side streets. I’m going to do it, mark my words.”


  “You are? But how?”


  “Work. Buy land. Land is the key to wealth, you know, as long as you own it free and clear. Its value may go down for a time but it always rises again. This country is growing, and if you can hold on to land you’re bound to be rich.”


  “How do you get the money to start?”


  “An, that’s the question! I’m trying to save enough for a small house of flats, but it’s hard.” He said stubbornly, “I’ll do it, though. I’ll live like this one day if I have to break my back.”


  The fierceness that she saw in him disturbed Anna. He hadn’t shown it like that before. All of a sudden he seemed too angry and too large, although he was not a large man at all. His voice was too loud. She thought windows would open and people lean out to look, although no one did.


  She said quietly, “You think too much about money.”


  “You think so? I’ll tell you something, Anna. Without money the world spits on you. You’re nothing. You die like my father in a dirty little shop. Or rot away like Ruth and Solly. You want to rot away like that?”


  “No, of course not.” One shuddered to think of it. But still it couldn’t all be as he said. “The great writers, the artists, they had no money. And the world honours them. You make everything too cruel, too ugly.”


  Joseph turned her face up to his. His eyes were suddenly soft. “You look about fifteen years old, Anna,” he said gently.


  The idea came to her on a stifling night, when the smell of frying hung in the airless rooms. The hair at the back of her neck was wet with sweat; she longed for a bath in cool water. But there was no place, no privacy. Other women walked in while you were meagerly sponging off. Some of these women disgusted her; they weren’t clean. And one poor creature cried and whimpered into her pillow all night. Ruth’s five-year-old was sick and restless. It was impossible to sleep.


  She thought of the maid coming down the steps of the house with the tubbed evergreens. On the ship crossing the Atlantic, some of the peasant girls had talked of the jobs that waited for them in America, jobs in neat, clean houses like the ones uptown. In such a house she would sleep quietly, and have a place to keep a shelf of the books which Miss Thorne had given her, maybe even save money and buy some more for herself at second hand. After all, there would be no rent to pay and no food to buy. One could live decently, one could walk on those fine streets. She lay awake, thinking and thinking, and at last made up her mind.


  “Ruth says I’m crazy to go to work as a servant,” she told Joseph, a few days later.


  “Why so? It’s honest work. Please yourself, Anna, not other people,” he told her.
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  This, then, was how they looked inside, these houses behind the long windows where the shades, demurely pulled, were like downcast eyelids in a quiet face. Velvet carpets; your footsteps made no sound. Pictures in gilded frames. Fresh roses, cream and pink, although it was September. And stairs, turning up and up again. Anna followed Mrs Werner.


  “We’re a small family. My daughter is married and living in Cleveland. So there are just Mr Werner and I and our son, Mr Paul. This is his room.” She opened a door and Anna saw books on crowded shelves, riding boots in a corner and over the mantel a large blue banner: For God, for Country and for Yale.


  “They’re all Yale men in our family. Mr Paul won’t be home from Europe till next week but I’d like to have the room dusted every day all the same. Now, on the top floor is your room.” They mounted the stairs again; more dark railings and no carpet on this flight. “This front room we use for the seamstress. She comes for two or three weeks every spring and fall to do my clothes. Back here is Cook’s room and yours is next to it.”


  The two rooms were identical: a neat bed, a dresser, a straight wooden chair. Cook’s room had an enormous wooden crucifix above the bed. Unbelievable. Rooms like this, all for one person. With electric lights. Even a bathtub for the maids, a high white bathtub on claw feet.


  “Do you think you would like the position?”


  “Oh I would, I would.”


  “Very well. The wages will be fifteen dollars a month. Ordinarily I pay twenty, but you have no experience, you’ll need to be taught. Have you any questions?”


  “No.”


  “Anna, it is proper to say, ‘No, Mrs Werner.’”


  “No, Mrs Werner.”


  “Do you want to start today?”


  “Oh, yes! Yes, Mrs Werner.”


  “Then you may go back and get your things. It’s eleven o’clock now – let me see – I shan’t be needing the car until two. Quinn can drive you down.”


  “In a machine?”


  “Yes. It’s a miserable trip in the trolley carrying heavy parcels.”


  “I haven’t got very much. Just my clothes and my candlesticks.”


  “Oh?”


  “They were my mother’s. They’re very valuable.”


  “Well, bring them, then, of course.” There was a touch of amusement, not unkind, at the corners of the lady’s mouth.


  The cleanness of it. First the bath, the high tub filled with hot, hot water. Anna almost fell asleep in it. Then the fresh clean bed all to herself; she could turn, she could spread her arms and legs to the very edge.


  Her mind went back over the day. The ride in that car, all closed in; it was like a little room, lined in pale sand-coloured cloth as smooth as silk. A tug of dark grey fur with a big W sewn on it. Quinn the chauffeur sat outside without a roof. He didn’t talk to me. I think he didn’t like going down to Hester Street with all those people staring at the car. There was hardly room for it because of the pushcarts. Then the children started climbing on the car and Quinn got angry. But he did help me with my boxes.


  I wish Joseph had been there to see that car. Ruth said again that I was crazy to give up my freedom to be a servant, but I can’t see what freedom she has. And if I stayed there, I’d only get like her. Still, I shall miss her.


  “How is it that you are called Mrs while I am called by my name?” Anna inquired of the cook in the morning.


  “The cook is always called Mrs,” replied Mrs Monaghan. “You’re the first Jewish housemaid we ever had here, you know that? Even though the family’s Jewish.”


  Anna was astonished. “The Werners are Jewish?”


  “Of course they are, and grand people, too. I’ve been here seven years now. My sister-in-law told me I was making a mistake to work for Jews but I’ve never regretted it. A lady and a gentleman, and no doubt about it.”


  “I’m glad to hear that,” Anna said stiffly.


  “And did you sleep well, I hope? Your first night in a place, it’s hard to sleep.”


  The coal fire, which had been banked
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