Looking Back 3

Initial Expectations

In your Reader’s Notebook, jot down any expectations you
have of this reading. Consider the book and chapter titles, the
author’s background and other information from the introduc-
tion, and any experiences of your own that might be similar.
What do you think gets “lost in translation”?
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Paradise

It is April 1959, I'm standing at the railing of the Batory’s
upper deck, and I feel that my life is ending. I'm looking
out at the crowd that has gathered on the shore to see
the ship’s departure from Gdynia—a crowd that, all of a
sudden, is irrevocably on the other side—and I want to
break out, run back, run toward the familiar excitement,
the waving hands, the exclamations. We can’t be leaving
all this behind—but we are. I am thirteen years old, and
we are emigrating. It’s a notion of such crushing, defini-
tive finality that to me it might as well mean the end of
the world.

My sister, four years younger than I, is clutching my
hand wordlessly; she hardly understands where we are,
or what is happening to us. My parents are highly agi-
tated; they had just been put through a body search by
the customs police, probably as the farewell gesture of
anti-Jewish harassment. Still, the officials weren’t clever
enough, or suspicious enough, to check my sister and
me—lucky for us, since we are both carrying some silver-
ware we were not allowed to take out of Poland in large
pockets sewn onto our skirts especially for this purpose,
and hidden under capacious sweaters.

When the brass band on the shore strikes up the
jaunty mazurka rhythms of the Polish anthem, I am
pierced by a youthful sorrow so powerful that I suddenly
stop crying and try to hold still against the pain. I des-
perately want time to stop, to hold the ship still with the



4 Chapter 1

force of my will. I am suffering my first, severe attack o
nostalgia, or tesknota—a word Fhat adfls to nostalgi, thJe
tonalities of sadness and longing. It is a feeling Whoge
shades and degrees I'm destined to know intimate]y, but
at this hovering moment, it comes upon me like g Visi.
tation from a whole new geography of emotions, ap 4,
nunciation of how much an absence can hurt, qp ,
premonition of absence, because at this divide, I'm fi]]eg
to the brim with what I am about to lose—images (f
Cracow, which I loved as one loves a person, of the syp.
baked villages where we had taken summer vacations, of
the hours I spent poring over passages of music with my
piano teacher, of conversations and escapades with
friends. Looking ahead, I come across an enormous, cold
blankness—a darkening, an erasure, of the imagination,
as if a camera eye has snapped shut, or as if a heavy cur-
tain has been pulled over the future. Of the place where
we're going—Canada—I know nothing. There are vague
outlines of half a continent, a sense of vast spaces and lit-
tle habitation. When my parents were hiding in a
branch-covered forest bunker during the war, my father
had a book with him called Canada Fragrant with Resin
which, in his horrible confinement, spoke to him of ma-
jestic wilderness, of animals roaming without being pur-

sued, of freedom. That is partly why we are going there,

rather than to Israel, where most of our Jewish friends

have gone. But to me, the word “Canada” has ominous

echoes of the “Sahara.” No, my mind rejects the idea of
being taken there, I don’t want to be pried out of my

childhood, my pleasures, my safety, my hopes for becom-

ing a pianist. The Batory pulls away, the foghorn emits

its lowing, shofar! sound, but my being is engaged in a

stubborn refusal to move. My parents put their hands on

my shoulders consolingly; for a moment, they allow

themselves to acknowledge that there’s pain in this de-

parture, much as they wanted it.

1 . .
shofar—a ram’s horn used in Jewish services.
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Many vears later, at a stylish party in New York, I met
a woman who told me that she had had an enchanted
childhiood. Her father was a highly positioned diplomat
in an Asian country, and she had lived surrounded by
sumptuous elegance, the courtesy of servants, and the
delicate advances of older men. No wonder, she said, that
when this part of her life came to an end, at age thirteen,
she felt she had been exiled from paradise, and had been
searching for it ever since.

No wonder. But the wonder is what you can make a
paradise out of. I told her that I grew up in a lumpen
apartment in Cracow, squeezed into three rudimentary
rooms with four other people, surrounded by squabbles,
dark political rumblings, memories of wartime suffering,
and daily struggle for existence. And yet, when it came
time to leave, I, too, felt I was being pushed out of the
happy, safe enclosure of Eden.
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An Initial Response

Write your initial reaction to this story in your Reader’s Note-
book. Some questions to consider: Is it easy to picture this
scene? What do you feel for the young Eva? How do you think
the adult Eva feels looking back? Have you experienced any-
thing comparable?

Vocabulary and the Uses of Language

Explain the meanings of the words in bold type. First try to guess
the meanings by looking at how the words are used. Then look
each word up in a dictionary.

1. ... a crowd that, all of a sudden, is irrevocably on the
other side . . .

... hidden under capacious sweaters

. Or a premonition of absence . . .

... the word “Canada” has ominous echoes of the “Sahara.”
... the foghorn emits its lowing, shofar sound . . .

. ... she had lived surrounded by sumptuous elegance . . .
...I grew up in a lumpen apartment . . .
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