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MAKING MEANING

Notice whom the story 
is about, what happens, 
where and when it happens, 
and why those involved react 
as they do.

coNNect ideas within 
the selection to what you 
already know and what you 
have already read.

ANNotAte by marking 
vocabulary and key passages 
you want to revisit.

RespoNd by completing 
the Comprehension Check and 
by writing a brief summary of 
the selection.

About the Author

Judith Ortiz Cofer  
(1952–2016) spent her 
childhood in two different 
cultures. Born in Puerto Rico, 
she moved with her parents 
to Paterson, New Jersey, 
when she was very young. 
She grew up mostly in 
Paterson, but she also spent 
time in Puerto Rico with her 
abuela (grandmother). It was 
from her grandmother that 
Ortiz Cofer learned the art of 
storytelling. In her own work, 
Ortiz Cofer teaches readers 
about the richness and 
difficulty of coming of age in 
two cultures at once.

American History
Concept Vocabulary
You will encounter the following words as you read “American History.”
Before reading, note how familiar you are with each word. Then, rank the 
words in order from most familiar (1) to least familiar (6).

After completing the first read, return to the concept vocabulary and review 
your rankings. Make changes to your original rankings as needed.

First Read FICTION
Apply these strategies as you conduct your first read. You will have an 
opportunity to complete the close-read notes after your first read.

WORD YOUR RANKING

anticipated

infatuated

enthralled

devoted

elation

impulse

 Tool Kit
First-Read Guide and 
Model Annotation

! STANDARDS
Reading Literature
By the end of grade 9, read and 
comprehend literature, including 
stories, dramas, and poems, in the 
grades 9–10 text complexity band 
proficiently, with scaffolding as 
needed at the high end of the range. 
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ANCHOR TEXT | SHORT STORY

NOTES

BACKGROUND
On November 22, 1963, President John F. Kennedy was shot and killed 
in Dallas, Texas, and the United States was plunged into mourning. Most 
people who lived through that time can still remember where they were 
when they heard the news. Kennedy’s assassination and the nation’s grief 
defined a generation. Key events in this story take place on that fateful day.

I once read in a “Ripley’s Believe It or Not” column that Paterson, 
New Jersey, is the place where the Straight and Narrow (streets) 

intersect. The Puerto Rican tenement known as El Building was one 
block up from Straight. It was, in fact, the corner of Straight and 
Market; not “at” the corner, but the corner. At almost any hour of the 
day, El Building was like a monstrous jukebox, blasting out salsas1 
from open windows as the residents, mostly new immigrants just 
up from the island, tried to drown out whatever they were currently 
enduring with loud music. But the day President Kennedy was shot 
there was a profound silence in EI Building; even the abusive tongues 
of viragoes,2 the cursing of the unemployed, and the screeching of 

1. salsas (SAHL suhz) songs written in a particular Latin American musical style.
2. viragoes (vih RAH gohz) fierce, irritable women with loud voices.

SCAN FOR 
MULTIMEDIA

1

Judith Ortiz Cofer

American History
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NOTES
small children had been somehow muted. President Kennedy was 
a saint to these people. In fact, soon his photograph would be hung 
alongside the Sacred Heart and over the spiritist altars that many 
women kept in their apartments. He would become part of the 
hierarchy of martyrs they prayed to for favors that only one who had 
died for a cause would understand.

On the day that President Kennedy was shot, my ninth grade class 
had been out in the fenced playground of Public School Number 13. 
We had been given “free” exercise time and had been ordered by our 
P.E. teacher, Mr. DePalma, to “keep moving.” That meant that the 
girls should jump rope and the boys toss basketballs through a hoop 
at the far end of the yard. He in the meantime would “keep an eye” 
on us from just inside the building.

It was a cold gray day in Paterson. The kind that warns of early 
snow. I was miserable, since I had forgotten my gloves, and my 
knuckles were turning red and raw from the jump rope. I was also 
taking a lot of abuse from the black girls for not turning the rope hard 
and fast enough for them.

“Hey, Skinny Bones, pump it, girl. Ain’t you got no energy today?” 
Gail, the biggest of the black girls had the other end of the rope, 
yelled, “Didn’t you eat your rice and beans and pork chops for 
breakfast today?”

The other girls picked up the “pork chops” and made it into a 
refrain: “pork chop, pork chop, did you eat your pork chop?” They 
entered the double ropes in pairs and exited without tripping or 
missing a beat. I felt a burning on my cheeks and then my glasses 
fogged up so that I could not manage to coordinate the jump rope 
with Gail. The chill was doing to me what it always did; entering my 
bones, making me cry, humiliating me. I hated the city, especially 
in winter. I hated Public School Number 13. I hated my skinny flat-
chested body, and I envied the black girls who could jump rope so 
fast that their legs became a blur. They always seemed to be warm 
while I froze.

There was only one source of beauty and light for me that school 
year. The only thing I had anticipated at the start of the semester. 
That was seeing Eugene. In August, Eugene and his family had 
moved into the only house on the block that had a yard and trees. I 
could see his place from my window in El Building. In fact, if I sat on 
the fire escape I was literally suspended above Eugene’s backyard. 
It was my favorite spot to read my library books in the summer. 
Until that August the house had been occupied by an old Jewish 
couple. Over the years I had become part of their family, without 
their knowing it, of course. I had a view of their kitchen and their 
backyard, and though I could not hear what they said, I knew when 
they were arguing, when one of them was sick, and many other 
things. I knew all this by watching them at mealtimes. I could see 
their kitchen table, the sink, and the stove. During good times, he 

2

3

4

CLOSE READ
ANNOTATE: In paragraph 5, 
mark words and phrases 
related to temperature.

QUESTION: Why is the 
narrator so focused on 
feelings of hot and cold?

CONCLUDE: How do 
these details help readers 
understand Elena’s feelings 
of isolation?

5

6

anticipated (an TIHS uh payt 
ihd) v. eagerly expected 
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NOTES
sat at the table and read his newspapers while she fixed the meals. 
If they argued, he would leave and the old woman would sit and 
stare at nothing for a long time. When one of them was sick, the other 
would come and get things from the kitchen and carry them out on 
a tray. The old man had died in June. The last week of school I had 
not seen him at the table at all. Then one day I saw that there was 
a crowd in the kitchen. The old woman had finally emerged from 
the house on the arm of a stocky, middle-aged woman, whom I had 
seen there a few times before, maybe her daughter. Then a man had 
carried out suitcases. The house had stood empty for weeks. I had 
had to resist the temptation to climb down into the yard and water 
the flowers the old lady had taken such good care of. 

By the time Eugene’s family moved in, the yard was a tangled 
mass of weeds. The father had spent several days mowing, and 
when he finished, from where I sat, I didn’t 
see the red, yellow, and purple clusters that 
meant flowers to me. I didn’t see this family 
sit down at the kitchen table together. It was 
just the mother, a red-headed tall woman who 
wore a white uniform—a nurse’s, I guessed 
it was; the father was gone before I got up in 
the morning and was never there at dinner 
time. I only saw him on weekends when they 
sometimes sat on lawn chairs under the oak 
tree, each hidden behind a section of the newspaper; and there was 
Eugene. He was tall and blond, and he wore glasses. I liked him right 
away because he sat at the kitchen table and read books for hours. 
That summer, before we had even spoken one word to each other, I 
kept him company on my fire escape.

Once school started I looked for him in all my classes, but P.S. 
13 was a huge, overpopulated place and it took me days and many 
discreet questions to discover that Eugene was in honors classes for 
all his subjects; classes that were not open to me because English was 
not my first language, though I was a straight A student. After much 
maneuvering, I managed “to run into him” in the hallway where his 
locker was—on the other side of the building from mine—and in study 
hall at the library where he first seemed to notice me, but did not speak; 
and finally, on the way home after school one day when I decided to 
approach him directly, though my stomach was doing somersaults. 

I was ready for rejection, snobbery, the worst. But when I came 
up to him, practically panting in my nervousness, and blurted out: 
“You’re Eugene. Right?” he smiled, pushed his glasses up on his 
nose, and nodded. I saw then that he was blushing deeply. Eugene 
liked me, but he was shy. I did most of the talking that day. He 
nodded and smiled a lot. In the weeks that followed, we walked 
home together. He would linger at the corner of El Building for a 
few minutes then walk down to his two-story house. It was not until 

7

8

9

I saw then that he was 

blushing deeply. Eugene 

liked me, but he was shy.
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NOTES
Eugene moved into that house that I noticed that El Building blocked 
most of the sun, and that the only spot that got a little sunlight during 
the day was the tiny square of earth the old woman had planted with 
flowers.

I did not tell Eugene that I could see inside his kitchen from 
my bedroom. I felt dishonest, but I liked my secret sharing of his 
evenings, especially now that I knew what he was reading since we 
chose our books together at the school library.

One day my mother came into my room as I was sitting on the 
window-sill staring out. In her abrupt way she said: “Elena, you are 
acting ‘moony.’” Enamorada3 was what she really said, that is—like 
a girl stupidly infatuated. Since I had turned fourteen my mother 
had been more vigilant than ever. She acted as if I was going to go 
crazy or explode or something if she didn’t watch me and nag me all 
the time about being a señorita4 now. She kept talking about virtue, 
morality, and other subjects that did not interest me in the least. My 
mother was unhappy in Paterson, but my father had a good job at 
the bluejeans factory in Passaic and soon, he kept assuring us, we 
would be moving to our own house there. Every Sunday we drove 
out to the suburbs of Paterson, Clifton, and Passaic, out to where 
people mowed grass on Sundays in the summer, and where children 
made snowmen in the winter from pure white snow, not like the 
gray slush of Paterson which seemed to fall from the sky in that hue. 
I had learned to listen to my parents’ dreams, which were spoken in 
Spanish, as fairy tales, like the stories about life in the island paradise 
of Puerto Rico before I was born. I had been to the island once as 
a little girl, to grandmother’s funeral, and all I remembered was 
wailing women in black, my mother becoming hysterical and being 
given a pill that made her sleep two days, and me feeling lost in a 
crowd of strangers all claiming to be my aunts, uncles, and cousins. 
I had actually been glad to return to the city. We had not been back 
there since then, though my parents talked constantly about buying 
a house on the beach someday, retiring on the island—that was a 
common topic among the residents of El Building. As for me, I was 
going to go to college and become a teacher.

But after meeting Eugene I began to think of the present more 
than of the future. What I wanted now was to enter that house I had 
watched for so many years. I wanted to see the other rooms where 
the old people had lived, and where the boy spent his time. Most of 
all, I wanted to sit at the kitchen table with Eugene like two adults, 
like the old man and his wife had done, maybe drink some coffee 
and talk about books. I had started reading Gone with the Wind. I was 
enthralled by it, with the daring and the passion of the beautiful girl 
living in a mansion, and with her devoted parents and the slaves who 
did everything for them. I didn’t believe such a world had ever really 
existed, and I wanted to ask Eugene some questions since he and his 

3. Enamorada (ay nah moh RAH dah) Spanish for “enamored; lovesick.”
4. señorita (seh nyoh REE tah) Spanish for “young lady.”

10

11

infatuated (ihn FACH oo ayt 
ihd) adj. briefly but intensely 
in love

12

enthralled (ehn THRAWLD) v. 
captivated

devoted (dih VOHT ihd) adj. 
loving, loyal, and concerned 
with another’s well-being 
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